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Scott is no stranger to discipline as his bare bottom has regularly been on the receiving end of his mother's wooden spoon, but after his mother's death, Scott lacks focus and motivation. When an attractive woman (Valerie) walks into the bank where he works and asks for a loan, he tries to help her. He also lets his mind wander as he imagines being over her lap for a hard spanking. Little does he know that he is to form a special relationship with Valerie, a woman in the final stages of training to be a vet. She occupies his mother's former room for several weeks, and Scott loves her dominance and authority. When she mentions the woodshed on her mother's farm, Scott is curious and starts asking questions. He gets so much more than he bargained for, particularly when he visits the farm and finds out exactly what it's like to be taken to the woodshed for a hard strapping on his bare bottom. Disciplining male members of the family is part of the fabric of life here. Like her mother, Valerie has a strong right arm and knows just how to administer a whipping earned for slacking off or bad behaviour. Although Scott often has a sore bottom, he appears to thrive on it, and his relationship with Valerie blossoms...
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Chapter One

Scott Jensen swiveled mindlessly in his leather office chair. Occasionally he would gaze out the window and marvel at the small buds just emerging on the crabapple tree outside. Then when he got bored with that, he shifted to the spreadsheet displayed on the 23-inch computer monitor on his desk. But mostly, he looked at the framed pictures on the corner of his credenza.

One picture in particular captured his attention: a 5 x 7 portrait of his mother, taken five years ago at Christmas, before she began to fight the war against the cancer that eventually overwhelmed her six months ago.

He sat back and allowed his eyes to droop and his mind to wander. He was supposed to be reviewing the loan status of a select group of customers of the First Bank of Union City, for which he was a junior loan officer. However, this morning he had trouble concentrating, just as he had had trouble concentrating for the past several months. He knew that if his mother were here, she would know very well how to get him to focus his attention on work. She had done it so many times before.

But she wasn't there. She would never be there again. Somehow, he would have to develop the self-discipline necessary to continue his upward mobility. He opened his eyes and looked at the picture once more, this time remembering her with a stern look on her face and a large wooden spoon in her hand, a hand that was hard and calloused from years of work cleaning restaurants and businesses, mixing and handling caustic chemicals. She had made many sacrifices so he could finish his college degree in accounting and secure a position in the prestigious bank. Occasionally she had reminded him of those sacrifices and how much she expected him to make the most of his opportunities.

He thought back to the last time she had disciplined him for what she called slacking off. It had been a little over a year ago. He had overslept and was late for a very important meeting at the bank, a mistake for which he received a written reprimand and the threat of termination if he ever did it again.

When his mother learned of the reprimand and the threat she took immediate action, beginning with a stern lecture and ending with a severe bare bottom spanking with the largest wooden spoon she had in her vast collection. It was one of the worst spankings he had ever endured, but it was effective, as he had been early to every meeting since then.

Now, as he found himself drifting on this slow Saturday morning, he understood that he missed that corporal discipline. Sometimes just the threat of such punishment would be enough to curb his tendency toward negative behavior secondary to a certain motivational deficiency. As the sting of his mother's disease and death was beginning to wear off, he wondered how much longer he could go on without getting into trouble once more with his employer.

Scott was about to close his eyes again when he heard a knock on his partially open door. He glanced up and saw Kim, the receptionist, standing just outside his office. Next to her was a young woman wearing a knee-length jean skirt over black tights. She also wore a blue knitted top with a well-worn leather jacket covering it. Tan boots completed the outfit. Her shoulder-length dark blond hair was tied back in a prim ponytail.

"Mr. Jensen," Kim said once she was certain she had Scott's attention, "this is Valerie Gilmore. She has some questions."

Scott stood up and quickly smoothed down his blue dress shirt and burgundy tie. He gave Valerie a long glance, then moved toward her and extended his right hand. "Very pleased to meet you, Ms. Gilmore. Please come in and have a seat."

Valerie looked at Scott, then at Kim. "Thank you," she said, nodding to Kim. The receptionist nodded back and walked away. Valerie accepted Scott's hand with a grip that was surprisingly strong. She appeared to be only three or four inches shorter than his six feet one inch.

Scott felt the skin on Valerie's hand and noted that it was rough and calloused, reminding him a little of his mother's hands. Valerie Gilmore is no stranger to hard physical work, he thought. He released her hand and motioned to the padded visitor chair. He backed away and resumed his seat while she settled into the chair, not crossing her legs, but rather spreading them slightly - but not enough for him to see what lay beyond her knees.

He gave her his best smile. "What can I do for you, Ms. Gilmore?"

She took a deep breath. "I need a loan."

He nodded. "I can certainly help you with that," he said. "If you can give me some information, we'll get started on the process." He gazed at her expectantly, his fingers twitching near the keyboard on his computer.

She took another deep breath, as though collecting her thoughts. "I... I'm a fourth year student at the veterinary college," she said. "I'm set to graduate in a couple of months."

"Congratulations," Scott said. "Perhaps I should have addressed you as Dr. Gilmore... my apologies."

Valerie smiled. "Not yet. I still have to graduate and pass the licensing exam."

"So... how can I help you with a loan? Certainly, you have something lined up after graduation."

"Yes, as a matter of fact," she said. "I'm originally from Linton, over in Goff County."

Scott nodded. He had been to Linton before - typical small town surrounded by prosperous family farms. His bank even held the mortgages on a few of these farms.

"The vet there, Dr. Merle Agnew, is retiring next year. I'm set to take over his practice."

Again, Scott nodded. A part of him was intrigued by this strong-looking soon-to-be vet with the hard hands. But another part of him was already getting bored by the conversation. Get to the point, please, he wanted to shout.

"Ms. Gilmore... if you have a practice waiting for you in Linton, why do you need a loan?" The question was a little more blunt than he had intended, and he immediately regretted it. Tact was not one of his strongest assets.

She smiled again. "It probably does sound a little strange," she said. "After graduation, I plan to pursue a specialty in bovine and equine medicine. While I am doing this, I won't be able to work... at least not enough to support myself and I won't have the scholarships I've been living on."

"How long is your specialty course?"

"Six months," she said. "Normally they last a year, but I've gotten credit for the work I did with Dr. Agnew before I went to vet school. Also, I grew up on a farm and have worked with cows and horses all my life."

"So, how much do you think you'll need?"

She thought for a moment. "I'm not sure," she said. "My truck needs quite a bit of work to keep it running. And I'll need to find a cheaper apartment near the campus and, of course, eat and buy insurance. I'll be able to work in the barns in exchange for my tuition. Perhaps... around twenty thousand dollars to see me through."

"Well, let's see what we can do," he said, shifting his gaze from her to his monitor. "Do you have an account with us?"

"Checking," she said. She extracted a bank card from her brown leather wallet and slid it over to him.

"Thank you," he said, taking the card. He entered the account number into the computer and looked at what was on the screen: checking account balance, $1,104. 35. He consciously resisted the urge to shake his head. "Any outstanding loans?"

"Just a credit card balance... about three thousand dollars, I think."

He swiveled back to face her. This would be a difficult loan; but, as he looked at her, he knew he wanted to help her. He saw the strength in her that he had seen in his mother. He felt something stir inside him. "Of course, I'll have to run your credit through Equifax or Transunion, but I'm not going to lie, Ms. Gilmore. This may not be an automatic loan, especially since you have no collateral. But I do understand the importance of you furthering your education, and I will fight for you." In the back of his mind, he wondered if she would be grateful for his support and if she would show that gratitude in a way that was more than a spoken thank you. It had been a while since he'd been with a woman, and he missed it, especially now that his mother was not around to discourage him from developing a relationship that lasted more than a week or so.

She smiled thinly. "I would certainly appreciate any help you could give me."

As she said this, her legs parted just enough so that he got a glimpse of her upper thighs and the crotch of her tights. Whether or not she intended to give him that glimpse, he didn't know. But in that instant he had an image of her naked body straddling him while he lay on his back urging her to impale herself. This was followed by an even stronger image of lying across her lap while she lit into him with her hard right hand, punishing him for slacking off.

He shook these images from his head. "Let me crunch some numbers," he said. "I'm sorry I can't give you an answer today. I'll have to submit this to the loan committee on Monday. Can you stop by Monday afternoon? I should have an answer for you by then. The bank closes at five, but I'm usually here until at least six." He thought about the loan committee to which he alluded. It consisted of himself and the senior loan officer, John Hardy. They would talk for maybe five minutes.

Valerie considered for a moment. "I understand," she said, clamping her legs together. "I guess Monday will have to do. I don't think I'll be able to get here much before six. I'm sorry."

"No problem. I'll wait for you by the door to let you in."

She pushed back the chair and stood up. "Thank you, Mr. Jensen," she said.

He also stood up and extended his right hand. "My pleasure, Ms. Gilmore." They briefly gripped each other's hand. "Until Monday, then," he continued. "I'll try to have good news for you."

She nodded, pivoted on her right foot, and exited the office, leaving a little of her earthy but pleasant scent behind.

Scott breathed it in as he watched her disappear. Then he walked to the window and looked to his left into the small parking lot. He saw her get into a tired-looking F150. He watched her back out of the parking space and drive off in a cloud of oily smoke. She would need a new truck very soon, he thought.

He resumed his seat and shifted his attention to the computer screen, still displaying her account information. Quickly, he looked up her credit and saw that her credit score was marginal at best; there was no way they could approve her loan request, at least not for twenty thousand dollars. He leaned back in the chair, closed his eyes, and allowed his mind to project more images of the two of them together.

Over the past ten or twelve years, he had dated a number of young women. He had been privileged to have sex with a few of them - when he could get past his mother's resistance ("No woman is good enough for my Scotty," she would say). But no woman he had ever been with had the effect that Valerie Gilmore, in just a few brief minutes, had on him. He wasn't exactly smitten - at least, not yet - but he was intrigued.

He already knew that when the bank closed at one today, he would go home to his three-bedroom apartment - nearly empty except for his mother's sixteen-year-old tabby - and gulp two or three shots of bourbon in an attempt to put his feelings into perspective, made necessary because what he was feeling at this moment was potentially dangerous.

He wanted to see Valerie Gilmore again. He wanted to see her as more than a bank customer. He wanted to help her with her future. But he also wanted a quid pro quo, and that was the dangerous part.

He made some notes, glanced at his desk clock, and cleared the screen. He had a lot of thinking to do.


Chapter Two

As usual, Scott spent the weekend alone holed up in his apartment, eating take-out Chinese and drinking beer and bourbon. He tried to watch the NCAA basketball tournament on television but couldn't concentrate. All he could think about was Valerie Gilmore. Twice, from his home computer, he accessed her account information. Then, using Google, he tried to find out more about her but discovered she didn't even have a Facebook page - or any other social media accounts, at least none under her real name.

So for all he knew, she could have a serious boyfriend or - and he shuddered at this thought - a girlfriend. Still, try as he might, he couldn't get her out his mind. Get a grip on yourself, Jensen, he ordered. But that side of him wouldn't listen. For an instant, he even wondered if the farm on which she had grown up had a woodshed - he had read stories about what happens in rural woodsheds.

He was beginning to understand that he was on the brink of losing control. And he knew that if his mother were here, she would know very well how to get him to stop obsessing over Valerie and concentrate on work. A hundred hard swats on his bare bottom with the wooden spoon or the hairbrush would, no doubt, do the trick nicely. It certainly had in the past.

But once again, he realized Mary Jensen wasn't there, only her ragged-looking cat, Morris, somehow always around in spite of his advanced age, always staring at him, as though acting as Scott's mother's surrogate. Too bad the old cat couldn't wield a wooden spoon, Scott thought.

By Sunday night, he had both given up and given in to the images his overactive and undisciplined mind continued to create in ever greater detail, including a very distinct image of him being in a woodshed, bent over with his pants down. At nine-thirty, he turned off the television and sat down at his desk. Looking at Valerie's numbers one last time, he knew as an experienced loan officer there was no way the bank could approve an unsecured loan for twenty thousand dollars. That was on the one side.

On the other side were her obvious needs as she moved forward with her advanced education. That she needed a new truck was a certainty. He understood that even a good used truck would cost at least ten thousand dollars. She might very well qualify for an auto loan for that amount - one problem solved.

However, she still needed a place to live for the six months. She would need vehicle and health insurance, and she would need to eat. Even a cheap apartment near the vet school would run five or six hundred dollars a month. Then she'd need to add food and insurance on top of that. When he added it all up, he wasn't sure that even twenty thousand would cover her for the duration.

Then, spurred by his own needs and fantasies, slowly he began to formulate a plan that would solve her problem as well as his. The only roadblock that he could foresee was how exactly to present it to her and not get his face slapped or get him into deep trouble at the bank. He went to bed an hour later rehearsing various dialogues and presentation strategies.

---oOo---

At noon on Monday, Scott met with his immediate superior, John Hardy, over lunch at the Claymore Grill. As was their custom, they discussed several recent loan proposals, including three mortgage requests and a re-financing application. Valerie's was the last request they discussed. Scott showed John the numbers he had crunched and suggested that they approve her for thirteen thousand, enough for a new truck and insurance. Scott said that he would work with her to find other sources of income and an inexpensive place to live. John Hardy gave Scott a long look but eventually nodded his approval.

Scott went back to his office feeling a bit elated - the first part of his plan was taken care of. But now he had to face Valerie Gilmore and present the second part of his plan. He anticipated that this part might be a lot more difficult.

By five-thirty, the bank was empty except for the one teller counting receipts, and the cleaning crew. Scott leaned back in his chair with one eye on the clock and one eye on the parking lot. He tried very hard to keep his nerves under control as he rehearsed in his mind what he was going to say to the senior vet student.

At five-fifty, he left his office and moved to the front door. He looked down at his hands and willed them to be steady. Miraculously, they listened to him. Still, he couldn't keep himself from fretting, almost wishing that she wouldn't keep the appointment. Then he could go home and put her out of his mind, chalk the whole thing up to bad karma - or something like that.

But when he saw her old truck wheeze into the parking lot a minute later, he was both relieved and flustered. He could feel his normally slow heart rate escalate and his breathing increase. Get yourself under control, he told himself as he watched her get out of the truck and approach. This time she was wearing old jeans and a sweatshirt under her leather jacket.

When she reached the door, he opened it for her and smiled. "Ms. Gilmore, very good to see you and thanks for coming. I hope you had a good weekend."

She didn't return his smile as she moved through the door. "Thank you for staying late," she said. "Sorry about the way I look. I had to work yesterday and this morning. I haven't had time to clean up or change."

Unconsciously, he sniffed the air as she passed him. It was the same earthy smell she had given off Saturday morning, just perhaps a bit stronger, but not unpleasant. "Let's go to my office," he said, holding out his arm.

She nodded and followed him.

When they were in the office and seated, he made a show of shuffling some papers in front of him. "Okay... I ran some numbers and presented your request to the loan committee." He paused for a few seconds. "They... uh... have approved your loan... but only for thirteen thousand, I'm afraid." He watched her face carefully as he said this.

She leaned forward slightly as if bracing herself to accept the blow. "Only thirteen thousand?"

"Yes."

Her face was a mixture of emotions. She gathered herself together. "Well... that's a bit unfortunate. Is that the final word?"

"I'm afraid so, yes." He continued to watch her, waiting for the right instant to reveal the second part of his plan. When she didn't respond immediately, he knew it was now or never. "Ms. Gilmore... Valerie... I'm truly sorry about the lesser amount. However... I have been thinking about your situation and believe I have a solution... although it may sound a bit unconventional."

Her face brightened slightly. "Mr. Jensen, if you have a way for me to move forward on thirteen thousand dollars, I'm certainly willing to listen."

He smiled and took a deep breath. The words he had been rehearsing since the night before scrolled through his head. "Well... and please hear me out, okay?"

"Okay."

"My mother passed away six months ago."

"I'm very sorry to hear that," she said quickly.

"Yes... thank you... but the point I'm trying to make is that we lived together up until her death in a large three-bedroom apartment not far from the campus. I'm all alone there now, just me and a sixteen-year-old cat named Morris. Her bedroom was the master suite in the apartment. What I'm saying is that I can offer it to you for, let's say, two hundred dollars a month, including full kitchen privileges. I know you don't have the rent money now. You can pay me when you're finished with your program and start your practice." He exhaled. He had said his piece, now he had to wait for the fallout. "What do you think? I assure you this is a legitimate offer... no strings attached. With the remaining loan money, you can get a new truck and insurance."

For a long time, she said nothing, just sat where she was on the edge of her chair. She shifted her gaze from the floor to the ceiling to Scott.

He could almost see the wheels turning inside her head, as though she was appraising him, knowing full well that one never gets a deal like this with no strings attached.

Finally, after at least two minutes of awkward silence, she leaned back and took a deep breath. "Are you serious about this? You barely know me, and I certainly don't know you."

"I understand," he said. "Believe me, I've given this a lot of thought. I don't like rattling around that empty apartment by myself. I was actually thinking seriously about advertising for a roommate anyway."

She continued to stare at him. "And you're really willing to defer the rent until I complete the program?"

"Well... truth is, I don't really need the money all that much," he said. "But, I can draft a rental agreement if it will make you feel better."

She dared a smile for the first time. "You understand my hesitation," she said. "Where I come from, one doesn't get something for nothing."

Scott had anticipated this argument and was prepared. "Valerie, this wouldn't be something for nothing. Think of it as a personal loan. I will expect payment of the twelve hundred dollars once you're established in your career. And in the meantime, I'll have someone in the apartment who can sort of look after Morris. He's an old cat, and I worry about him."

Carefully but discreetly, he studied her face. When she didn't respond immediately, he decided to change course slightly. "I understand your ambivalence. Tell you what, if you have a couple of hours free this evening, I can show you the apartment. I haven't cleaned out my mother's room completely yet; however, I can assure you that I will turn it into whatever space you require. Then, after you've seen the apartment, I'll treat you to dinner and we can get to know each other a little better. How does that sound?"

She scowled. "I'm hardly dressed to go out," she said.

He smiled at her. "No problem. We won't go anywhere fancy."

Again, she considered for a moment, then returned his smile. "Well, I do have the rest of the evening free. I guess there's no harm in seeing your apartment and accepting a free meal."

Suddenly conscious that he'd been holding his breath, he exhaled slowly, aware that she was on the brink of accepting his offer. His plan was actually working. "Splendid," he said. "Let me shut down my computer and get my coat. If you don't mind, you can leave your truck here and go in my car. I'll bring you back here after dinner."

"What about the loan papers for the thirteen thousand?"

He had almost forgotten about the original loan. "I'll have those ready by tomorrow, so anytime this week you will be able to come in, sign the papers, and get your money. Okay?"

She smiled again, enough so he could see the edges of her teeth. "Okay," she said. "I have my eye on a good used truck."

Scott logged out of his computer and shut it off. He stood up and put on his suit coat. "Are you ready?"

She also stood up. "Anytime, Mr. Jensen."

"Oh... my name is Scott."

"Okay, Scott."

He directed Valerie out of his office, turned out the light and closed the door. As they were heading for the entrance, he made of point of saying good evening to the cleaning crew.

---oOo---

Nearly two hours later, Scott and Valerie were sitting in a booth at the Union Family Restaurant. They both ordered the meatloaf with mashed potatoes and green beans cooked with bacon - good country fare, as she put it.

They had seen the apartment. Valerie was impressed with the space, especially the kitchen and the master suite that she would occupy. "This is much bigger than my studio on Eighth Street," she had said. "And the kitchen is perfect. You are definitely pricing it too low."

Scott had smiled at that, knowing full well that she was right. "Well, I'm pretty naïve when it comes to being a landlord."

She had also taken to Morris. "I can see why you're worried about Morris," she said. "If you want, I can examine him more closely."

"I would appreciate that," he said. He had grown up with the cat, but the feline had always been his mother's. Since his mother's death, Morris had appeared lost.

Now, as they awaited their food, Scott and Valerie seemed more like friends than loan officer and customer or potential landlord and renter. "So, Valerie, you were raised on a farm?"

She nodded. "Family farm," she said. "About three hundred acres in Goff County."

He nodded. "And you're going back there after you finish your program?"

"As I believe I told you earlier, I'm set to take over Dr. Agnew's practice when he retires next year. Also... well, my mother needs help running the farm."

"Your mother runs the farm?"

"It's really her farm, or rather her family's. She inherited it from her parents when her mother passed away. It's been her whole life."

"What about your father?"

"Dad grew up in Linton and joined the Navy after he finished high school - a lot of young men in our area did that; they still do. He married Mom in 1989, when he returned home after discharge. He settled on the farm and, with Mom's help, became a good farmer. Unfortunately, he contracted lung cancer and died in 2012."

"What about siblings?"

"I had an older brother, Allen Jr. He was killed in a tractor accident when he was sixteen. Dad never quite got over that. I also have two younger brothers. Neither of them ever liked farming. After Dad died, Mom demanded more and more of them, especially after I went away to school. Mom is a strict disciplinarian who expects everyone to have her work ethic. My brothers didn't appreciate that the way I do. Jeremy joined the Army in 2013 and Matthew joined the Navy in 2015. I saw Jeremy over Christmas. He told me that he has had two deployments to Afghanistan and one to somewhere else in the Middle East but he has found no one harsher or more demanding than Mom."

Scott was intrigued as he realized Valerie's mother sounded just like his own mother. "So... your mother runs a three hundred acre farm all by herself?"

"Not exactly by herself," Valerie said. "That simply wouldn't be possible, even for her. I have two cousins still in high school, sons of my mother's sister. They help out as much as they can. Also, at various times in the year, Mom is able to hire some transient help, especially during planting and harvest seasons." She paused and looked down at the table. "Mom is a remarkable woman, but I worry about her. She's only forty-nine, but looks older. Farm life can do that to a person, especially a woman."

Scott nodded. "Your mother sounds a little like mine."

"Did your mother grow up on a farm?"

"No," Scott replied quickly. "But she did grow up poor, left home when she was seventeen - at least, that's the story she always told me. I never met any of her family. Made a living any way she could. Eventually, she started her own cleaning company and got pregnant with me when she was twenty-nine but didn't marry my father. I never met him either. My mother was a strong-willed woman who, like your mother, believed in the value of hard work. But, she also believed in education and getting ahead. She really pushed me to get my accounting degree and my MBA so I could get the position at the bank. Still, she never let me forget the sacrifices she made on my behalf."

Valerie looked at Scott. "So, did your mother believe in what we might call old-fashioned discipline?"

Scott cracked a smile. "You might say that."

She returned his smile. "I guess that approach really does work... on some people. It did work on me very early in life. My last trip to the woodshed was when I was ten years old. But, it didn't work on my younger brothers, just drove them away. But you seem to have turned out okay."

"Thank you," he said. "I like to think so."

She continued to gaze at him. "So, it seems we at least have that much in common."

Scott wanted to ask more about the woodshed. But the food arrived before he had the chance.


Chapter Three

They ate quickly and mostly in silence. Valerie commented twice that the food was better than she expected.

Once the dishes were cleared away, Scott looked across at his companion. "Ok, so what do you think?"

She wiped her face with her napkin. "Very tempting," she said. "I certainly can't complain about the space or the rent."

"Are you going to accept the offer?"

She hesitated for a second. "I guess I'd like to know a little more about... well, I guess your habits. As you might imagine, I am very studious. I need a quiet environment, which is why I seldom have a roommate. I also work a lot and come and go at odd hours."

Scott nodded. "Sounds like me," he said. "Look, Valerie, I work six days a week at the bank, quite often ten or eleven hours a day. I even work at home on Sundays occasionally. I'm an accountant, and I come close to fitting the stereotype. I do occasionally watch sports on television, but I don't get worked up about it and I don't invite a bunch of drunken buddies over. If you're looking for quiet and boring, you can't do any better than my apartment."

She smiled at that. "Just for the record, you don't drink, smoke, or use drugs?"

"I admit to drinking an occasional beer," he said, although he knew that was a little white lie. He would simply have to hide his bourbon stash. "I don't smoke, have never smoked, and I don't have time for drugs."

"Okay. I had to ask. I was raised in a pretty strict Christian environment. My father smoked when I was a little girl and died of lung cancer. Mom would never forgive me if she thought I was living with a smoker or a big drinker. I guess an occasional beer is okay."

"Well, you can assure her that I am totally smoke-free."

"Scott, I'm sorry to ask so many questions," she said. "But this sounds almost too good to be true. I guess I'm looking for the catch."

"There's no catch," he said quickly. "I'm pretty much what you see. I hope we can become friends, but with our schedules we'll probably not see each other very often - two ships passing in the night, as they say." While he was saying this, in the back of his mind he did have a very strong image of her disciplining him for slacking off at the bank. A part of him understood that this was a silly fantasy that would, more than likely, never become real. But he knew that as long as Valerie was under his roof, he would have the image and that the image alone would possibly sustain him and keep him focused. It was all he could hope for.

She thought for a few seconds. "All right," she said at last. "You sold me. I'd like to move at the beginning of next month, save two months rent before I graduate. Is that okay?"

He tried to contain his excitement. His plan actually worked. "Sure," he said. "It would probably be helpful if you came over before you move in and help me get the room ready. Also, you can fix up the kitchen and living area any way you want. As you saw, I have an office set up in the small third bedroom. I will stay in there most of the time."

Again, she thought for a few seconds. "Looks like this will be a very busy week, with school and work. Plus I need to get the loan money and buy that new truck. I may be able to come next Sunday evening. Is that okay?"

"No problem," he said. "I'll go through Mom's personal stuff before that so all that will be left will be the furniture. You can decide what you want to keep. Or we can go furniture shopping together and get whatever you want."

She pulled out her cell phone. "Let's exchange phone numbers."

They each gave the other their cell numbers. "We don't have to decide on a schedule right now," he said. "You need to come into the bank tomorrow afternoon to settle the loan. We can talk more then."

She pushed back her chair and stood up. "You're right." She glanced at her watch. "I need to get back to study."

He also stood and picked up the check. "Okay. I'm ready. Let's go."

---oOo---

Over the next few days, as Scott set about clearing out his mother's old clothes and assorted personal items, he felt better than he had for a long time. He put in his time at the bank, but all he could think about was Valerie and how close he hoped they would get over the next eight months. But what would happen after that? He told himself he wouldn't think about it, even though he knew that was a lie.

On Sunday evening, Valerie showed Scott her new five-year-old F150. She thanked him for expediting the loan and actually hugged him. He almost fainted as he felt her firm body press into his, but managed to catch himself before he sank to the floor. She decided to keep the furniture left in the master suite, declaring that the queen-size bed, ornate dresser and swivel recliner were newer and in much better condition than the few pieces she had in her studio.

She also rearranged the kitchen to make it more functional, claiming that she liked to cook 'country-style' when she had the time to cook. She said she would cook enough to last the week and that Scott was welcome to share. For his part, he offered to buy the food if she gave him a list of what she needed.

As she was organizing the various kitchen items, she came across the drawer full of wooden spoons. Scott hadn't thought to discard them after his mother's death. "This is quite a collection of wooden spoons," she said. "Do you really use all these?"

Scott looked up from the newspaper he had been reading. When he saw the spoons, he couldn't help blushing slightly, his mind suddenly overcome by memories. "They were my mother's," he replied as matter-of-factly as he could.

"Your mother must have been quite a cook."

He thought for a second. "Well... she used them for cooking sometimes."

Valerie smiled knowingly and put the spoons back in the drawer. "Okay, I get it," she said. "My mother has a similar collection of leather straps. It's funny how mothers collect things."

Scott nodded, and that was the end of the conversation. However, he did have another powerful vision of being bent over the kitchen table, pants down, while Valerie stood behind him, wooden spoon clutched tightly in her hard right hand.

After he managed to shake the vision from his mind, they talked some more and agreed that she would be responsible for keeping the master suite, the kitchen, and the living area clean, while Scott would be responsible for his bedroom, his office, and his bathroom. As they were discussing this arrangement, he was tempted to ask what would happen if he neglected to do his share of the work. Would she discipline him, as his mother had often done in the past?

In the end, he decided not to ask the question. He certainly didn't want to scare her off by seeming needy or indolent. Besides, a part of him wasn't absolutely sure he wanted to find out anyway. Although he sometimes missed his mother's rather heavy-handed support of his career, he really didn't miss the spanking and wasn't all that anxious to relive that experience.

On the first Sunday in April, just as the sun was beginning to warm the land and spring flowers were beginning to emerge, Valerie moved into Scott's spacious apartment. With his help, she only had to make one trip, as she only moved her clothes, books, computer, and assorted odds-and-ends. By Sunday night she was settled.

Scott treated her to dinner at the Union Family Restaurant. And after dinner they went home together but split up as soon as they went through the door - Scott to his office, Valerie to her new bedroom.

Then for the next several weeks, just as Scott had predicted, they rarely saw each other. Valerie was extremely busy preparing for the final exams that would lead to graduation and licensing. Scott was equally busy at the bank, as more and more people applied for both car loans and mortgages. In fact, he became so buried in work he rarely came home before eight o'clock. He even holed up in his office on Sundays.

True to her word, Valerie did cook large amounts of country-style food: beef stew, chicken and dumplings, and chili. He hardly ever saw her, but at least he was eating well. And he continued to have visions of the two of them together, either locked in an amorous embrace or participating in a punishment session during which he was on the receiving end. He even dreamed occasionally about being sent to the woodshed.

---oOo---

On a warm Sunday in mid-May, the day of Valerie's graduation from veterinary school, she was up and dressed early. Of course, over the six weeks they had been roommates, Scott had come to learn her habits; at heart, she was a farm girl, accustomed to being up and productive while the first rays of dawn were just beginning to announce themselves.

He understood the habit although he certainly didn't share it. He was no morning person. However, this particular morning her excitement was palpable and it stirred him to roll out of bed when he heard her in the kitchen.

He dressed quickly and emerged from his bedroom just as she was finishing her breakfast of sausage and eggs. She was actually wearing a light blue cotton dress and had styled her hair. He gazed at her for a few seconds, realizing that he had never seen her like this before. "You... look very nice this morning," he said. "But I didn't think graduation was until two."

She gathered up her plate and put it in the sink. She appeared both excited and a little nervous. She looked at Scott. "Oh... didn't I tell you that my mother is coming to graduation?"

He nodded. "Yes, you did tell me that."

"Well, she wants to stop here first, wants to meet you and see where I live."

He wasn't expecting that. Automatically, he looked around the apartment, assessing its readiness for visitors. "Oh... When is she coming?"

She glanced at the clock on the microwave. It read 7:45. "No doubt she's been on the road since seven, and it's about a two hour drive. I don't think she'll get lost. This apartment's pretty easy to find, plus, even though she rarely travels much past Linton, she knows how to use GPS."

"What do you want me to do?" Scott asked, realizing that Valerie's mother should be knocking at the door in a little more than an hour.

Valerie smiled. "Just relax," she said. "I'll be nervous for both of us, even though there's nothing to be nervous about. My mom is a tough farm woman, but she doesn't bite, at least not without barking a few times first."

Scott looked down at what he was wearing - lounging pants and a gray tee shirt. He hadn't showered yet. "Well, at least I can take a shower and get into some better clothes." He didn't wait for a reply before turning and heading for the bathroom. For reasons he didn't fully understand, he was nervous about meeting Valerie's mother and wanted to make a good impression. Perhaps it was because he had never before met a tough farm woman. Or perhaps he was developing real feelings toward her daughter.

After his shower, he dressed in his best Levis topped with a blue polo shirt. His short hair was combed and his face cleared of all stubble. When he entered the living area, he noted that Valerie had dusted the furniture and vacuumed the carpet. The kitchen was spotless. He found her standing by the window that overlooked the parking lot. "The place looks very nice," he said, noting that it was now ten minutes before nine. "Do you want me to clean my bathroom?"

She gave him another of her hundred-watt smiles. "I already cleaned mine," she said. "But if you want to make sure yours is neat, that would be great."

"Will do," he said. He was, by nature, relatively neat and knew the bathroom didn't need much picking up. But it gave him something to do while they waited for the visit.

At five minutes after nine, he heard a bold knock on the door. He heard Valerie open the door, followed by two women talking. He quickly looked at himself in the bathroom mirror, smoothed down his polo shirt, and moved into the living room. There he saw Valerie hugging an older woman wearing a long white dress. She had shoulder-length iron-gray hair and crows' feet that extended from the corners of her eyes to her ears. The skin on her face was leathery and tan.

Looking at Fran Gilmore and remembering that she was only forty-nine, he knew that Valerie was right - farm life and hard physical work does age a person rapidly, especially women. He shifted his gaze to Valerie, noting that she was about the same height as her mother and had the same sturdy body build. But the daughter's face was unlined and her hair was still dark blond. He tried to imagine her in twenty or twenty-five years, but quickly shook the image from his head. Live in the moment, he told himself.

Valerie broke away from her mother and turned as Scott approached. "Mom, this is Scott," she said.

Fran Gilmore gave him a long look, appraising him as though he was a prize bull or draft horse. Scott tried to match her gaze but couldn't. For the briefest of moments, he had a very strong vision of her leading one of her wayward children to the woodshed, a heavy leather strap clutched in her right hand.

After an awkward few seconds, he extended his right hand and smiled. "I am so pleased to meet you at last, Ms. Gilmore. I hope you had a nice trip."

Fran scowled. "Don't Ms. me," she said. "I endured twenty-two years of marriage and earned the title of missus."

He was taken aback at the boldness of the statement and unconsciously shrank back, dropping his right hand. "My apologies, Mrs. Gilmore."

Valerie chuckled and slapped her mother lightly on the arm. "Oh, don't pay any attention to my mother," she said. "She likes to shock and intimidate. Don't you, Mom?"

Fran smiled for the first time. "My daughter knows me pretty well," she said. She took a step toward Scott. "Please call me Fran."

Scott nodded sheepishly and once again extended his right hand. "Nice to meet you, Fran."

This time, the two shook hands. "So you're a banker."

"Well, I wouldn't say that," Scott replied. "I do work in a bank. But I'm really an accountant who works mostly with loans."

"A bean counter, huh. You look pretty sturdy, but a couple of weeks on the farm would toughen you up."

He wasn't sure what to make of that comment - was it a compliment, an invitation?

Again, Valerie intervened. "Mom thinks everyone should be a farmer or at least have some farm experience."

Fran nodded. "Well, it hasn't done either of us any harm, has it?"

"Mom, do you want to see the apartment?" Valerie asked.

"Of course," Fran said.

For the next thirty minutes, mother and daughter walked through the spacious apartment. Fran looked out every window, including those in Scott's two bedrooms. She even opened a few drawers and glanced in the refrigerator. They ended up back in the living room.

"Very nice," Fran said. "Much better than that last dump you were living in." She turned to Scott, who was trying to stay out of the way. "Valerie says you're charging her two hundred dollars a month for this luxury and that you don't expect payment until she's earning a living. Scott, what's the catch?"

He nearly fainted when he saw her gazing at him expectantly, once again appraising him as though she could read his mind. He quickly shook his head. "No catch, Fran," he said. "As I said before, I'm an accountant who handles loans. I crunched the numbers and saw this as a good investment."

Fran smiled at him. "A good investment? Well, you're right about that. Valerie is gold and she will repay you, just as she will repay everyone she owes, including me." She paused as though she was going to say something else.

However, before she could, Valerie tapped her on the arm. "Mom, if we're going to tour the vet school before graduation, we better get going."

"Okay," Fran said. "Are you coming to graduation, Scott?"

"Sadly, no," he said. "I'm swamped with work."

"Also, I couldn't get him a ticket," Valerie added quickly.

"Then, will we see you later?"

He nodded. "Yes, I promised Valerie a dinner at the Union Family Restaurant. You're certainly invited."

"I'll take you up on that."

The two women, mother and daughter, gathered their purses and left the apartment. After they were gone, Scott retrieved his small bottle of bourbon from the hiding place in his office and took a long swallow. It had been a very stressful morning, but a stimulating one.


Chapter Four

Later that evening, after dinner, Scott and Valerie were alone in the apartment. They sat opposite each other in the living room. She looked over at Scott. "What did you think of my mother?"

He hesitated for a few seconds before answering. In truth, he had thought of little else the entire day. On a strange whim, he had even done an image search for woodsheds. He had had multiple visions of being taken to one. "I liked her," he said at last. "Strong-willed, to be sure." He stopped and took a deep breath. "Did she really take you and your siblings to the woodshed?" He couldn't help himself.

Valerie smiled. "Yes, she really did. Mom is a big believer in that kind of discipline. She told me more than once that she herself was taken to the woodshed many times when she was a girl. Don't repeat this, but I believe she even took my father to the woodshed a few times... although neither of them would ever admit it, of course. In our county, the women don't take any crap from their men."

He thought about asking what it was like to go to the woodshed, but he decided to let the matter rest, consign it to his imagination, which was very active and fertile. "Well, I guess, in comparison, my mother was a pushover."

They shifted the conversation to other areas. Valerie described the graduation ceremony and said that she now had to study even more in order to pass the licensing exam. She was set to begin her advanced program in two weeks.

That night, Scott dreamed about farms and woodsheds. He dreamed that both Fran and Valerie kidnapped him and took him to the farm with the goal of toughening him up. Every time he resisted or complained, one of them would drag him to the shed and whip him unmercifully with a leather strap. It was one of the most powerful dreams he had ever had, and he awoke Monday morning in a cold sweat with an erection he just had to relieve before he could go to work. It left him wondering how he was going to survive the next few months with Valerie so close by and yet so far away.

It was a serious question, and he knew it. He didn't want to try dating again, not while there was any kind of chance that he and Valerie could get together, maybe even become a couple. He didn't dare drink more heavily, knowing how his roommate felt about alcohol. He resolved to take the situation day by day, let it play out and see what happened, perhaps spend even more time at the bank or lock himself in his bathroom and take care of business whenever he had the urge.

Still, he couldn't help wondering what Valerie thought when she looked at him. Was she struggling with the same thoughts, the same anxieties? Or was she like some impersonal machine, able to concentrate all of her energy on one single task? If so, she was lucky.

---oOo---

For the next several weeks, Scott was able to keep his emotions under control, largely because he was still busy at the bank and Valerie was gone nearly all the time. And even when she was in the apartment, she was holed up in her bedroom studying for the licensing exam and learning as much as she could about livestock.

Then, near the end of June she took and passed the licensing exam, thus becoming Dr. Gilmore. She was so excited that after she called her mother and her mentor, Dr. Agnew, she threw her arms around Scott's neck and kissed him on the cheek.

"Let's celebrate," she said in a voice he hadn't heard before. "You helped make this possible and I'd like to take you to dinner." She paused and flashed him a wide smile. "Of course, you'll have to pay because I don't have any money yet. But you can put it on my bill."

He returned her smile and fought with himself to keep his emotions in check while he savored the feel of her hands on his back. "Where do you want to go?"

"Someplace nice," she said. "I'll even put on a dress for the occasion."

He hadn't seen her in a dress since graduation, recalling the image of her muscular legs. In truth, as much as he enjoyed seeing her in the dress, he would have preferred seeing her without it. "How about Italian?" he suggested.

"Ooh... I like Olive Garden, but I can rarely afford it."

He stepped back. "You've got it tonight. Go change and we'll leave as soon as you're ready."

"Thank you, Scott," she said.

Forty-five minutes later, they were sitting in Olive Garden, eating pasta and sipping red wine. It was the first time Scott had seen Valerie touch alcohol. After dinner, she had a glow about her that made her seem even prettier than she was normally.

They ordered extra dinners to take home and sat at their table drinking wine while they waited for the food to arrive. And while they waited, they talked, changing subjects regularly, just as two friends are likely to do. Once, she even reached across the table and touched the ends of his fingers. "You know... you're a very nice man," she said. "And not bad looking either." She paused and gazed at him.

He blushed. "Thank you," he said. "I... think you're pretty special too." He regretted saying that, even though he was being sincere. Mostly, he wanted her to talk, to keep the conversation directed on the two of them. Perhaps she would talk herself into having the kind of evening and night he had dreamed about.

She sat back and absorbed his words. "Why, Scott, I had no idea you thought that." She paused again, obviously trying to fight off the effects of the wine. "You know, my mother was right."

"What do you mean?"

"A couple of weeks on the farm would toughen you up."

"Does that include a trip to the woodshed?" He just blurted that out without thinking.

At first, she scowled. Then, the smile returned to her face. "Well, as my mother said, it didn't do us any harm."

Scott exhaled slowly, relieved that Valerie hadn't taken offense at his question that was so stupidly asked. "It didn't seem to."

He was about to say more, but the food arrived along with the check. He took another deep breath and paid the check while she drained her wine and stood up, staggering slightly. He took her arm and led her out of the restaurant and to the car. She gripped his arm as though she would fall if she didn't have something to hold onto.

By the time they arrived back at the apartment, some of the glow had worn off. She touched Scott's fingers and smiled. "You know, roommate, every once in a while I need a night off. I work hard and don't get out much. I think you're the same way." She hesitated and looked into his eyes. "What do you say we take a night off together?"

For an instant, he stood where he was, not quite believing she had said what she did. Finally, he took her hands in his. "Valerie, do you mean what I think you mean?"

She chuckled. "Scott, what did you think? I may be a hard worker and now I'm Dr. Gilmore with goals and ambition and many people depending on me. But I'm also a woman who happens to be heterosexual. And I'm living with a good-looking man who, unless I'm very wrong, is also heterosexual. It only makes sense that we act on that from time to time. You're not morally opposed to casual sex, are you?"

He couldn't help smiling at that. No, he wasn't opposed, although he would have preferred this to be more than that. He'd had his fill of one-night stands, relationships that went nowhere. But all relationships had to have a starting point. This was something he had dreamed about and he wasn't about to turn it down. He answered her by pulling her into his arms, lifting her chin, and kissing her firmly on the lips.

She responded by opening her mouth and extending her tongue, seeking his mouth. He allowed his right hand to stray to her bottom. When he reached it, he snaked his fingers under her dress and pulled aside the seam of her panties. She began to breathe more heavily and pulled back. "My place or yours?"

He laughed and lifted her dress above her hips. "Neither," he said as he stripped down her white cotton panties. "I think we'll do just fine here in the living room."

He spun her around and unzipped her dress. Then he lifted it off her shoulders and let it drop to the floor. She stood in front of him, wearing only her white bra and a very wide smile. He gazed at her, not quite believing how beautiful her sturdy body appeared.

For an instant, all he could do was stand and stare, his mouth gaping slightly. Finally, he took her hands and urged her to the sofa. When they reached it, she obliged by lying back on the cushions. However, instead of removing his own clothes, he stuck his head between her legs and sought her clitoris with his tongue.

When he found it, she gasped and instinctively tightened her legs around his head. Quickly, he mixed his saliva with her natural lubricant, alternating between her clitoris and her vaginal opening. In less than five minutes, her eyes clamped shut and she shrieked as she was overcome by a powerful orgasm.

When the climax subsided, she relaxed her legs and opened her eyes. She smiled up at him. "That was..." She didn't finish what she was going to say. Instead, she spread her legs as much as the sofa would allow. She pointed to the space between her legs. Boy, I need you inside me. Now!"

He had never had a woman say that to him before - so powerful and commanding. He loved it. He responded by stripping off his pants and briefs and getting on top of her. She helped him guide his penis into her vagina, then clamped down on him with both her hands and legs. He thrust for all he was worth and came within a matter of minutes. It was the most powerful climax he had ever had.

When he was finished, he slumped on top of her, attempting to catch his breath. He very nearly fell asleep in that position. However, before he could, she gently nudged him and he rolled off onto the floor. They both laughed.

She sat up on the sofa and gazed down at him. "Well... that was better than I was expecting," she said. "Scott, would you please spend the night with me?"

He looked up at her, thinking that she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen in his life. He was totally smitten, his dream come to life in the most powerful way imaginable. "I would love to spend the night with you." He wanted to say that he would love to spend the rest of his life with her, but he knew better. Take it as it comes, he ordered himself.

"Get ready for bed and meet me in my room in thirty minutes," she said.

He almost said, yes, ma'am and saluted. But again, he held back. "Sounds good," he said.

They spent the night in her bed, embracing often and making love twice, once with her straddling him. She was a skilled and nearly insatiable lover once she got started, something he hadn't quite expected.

In the morning, he was sore but very happy. On his way to work, he couldn't help wondering what happens now.


Chapter Five

As much as Scott may have wanted their fledgling relationship to become the norm, for the next two months Valerie was so busy she was rarely home. Most nights she spent in the livestock barns. On Sundays she was so tired that all she wanted to do was sleep. He was, of course, greatly bothered by her absence, but he knew better than to press the issue, hoping that her schedule would lighten up and she would need another night off.

Just as August was ending, Valerie was summoned home to help care for an injured calf. Both Fran and Dr. Agnew thought it would be good experience for her and neither had the time. She managed to get four days off from her advanced program. Almost as an afterthought, she asked Scott if he wanted to accompany her, to see what the farm looked like.

He wasn't all that anxious to drive two hours into the country and live on a farm for four days. But as it was Valerie who was asking, how could he refuse? He squared it with the bank by agreeing to look in on the several properties which the bank had helped to finance. Thus, it was settled. He would drive her to the farm and stay in one of the spare bedrooms while she tended the calf.

They arrived at the farm early on that Thursday afternoon. It had been a pleasant drive; Scott had enjoyed the scenery, especially as the landscape changed to more open land. Even though they attempted only a few scattered conversations during the trip, he had enjoyed Valerie's company as well. In his mind, he could see them as a couple driving to the in-laws. He was also curious about the infamous woodshed, and a part of him wanted to see it, although not necessarily from the inside on the receiving end of a sound punishment.

After navigating three country roads dissecting fields that all looked alike, they came to a winding gravel driveway. The mailbox near the road read The Gilmores. "This is it," Valerie declared, her excitement almost palpable.

Scott eyed the driveway and what lay at the end of it before turning in. What he could see was a two-story house made of brick and stone with a shabby-looking front door and a roof with a few bare shingles. Behind the house was a two-car garage that looked as shabby as the house. On either side of the house were vast fields of corn and soybeans.

Valerie shifted her gaze between the house and Scott. "I know what you're thinking," she said. "It isn't much to look at."

He smiled in spite of himself. In his mind, he had imagined a pristine property with a large farmhouse that dated back to the Civil War.

"The farm has been in the family since 1870," she said, as though reading his mind. "It was only a hundred fifty acres then. Apparently, my great-great grandfather, Ezra, acquired the remaining hundred fifty acres around 1919, the result of the flu epidemic that swept through here. According to our family history there was a very nice house at the time but it burned down in 1935, during the midst of the depression. I believe the barn burned as well. The family was able to cash in the insurance and because there were so many unemployed men, got the house re-built almost for the price of the bricks. They also put up two barns, with the milking barn made of corrugated metal. As you can see, the house and property need a lot of work. But Mom simply can't manage by herself and doesn't have the money. We're hoping things will change at least a little when I move back at the end of November. However, I know I'll be busy getting established and have several loans to pay back, not to mention the money I owe you. We need some full time help."

When she said that, Scott had a sudden vision of himself as a farmer, getting up at the crack of dawn, dressing in old overalls and doing whatever it was that farmers do. He didn't like the vision and shook it from his head. He was an accountant with relatively clean hands, nothing more, nothing less.

She didn't follow up on her description as they neared the house. At her instruction, Scott pulled the car around the back. He could see the barns and more fields. He could see a herd of black and white cows - which he later learned were Holsteins - grazing in a large field that was surrounded by a barb wire fence. Off to one side of the milking barn was a fenced-in area with a white chicken coop in the center. Several white chickens grazed near a barrel of water.

The scene reminded him of a poem he had once read in college. The Red Wheelbarrow, he thought, by some poet named Williams. He hadn't understood the poem when he read it; however, he knew now that to make the scene complete, they needed a red wheelbarrow glazed with rainwater. He very nearly laughed at the thought.

When they got out of the car, they were greeted by a large Aussie Shepherd. Valerie knelt and embraced the dog. "Hey, Bo," she said, kissing the dog and allowing herself to be licked on the face. She turned to Scott, smiling. "This is Bo," she said. "He's been around here taking care of Mom and the cows for ten years. We don't know where he came from - just showed up one day.""

Scott joined Valerie and reached down to pet the dog. In truth, he had little experience with dogs - his mother had always preferred cats - but Bo seemed friendly enough. Bo sniffed him up and down.

"He likes you," Valerie said. "I'm glad. He's a good judge of character, saved me from a few would-be boyfriends when I was in high school."

Before Scott had a chance to respond to that, Fran came out of the house. She was wearing faded jeans and a white tee shirt with Cummins Seed and Feed embossed on the front. "So glad you could make it," she said. She looked at Scott. "Welcome to our farm, Scott. Thanks for driving Val home."

He extended his right hand. "I appreciate the invitation," he said.

Fran pushed away his hand and pulled him into a loose embrace. For several seconds, she held him, then released him. "Have you eaten? Got some lunch meat and bread inside."

"I could eat," Valerie said, moving to her mother and giving her a short hug.

Fran took both their hands and turned toward the screen door that led into the house. "Well, let's get you something to eat. There's some lemonade in the fridge. Sorry, it's no cooler in the house. AC's been on the fritz all summer." She paused. "After you eat, we'll go out to the barn and see the calf."

No time to waste on pleasantries, Scott thought. That's farm life.

A minute later, they were in the large kitchen, seated at a round table with a Formica top that probably dated back to the 1950s. The kitchen itself, although clean and tidy, was equally old. The white paint on the cabinets was thin and peeling in spots. The laminate countertops were smudged and cracked. The appliances appeared to be at least twenty to thirty years old. The room was warm but not terribly stuffy thanks to the several open windows and a ceiling fan.

While Scott sat at the table, Fran and Valerie put together an impromptu lunch of bologna and cheese, along with homegrown tomatoes and lettuce. They also served tumblers of cold lemonade - at least the ancient Frigidaire still worked.

For a few minutes, Valerie and Scott ate in silence while Fran was up and down, cleaning the counters and putting food away. "Sit down, Mom," Valerie said, "and have some lemonade."

Fran wiped her hands on a dishtowel and sat down. She took a sip of lemonade. "Sorry," she said. "I lost my company manners years ago."

Scott smiled graciously. "I understand, Fran. There's always something to do."

Fran nodded. "Hard to think of anything besides all I have to do at any given moment."

Valerie smiled and patted her mother's gnarled hand. "We used to be a lot more prosperous," she said.

"That's the truth," Fran said. "Before your father died and your brothers ran off, we had a much larger herd, even had a few goats around here. We had some thought about getting some sheep or even alpacas for the wool and take on a few hogs. We even had an orchard with three varieties of apples. We may still have some apples out there. I haven't had time to check. It's enough just to get the eggs in, milk the cows we have left, and work on the few crops we've got in the fields. Got a tractor that's always acting up and could use some work. Have to borrow a spreader and combine to get the crops in. Can't keep track of the fence. That's how the calf got injured... got into some downed barb wire."

"Sounds tough," Scott said.

Fran huffed. "Rock and a hard place," she said. "But it could be worse. I'm determined to make a go of it, got to leave it to Valerie and her children, when she decides to have some."

Valerie blushed slightly. "Oh, Mom. Don't start that again."

Fran touched her daughter's arm. "Can't help it," she said. "What's the point of having a family farm if you don't have a family?"

Scott looked back and forth between the two women and suddenly felt very uncomfortable. Valerie clearly needed someone to father the next generation. He wasn't at all sure he wanted to be the one, not if it meant marrying both Valerie and the farm. He finished his sandwich.

Valerie also finished her food and pushed back her chair. "Well, we can't sit around here all day. Let's go see that calf."

Both women stood up. "Come along, Scott," Fran said. "While Val looks after the calf, you and I will take the nickel tour."

Scott nodded and also stood up. "I would like that," he said. But he wasn't sure he really meant it.

They walked in silence the hundred yards or so to the milking barn, moving past piles of dirt and discarded machinery. They scattered a few cats that were prowling the area. "Barn cats," Fran said. "We'd be overcome with vermin without them."

Inside the large corrugated metal barn, Scott had to fight the urge to gag at the smell of musty hay and straw mixed with the pungent odor of animals and sour milk.

"We try to keep this as clean as possible," Fran said. "Have to in order to maintain board of health standards. But it's not pretty, just functional."

They moved to a corner of the barn in which a large calf was lying on a bed of straw. She appeared to have several large jagged scratches etched into her black hide. Valerie immediately went ahead and stooped to examine the wounds. "These are pretty deep," she said.

"Found her tangled in the wire," Fran said. "The boys and I managed to get her untangled and back here. We had to fight off her mom to do it. Old Dr. Agnew came out and gave her some medicine for the inevitable infection. As you can see, she's still pretty sick. Needs more attention than I've got time to give her."

"All right," Valerie said. "I'll take it from here. I've got to get these wounds debrided. I think she'll be okay in a couple of days, if I can keep her wounds clean and continue the antibiotics."

Fran turned to Scott. "Good to have a vet in the family. One investment that's going to pay off," she said. "Let's go take that tour."

For a moment, Scott watched Valerie work on the calf, amazed at her skill. It was obvious she knew exactly what she was doing.

Fran touched his shoulder to get his attention, then turned and headed toward the large processing area inside the barn. Scott followed her and soon found himself in the milking area. "This is where we do the milking," Fran said, pointing to parts of the machine that attached to the udders.

She also pointed to a wide door nearby, indicating that this was the entryway for the cows coming in from the field. She then directed his attention to the spot where the udders were cleaned just prior to attaching them to the machine. She concluded by showing him the voluminous stainless steel tank where the milk was stored. "Every two days, the dairy truck comes for the milk," she said. "They take it to the local processing plant for pasteurization and bottling. Some it also goes to the Linton Cheese Factory."

"Very impressive operation," Scott said.

Fran smiled at the compliment. "Time-consuming," she said. "Right now, I've got twenty-six Holsteins that need to be milked twice a day. And the price of milk keeps fluctuating, hard to make much of a profit. The only thing keeping me afloat is that we grow most of our own feed."

"How do you do this all by yourself?"

She smiled again. "Well, the cows and chickens aren't much of a problem... not until calving anyway. Gets a bit rugged in the winter, but I manage. Sometimes my sister Meghan's two sons, Jake and Matt, come over and help out. But they're in high school and both are on the football team this year. Plus, their dad runs a pretty big operation himself. So their time is limited. I'd like to hire some help but can't afford it."

Scott began to think like an accountant. "Any thought to selling some of the land, sort of compressing the operation. That would also reduce your tax and insurance load."

First she scowled. Then her expression softened. "You've never owned any land, have you?"

"No," he said. "My mother ran a cleaning business, which she had to sell when she entered the last stage of her cancer treatment."

"I'm sorry you lost your mother," Fran said. "I'll bet she was pretty upset about losing her business."

"Yes, she was. But by then, she was so sick that the business didn't matter much."

"Didn't you want to take it over?"

"My mother would never have allowed that," he said quickly. "She made sure I went to school so I wouldn't have to do that kind of work."

"So you never got your hands dirty, huh?"

Suddenly, Scott felt defensive and a bit inadequate. "Well, I did help out when I could."

"Okay, let's see the rest of the farm," Fran said, turning away from the milking area. She glanced at the ancient Timex on her wrist. "I can only spare an hour or so."

He followed her out the wide door onto a path that led into a pasture. In the distance, a herd of Holsteins was gathered under a large willow tree. To the left of the path was another, larger barn about fifty yards away. It was made of wood and painted red. It appeared to have two floors and two open doors in the front. He could see an old tractor parked outside.

Not more than ten feet away from the side of the barn was a smaller wooden building with a lean-to front porch upon which was stacked at least one cord of firewood. The woodshed, Scott thought. He couldn't help wondering if the tour would include this building as well.

But it appeared that Fran wasn't interested in the woodshed. Instead, she took him inside the massive barn with straw and hay bales stacked neatly along one wall. The loft was also used for grain storage. "Used to keep a few horses," she said, pointing to three stalls. "But I had to sell those several years ago. Keeping horses is either a full time occupation or an expensive hobby."

She went on to explain that the loft area was used primarily for grain storage and that there was a small corn crib closer to the fields. She said that some of the corn was used for feed, while the rest was sold to a local co-op. She sold all of the soy beans to the co-op.

"Have to keep an eye on the price per bushel," she said. "The price keeps fluctuating, so you never know quite when to sell your crop; it's something of a gamble. But then farming is always a gamble."

Scott nodded. He knew that the bank carried the mortgages on several farms, including a few in Goff County. Although this was his first experience on a farm, he understood that farming was a very risky gamble and that the bank shared the risk.

After they had seen the inside of the barn, Fran nudged Scott out the wide doors. "Well, I guess you've seen as much as you need to."

He scanned the area. "Is there anything I can do to help?"

She smiled. "Can you fix a tractor?"

"What's wrong with it?"

She huffed. "You mean besides being thirty years old? The engine is unreliable, needs to be overhauled."

He shook his head. "Sorry, I can't help you with that." I could help you get a loan for a new tractor, he thought, but didn't say it.

"I didn't think so," she said. "Well, no matter. No one else can fix it either, including my brother-in-law. Got a large garden on the other side of the house. Grab yourself a hoe and a bucket. You can do some weeding and pick the tomatoes that appear ripe. Think you can do that?"

Gardening was another skill he had never acquired. "I suppose," he said. "I know what a weed looks like and I know what a ripe tomato looks like."

She glanced at her watch again. It was nearing three thirty. "Okay. I've got some work to do in the house, then in the barn before milking time. Let's meet back at the house at five thirty. Jake and Matt are coming around six for dinner and to help with the cows. Can you cook?"

He laughed. "Not very well," he said. "Your daughter's been feeding me. But what I can do is order pizza and pick it up."

"Sounds like a good idea," she said. "I'll just take you up on it." Then she turned and started toward the barn. "There's a little shed by the garden. You can find a hoe and buckets in there."

"Yes, ma'am," he said. Somehow, the ma'am just seemed natural.

---oOo---

Around nine thirty, when darkness had settled over the land and there was a slight chill in the air, Scott went out the back door and sat in a folding chair. He looked up at the crystal clear sky. It was a sky he barely recognized, having spent nearly all his life in the city with its light pollution. He was tired but not sleepy. Fran had already gone to bed; Jake and Matt had gone home.

They all had appreciated the pizza, and the fresh tomatoes Scott had brought in from the near quarter acre garden. His hands were slightly sore from handling the hoe. It was his first experience with gardening, but he hadn't minded the physical nature of the work.

While he sat, he glanced toward the milking barn and noted the lights were still on inside. Valerie had said that she was spending the night in the barn in order to tend the calf. He missed her. On a sudden whim, he decided to go out and check on her, see if she needed anything - at least that was the excuse he planned to use.

He found her sitting on a makeshift cot next to the calf. The young bovine appeared to be sleeping. "I thought I'd see how you're doing," he said, smiling.

She returned his smile. "I'm glad you came out," she said. "How do you like farm life so far?"

He found a bale of straw and sat down. "It's been interesting," he said. "A definite learning experience."

She reached over and touched his hand. "Thanks for being patient. And thanks for the pizza. That was a nice gesture that everyone appreciated."

His eyes widened at the touch of her hand on his. "You're welcome. It was the least I could do since I'm not much help around here."

"The tomatoes you picked were good."

"Is there anything you need out here?"

She scanned the area. "Well, I've got a blanket and pillow. I've got my laptop. Got a pitcher of lemonade. I guess I've got everything covered..." She paused and gave him another smile. "Except one thing."

"What's that?"

Her smile widened into a toothy grin. She wound her fingers around his. "Company," she said. She rose from the cot and sat on his lap facing him. She kissed him hard on the lips. "There's something about being home that puts me in the mood," she said. "Are you too tired?"

Too tired for what? he thought. But gazing at her, he didn't need to ask. He'd seen that look before. "No, I'm not too tired."

"Good." She stood up and stripped off her jeans and panties. "Take your clothes off and lie down on the cot."

She said it in such a way that it wasn't a request or an invitation but an order. But Scott didn't mind that. In fact, her commanding nature excited him. He had a brief image of her taking him to the woodshed for disobeying her directive. He shook it from his head. This was one directive he was only too happy to obey.

He nodded and pushed himself up from the straw bale. He took her hand, pulled her to him, and kissed her on the lips. She pulled away from his grip. "Get moving!"

Her voice dripped with lust and need.

Quickly, he removed his shoes, socks, jeans, and briefs. Then he lay down on the cot, somewhat surprised that it wasn't too uncomfortable and he wasn't at all cold. Once he was in position, with his penis sticking straight up, she straddled him, easing herself down until her labia came into contact with his erection. For a brief instant, she remained where she was, suspended, teasing him and herself slightly.

Then, with a flourish, she impaled herself, driving him deep inside her. She rocked back and forth, moaning. Her eyes closed. He reached up and cupped her breasts through her shirt and bra. She rocked harder and harder, faster and faster, until she shrieked as she was overcome with a powerful climax.

She relaxed and allowed her upper body to collapse onto his chest. But she wasn't finished yet, and neither was he. After she got her breath back, she disengaged and stood up. "Get up," she ordered.

He was a bit confused and sorely in need, but he obeyed. Once he was standing, she took his place on the cot, lying on her back with her legs spread as widely as the narrow cot would allow. She beckoned to him with a crooked finger.

This was an invitation he understood very well, and he wasted no time accepting it. In a flash, he was on top of her. He inserted himself inside her, and they moved together until both came at nearly the same time.

For several minutes they lay locked together in a lover's embrace, until his once-proud erection shriveled and slipped out of her. He opened his eyes and kissed her tenderly on her sweating cheek. He thought he should say something, anything. But she put a finger on his lips before he got the chance.

"Thank you," she said, smiling. "I needed that."

He chuckled. "I think we both did."

With a gentle shove, she pushed him off her and onto the straw-covered floor. "You better get back to the house," she said. "I've got work to do out here, and you need to get some sleep. The day starts pretty early around here."

He stood up and dusted himself off. He retrieved his clothes and restored his appearance. "What would your mother think of this?"

She laughed. "Mom knows me pretty well," she said. "And I'm a big girl who knows what she wants."

"What do you want?"

She huffed. "I think you know the answer to that. Now, go and get out of here. I'll see you in the morning for breakfast." She waved him goodbye. She didn't bother to put her jeans and panties back on, but rather covered herself back up with the blanket. She closed her eyes.

Scott left the barn, wondering if he really did know what Valerie wanted.


Chapter Six

The next two days were so busy that time seemed compressed, with one hour flowing quickly into the next. On Friday, between farm chores, Scott did manage to visit three of the properties on which the bank held the mortgages. He also brought home both lunch and dinner on both days, which Fran and Valerie appreciated. At night after Fran went to bed, he visited Valerie in the barn, where they had sex. On both occasions Scott left to go back to his own room wishing she would accompany him. He went to sleep wondering how he would ever live without her, all the while knowing the day was coming when he would have to.

On Sunday morning, Valerie declared that the calf was doing well enough that her work was done and that the calf could return to the pasture with her mother. At nine that morning, after milking and breakfast, Fran dressed in better clothes. She looked at Scott. "We never discussed this, but on Sundays, we go to church... Linton Assembly of God. You are a Christian, aren't you?"

Scott thought about that for a moment. He had been baptized, although obviously he didn't remember it. His mother had taken him to the local Methodist church regularly for a few years when he was growing up. He supposed that made him a Christian. "Yes, ma'am."

She smiled at him. "Well then, service is at ten, so you need to get cleaned up."

Scott nodded, noting that Valerie was taking a shower. This was something they hadn't discussed, perhaps because going to church was just assumed and Valerie hadn't seemed all that religious.

At nine thirty, they were in Scott's car, bouncing over the rutted roads for the fifteen minute drive to the small church on the outskirts of Linton. He wasn't particularly looking forward to spending an hour listening to hymns and sermons, but he knew it was a small price to pay for the three nights of sex he had spent with Valerie, not to mention a way to impress Valerie's mother and thank her for her hospitality.

After church and lunch at the Linton Family Restaurant, they headed back to the farm. Valerie looked in on the calf one last time and gave a report to her mentor, Dr. Agnew. Then she and Scott packed up their clothes, said a reluctant good-bye to Fran and the farm, and got back on the road to Union City.

While they were driving, Scott wanted to ask a lot of questions about their relationship. Was the sex going to become more frequent, almost regular? Were they going to actually sleep together? Or was the intimacy they shared merely an aberration, a passing fancy, simply a result of being on the farm?

They did talk about the farm, and he could see that she was as happy as he had ever seen her. Clearly, she was a product of her rural upbringing and needed to be in that environment in order to feel fulfilled.

He, on the other hand, had felt very uncomfortable with just about every aspect of country life, from the smells of the crops and the animals to the near absolute silence at night to the unfamiliar sky. It was a life to which he believed he could never adjust.

And there it was, the proverbial impasse, the gaping chasm between two worlds that could never be crossed. Perhaps if she ordered me, he thought, then dismissed the notion. Instead, he became extremely moody and depressed as he realized she would be leaving him in just three months.

He got part of his answer as soon as they walked through the door of the apartment. They each took their bags and retreated to their own rooms. Valerie had to unpack, do laundry, and prepare for Monday, which was to start at five am. Scott also needed to unpack and write a report on the properties he had reviewed for the bank. He only saw her twice the rest of the day: once in the kitchen getting something to eat and once doing her laundry. He slept alone that night; she didn't invite him into her bedroom.

---oOo---

For the next several weeks, they fell back into their well-established routine. Now nearing the end of her program, Valerie spent more and more time away from the apartment. When Scott did see Valerie, she explained that early fall was mating season for bovines if they want calving in the spring. She further explained that successful mating involved more than simply arranging for a cow and bull to be in the same field together.

He understood, but the knowledge didn't make her absence any easier to accept. He was primed to do a little mating himself. He was definitely getting tired of being alone in his bedroom looking at pictures of naked women on the internet. He needed the real thing; he needed Valerie.

By early October, he could feel himself growing very restless. On those few occasions when he did see his roommate, a part of him was tempted to simply grab her and urge her into his bedroom. He resisted the temptation, of course. He knew that not only was such an approach very wrong, it would drive a wedge between them that could never be removed.

So instead of acting on impulse, he stayed out more, becoming a semi-regular at the Bank Street Tavern, drinking more heavily, sometimes staggering home after ten when he knew Valerie would be asleep... if she was home at all.

This self-destructive pattern came to a head on a cool Friday night in mid-October. He came through the door of the apartment a little after eleven, reeking of alcohol. But not only wasn't Valerie in bed asleep, she was sitting at the kitchen table waiting for him.

She stood up as soon as she saw him. She scanned him carefully. He presented a frightful sight with his tie half off and the top two buttons of his dress shirt missing. His eyes were glassy. He smiled when he saw her. "Valerie, how nice of you to wait up," he said, practically slurring his words.

She scowled, looking more like an angry mother than a roommate. "I was worried about you," she said. "Are you... are you drunk?" She asked the question although his state of inebriation was very obvious.

He leaned against the kitchen counter. "I-I don't know."

Her scowl deepened. "I have the night off and don't have to be at work tomorrow. I thought we could spend the night together. But you don't look like you're in any condition to..." She didn't finish her sentence.

He made a clumsy grab for her but missed and nearly fell to the floor. "You... might be surprised what... I'm in condition for."

"So is this how you've been spending your evenings - getting drunk?"

He slipped to the sofa and looked up at her, noting her angry eyes. "Sure, and why the hell not? You don't love me anymore."

She shifted her gaze from him to the ceiling, then back to him. "I don't believe this," she declared. "Drunk and feeling sorry for yourself. It's pathetic. What a wuss."

His glassy eyes widened, highlighting little streaks of red in the sclera. "I... ain't no wuss."

She folded her arms in disgust. "Because I care about you, there's only one way to handle this," she said.

"What's that, darlin'?" He chuckled to himself.

"I remember my father came home like this a few times while I was growing up. You know what my mother did?"

He laughed as though the question was funny. "Took him to bed?"

"Not hardly," she said. "No, she threw him in a cold shower. And when he was a little more sober, she took him to the woodshed... or at least that's where I think she took him. I never actually saw her do it. All I know is that the next day he was very sober and very contrite."

"You couldn't do that to me."

"Why not, if I was so inclined?"

"No woodshed around here."

She flashed him a small smile. "Oh I think we could figure something out." She paused, then looked at him hard. "Get your clothes off."

He managed to sit up on the sofa. "Now you're talkin'."

"Get your clothes off and get in the bathroom. Now!"

"Wha-what're you goin' do?"

"Nothing," she said. "You're going to take a cold shower all by yourself."

This got his attention. "Oh, no... what if I don't go?"

"You'll go," she said. "Don't make me throw you in. And you know I can do it."

A part of him did know she could do it, especially in his condition. "All right, all right. Don't get your panties in a twist." He pushed himself off the sofa.

She scowled again. "Don't ever say that to me again," she said.

He started to unbutton his shirt. He had already removed his tie. "Or else what?"

"Just don't," she said. She pointed to his side of the apartment. "Now, get in the shower and don't come out until you can apologize. And that water better be cold."

"Yes, ma'am," he managed to say as he was shedding his undershirt.

Fifteen minutes later, Scott reappeared in the living room wearing nothing but a towel. His lips were slightly blue and he was shivering. "Here's Scotty," he said.

Valerie, who had been sitting at the kitchen table, stood up and scanned him. "Are you ready to apologize?"

He took a step toward her. The towel slipped off his body and dropped to the floor. "For what?" He didn't seem to notice that he was both naked and cold.

But she noticed. "If you don't know, then that's unfortunate for you," she said. "Let me educate you on both the etiquette and the dangers of strong drink." She continued to gaze at him while her right hand clutched a large wooden spoon that had been sitting on the table. "Get over here."

Scott's eyes, now not quite so glassy, widened as he saw the spoon. "What's with the spoon? I thought you Gilmores only used the woodshed."

She laughed. "The woodshed is the first choice," she said. "But sometimes if it's raining heavily or in the winter, we can't make it that far. A big wooden spoon in the kitchen works almost as well. Now, get over here and take your punishment. You appear sober enough now to learn from it. And if you learn well enough, we may be able to salvage some of this night."

Scott tried hard to think through the alcoholic fog that still engulfed him. For an instant, instead of Valerie, he saw his mother standing in the kitchen, just as she had many times in the past. He shook the image from his head. Valerie was the one standing there, wooden spoon in her right hand, ready and very willing to apply the necessary discipline.

As he continued to think, he realized and accepted that he had acted very stupidly and that he had hurt himself and her in the process. He knew he deserved to be punished for it. Now it was time to face it and take the consequences. A part of him further understood that, in fact, he should be grateful that Valerie was giving him this chance to redeem himself. It would have been very easy for her to have just written him off, to let him flounder in a deep pool of his own self-pity until he drowned. She really did care about him.

He looked at her, saw both the concern and the determination etched on her pretty face. He would yield; of course he would. Perhaps this was even what he secretly wanted. With all that in mind, he nodded and began to move toward her.

When he was within a foot or two of the kitchen table, she reached out and grabbed his right ear. "Bend over the table," she ordered.

He squealed with the pain and quickly bent his upper body over the wood surface of the table. She released her grip on his ear and stepped in behind him. He gathered himself together and dared to glance over his shoulder. "Wait," he said. "Have you ever done this before?"

She flashed him a demonic smile. "Yes," she said. "After Dad died, Mom put me in charge of my brothers. I was older and stronger."

"Didn't they resent you for it?"

She shook her head. "I was only acting on Mom's orders and only did it when they really deserved it. If they resented it, they've since forgiven me." She clutched the spoon tighter in her right hand. "Now, enough talk. You certainly deserve to be punished and that's what you're going to get. And when we're finished, I expect you to thank me for it. Understand?"

He resolved to be like her brothers. He wouldn't resent her for taking him to task, and he would thank her for it afterward. "Yes, ma'am."

She smiled. "I have to say that I appreciate that your mother has already trained you," she said. "Makes my job that much easier."

There was no more talk after that. She stepped back, retracted her right arm and snapped it forward, causing the bowl of the spoon to impact the center of his right cheek. He groaned with the pain and shuffled his feet. He closed his eyes and wondered just how much punishment Valerie would think was enough to put things right between them.

A second later she struck again, this time hitting the left cheek. After that, she began to spank like a machine, delivering stroke after stroke after stroke, making sure that every centimeter of his bottom was covered in red.

At first he tried to count the strokes, but lost his concentration after twenty-five or so because she was spanking so fast. Pain ricocheted up and down his spine. Tears started to well up in his eyes. He was definitely sober now and feeling every bit of the spanking.

Finally, when he didn't think he could take any more, he tried to push himself up from the table. "Hey... that's enough."

She laughed again. "I decide when you've had enough," she said, striking again, this time the upper thighs. "And that outburst just earned you another round."

She followed this declaration up with a flurry of hard strokes that left his knees weak. The tears that had massed in his eyes now spilled down his cheeks. She stopped the spanking and stood back. Her left hand felt what was left of his burning flesh. "All right, Scott. Now do you know what you're apologizing for?"

He tried to get his breathing under control and force himself to stop crying. "I... h-hurt you and myself," he managed to say. "And... I'm very sorry. Won't happen again, I swear."

She put the spoon on the table. "Okay, get up, turn and face me."

He did what he was told. When he turned, he could see once again the look of concern on her face. She held out her arms and he fell into them, allowing himself to be held like a little boy. She patted his back and massaged his wounded bottom.

A few minutes later, she gently pushed him back and gazed into his watery eyes. "Perhaps in some weird way, you needed that. I don't know. I'm a vet, not a psychologist. What I do know is that we have six more weeks together and during that time I better never see the kind of behavior you displayed this evening. Understand?"

Only six more weeks. The thought of it almost made him start crying again. "Yes, I understand," he said. "And I'm sorry. Thank you."

She took his hands in hers. "Sounds good. Now, I think we've got some making up to do, if you're able."

"I would like that," he said, savoring the feel of her fingers wrapped around his. The pain from the spanking was already beginning to fade away.

Hand in hand, they moved slowly but surely toward her bedroom.


Chapter Seven

Scott and Valerie made love deep into the night. And after they were thoroughly sated, they slept locked in each other's arms. He awoke the next morning with a heavy head and a sore bottom. He looked over at the sleeping body of his lover and felt both happy and depressed at the same time.

He sat up in bed and tenderly stroked her leg. In her sleep, she turned slightly to give him better access to her body. He didn't take advantage of it but continued to gaze at her, thinking that he was very fortunate yet unfortunate at the same time. He had found the perfect woman and she was right here with him, sharing the intimacy of this moment.

But in six weeks he was going to lose her. She would be going back to a life he didn't completely understand and didn't think he could ever adjust to. She was going to leave him and he would be all alone again - just him, an old cat, and a lot of memories. Once again, tears massed in his eyes and spilled down his cheeks.

Valerie was awakened by his crying. She rubbed her eyes and turned toward him. "Scott, what's wrong?" she asked. "Was I too hard on you last night?"

He wiped away the tears and gave her a small, pained smile. "No," he said. "You gave me exactly what I deserved. It's just that..."

"What?"

He took a deep breath. He knew what he wanted to say, but he was afraid. A part of him understood very well the limited nature of their relationship - the proverbial friends with benefits, no commitments, no attachments. He didn't want to jeopardize that, to risk losing her now. Live in the moment, he told himself.

But telling himself that wasn't helpful, especially as he felt a slight tingle in his wounded bottom and knew she had cared enough to give him that tingle. What was going happen when he didn't have it anymore?"

He reached over and touched her face. He wanted so much to say he loved her with every fiber of his being. He settled for saying, "You're incredible, and I greatly appreciate what you did last night. It was definitely something I needed."

She returned his smile and took his hand in hers. "Well, it was certainly an interesting scene, and I'm not sure exactly what happened or why. So we'll just say that for some reason you wanted to be punished and for some reason I wanted to punish you. Let's not overcomplicate it. Okay?"

It wasn't the answer he wanted to hear, but it was the answer he would have to accept. She pushed back the sheet to expose her naked body glistening with sweat. She took both his hands in hers and pulled him closer. She reached up and kissed him hard on the lips. "Let's not waste any more time talking."

She pushed him onto his back and straddled him like she had that night in the milking barn. When he was fully erect, she took him deep inside her and rocked herself to a powerful climax.

He simply closed his eyes and savored the feel of her body on his. She rested for a few minutes, then rocked again until they came together. After they disengaged, they fell asleep side by side, old and familiar lovers.

They spent the remainder of that Saturday in bed together, getting up only to use the bathroom or eat. By that evening, Scott was so tired he forgot about what would happen at the end of November.

On Sunday morning after a quick breakfast at seven, Valerie left the apartment to go to work in the cow barn. Scott kissed her goodbye, and the spell was broken. He tried to keep himself occupied by working on a few bank spreadsheets. He tried to watch football in the afternoon and into the evening. He even took a walk around the neighborhood.

However, as ten o'clock approached and Valerie wasn't home, he thought seriously about retrieving his bottle of bourbon in an attempt to quell his mounting desperation. But his thoughts were turning darker and darker. He had a vision that this was the way his life would be from now on, nothing left but work - work without purpose or end.

As he slipped into sleep that night he wondered how Valerie could be so calm, so thoroughly nonchalant about her feelings, as though what they did occasionally was simply a passing fancy, a means to an end; that in the end, he meant nothing more to her than a hired stud, nothing that she couldn't easily walk away from.

For the next four weeks, their lives together went back to what had been normal for them. She spent nearly all of her time at the livestock barns, doing everything she could to finish her advanced program so she could move back to Linton and Goff County, back to the farm and the veterinary practice she was set to inherit.

In a feeble attempt to reciprocate, Scott took on as much work as he could, trying to immerse himself in a pool of convenient indifference. But by mid-November, he could barely hold himself together and began to visit the Bank Street Tavern, hoping perhaps to stagger in the apartment completely inebriated and find Valerie there waiting for him, wooden spoon in hand.

He got his unconscious wish the Friday before Thanksgiving when she came home around ten to find him nearly passed out on the sofa, a half-empty bottle of Maker's Mark on the floor at his feet. She touched his forehead, and he stirred. He managed to get his eyes open. And when he realized it was Valerie who had touched him, he laughed, then coughed and burped, expelling a cloud of alcohol breath. "Well... howdy, stranger," he managed to say. "I certainly never expected to see you."

She sat down beside him and took off her boots. "So I gathered." She stared at him, watched him struggle to keep his eyes open. She picked up the bottle and scowled. "I guess somehow this is my fault."

He shook his head in an exaggerated manner. "Naw," he spat out. "Blame is entirely mine. I'm just an old drunk."

"And feeling very sorry for yourself. Why?"

This question sobered him a little. "You should ask that," he said. "You... who is about to go away, leave me here alone. Just me and Morris."

She turned slightly and touched his hand. "So that's what this is. Just like my brothers, running away from yourself and expecting me to stop you before you get too far. And then, I suppose, you expect me to punish you for it in some feeble attempt to keep you from doing it again. Is that it?"

He wiped a tear from his eye. "I don't know. I don't know anything anymore."

She stood up and gently nudged him until his body slumped on the sofa. She covered him with a blanket. "Sleep it off," she said. "We'll talk about it in the morning.

He looked at her one more time through glazed and glassy eyes. Then his eyes closed and he settled into the sofa, drawing the blanket around him.

---oOo---

The next morning, he awoke slowly and painfully. His eyes felt like they were on fire and his head felt like it was being squeezed between the jaws of a powerful vice. When his eyes had adjusted to the light, he saw Valerie sitting across from him, her attention apparently focused on the tablet in front of her. He stirred and managed to sit up. He rubbed his forehead. "What time is it?"

She looked up from the tablet. "A little after eight."

He stretched and stood up. He needed to use the bathroom badly. "How long did I sleep?"

"All night," she replied. "Go get a shower. When you come back cleaned up, we'll get some breakfast and talk."

He scratched his head. "Don't you have to work?"

She shook her head. "Go do what I told you to do."

He nodded and moved to the bathroom.

Thirty minutes later he returned from his area somewhat refreshed. He was dressed in lounging pants and a tee shirt. His head still hurt a little, but he felt more human. Valerie was sitting at the kitchen table. Two places were set with juice and coffee at each, along with a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon.

"Sit down and eat," she said when she saw him.

He sat down and drank some coffee. He glanced over at Valerie. "Valerie, I... I'm sorry."

She gave him a small thin smile. "What was that all about?"

"I don't remember too much," he said. He took another sip of the coffee. "Feeling sorry for myself, I guess."

"Why?"

His eyes widened. "Why? How can you ask me that? You're leaving in less than a week."

"Yes," she said. "I'm finished with my program, and the time has come for me to go home."

"And that doesn't bother you?"

"For god's sake, Scott, please don't make this harder than it has to be."

"What do you mean?"

"Look, Scott, you've been a good friend and I appreciate all that you've done for me."

He took a deep breath. "Is that all I am to you?"

She sighed. "Please don't make more out of it," she said. "You're a good man and a good lover. But we live in different worlds. Mine is a world of sacrifice and obligation. I thought you understood that. If I somehow misled you into thinking otherwise, I am truly sorry."

He sat back in his chair and let her words penetrate the fog that surrounded him. "You're not going to miss me, miss this, at least a little?"

"Of course, I'll miss it," she said. "But at this point in my life, I can't afford to get sentimental or attached. A lot of people are counting on me." She paused and looked at him, watched the tears well up in eyes. "I really had no idea this meant that much to you," she said. "But Scott, you have no reason to be alone. Tell you what: I don't know if you know this or not, but practically all the students in the vet school are young women. If I put the word out, you won't have any trouble getting another roommate, maybe more than one if that's what you want. And believe me, while they may be dedicated students like I was, I know more than a few that need some time away from studying occasionally, if you know what I mean. What do you think about that?"

The thought of inviting young female vet students to stay in the apartment in exchange for occasional sexual favors didn't stir him. In his heart, he knew there would never be another Valerie Gilmore, that it wasn't really the sex he would miss. He gazed at her and shook his head.

She reached across the table and took his hand. "You'll change your mind when you see the students," she said. "In the meantime, I'm just about finished with the program and only have to go to work on Monday. I don't plan to leave until Wednesday. Let's take advantage of it." She paused and gave him a stern look. "After all, you do deserve to be punished for getting drunk last night and passing out on the sofa, then trying to make me feel guilty about it this morning. Finish your breakfast, then clean up the kitchen and bend over the table. Now!"

He managed a feeble smile. Live in the moment, he told himself. Live in the moment.

Fifteen minutes later, the table was cleared and Scott was bent over it, his lounging pants and briefs down around his ankles. Valerie stood behind him, the largest wooden spoon clutched tightly in her right hand. She felt his bottom with her left hand. "I suppose in a strange way, I will miss this. There is something almost irresistible about punishing a man, very empowering."

He closed his eyes and tried to think only about what was about to happen, not that this was very likely to be the last time. He gathered his breath. "Do your worst."

She laughed. "Believe me when I say you don't really mean that." She retracted the spoon and snapped it forward, striking the crack between his legs. The sound of wood meeting soft flesh echoed through the room. "I will give you something to remember, however."

After that first strike, she began to spank him in earnest, her hand a blur as she moved the spoon as fast as she could, making sure to impact every square centimeter of his trembling backside, quickly staining it deep purple in a matter of just a couple of minutes.

And in that span of minutes, as the pain raced through his body, he did forget about next Wednesday and how he would ever be able to say goodbye. His brain was now caught up in the moment, just as he had hoped.

Finally, just when he didn't think he could take any more, she stopped and set the spoon down beside him. She massaged the burning flesh. "I hope you learned a valuable lesson from that," she said. "One that will stick with you for a while. I won't tolerate any more of this self-pity. Is that clear?"

He fought back the tears. "Yes, ma'am."

"Good. Now, stand up and face me."

He pushed himself up from the table and turned toward her.

She looked at him and smiled. "I really like you when you're nice and contrite," she said. "There's something sexy about seeing a man with tears in his eyes, tears that I provoked. Now, I plan on taking you to bed in a couple of minutes. But first, I want to say something." She paused and continued to look at him. "Like I said before, we live in different worlds. But, if you ever want to cross over, we might be able to find a place for you on the farm. But, be prepared, my mother and I are stern taskmasters. I don't think anyone has used that old woodshed for many years, but it's still there." She glanced down and saw that his penis was standing at half-mast. She smiled again. "Now, let's forget the farm for a moment and see if we can put that penis of yours to good use."

She took his hand and urged him toward her bedroom. He was only too eager to follow, realizing he might very well enjoy being led.


Chapter Eight

By Tuesday night, Scott was exhausted. He had gone to work on Monday because Valerie needed to spend one last day at the veterinary college. He called in sick on Tuesday so that they could be together on her final day in Union City.

During the three days and four nights they were together, he lost count of how many times they made love. And with each time, he prayed it would last while knowing only too well it wouldn't.

Early Wednesday morning, the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, Valerie was up early packing. She said she wanted to be at the farm by early afternoon so she could get settled and help her mother with the milking and any preparation for the holiday. She also wanted to meet with Dr. Agnew. She said that she and her mother were invited to Fran's sister's for Thanksgiving dinner.

Tuesday evening and again Wednesday morning, Valerie suggested that Scott drive up with her and spend Thanksgiving on the farm. But he declined (as politely as possible). His excuse was that he had to work on Friday (which was true) and he was worried about the weather (possible snow flurries and freezing rain).

However, the weather was not the real reason. He was devastated by her leaving. And this devastation had been exacerbated by the time they had spent together, time he would never get back, experiences he would very likely never have again. He couldn't see how he would ever overcome the loss. The hurt was very deep, but he didn't want to make it worse by prolonging the inevitable goodbye.

So, at nine-thirty, she loaded her truck, gave Scott a kiss and a hug, said goodbye and keep in touch, then walked away, left him standing in the doorway of his lonely apartment. He watched her go before letting the tears fill his eyes and burn his cheeks.

Ten minutes later, when he was sure she was gone, he sat in the living room, put his face in his hands, and sobbed like a little boy. He hadn't cried like that since his mother died. Once again, he was alone. For a brief instant, Morris curled his aged body around Scott's legs but then moved off into what had been Valerie's bedroom. The old cat probably felt the loss even more acutely than Scott did - another doting and caring female gone from his life.

As the clock neared ten, Scott got up, dried his eyes, went into his office, and drank a quarter of the contents of a full bottle of bourbon. Then, suddenly realizing he needed to be at the bank, he put the cap back on the bottle, burped several times and put on his suit. He would go to work as if nothing was wrong and stay in his office for as long as he possibly could. With any luck, the Bank Street Tavern would stay open late. Perhaps it would even be open tomorrow.

---oOo---

On Thursday morning, Scott awoke slightly hung over. He had stayed at the tavern until last call and staggered home after one-thirty. He barely remembered any of the previous evening. He managed to roll out of bed and discovered that he still had his clothes on from the previous day. He laughed out loud even though his head felt like it was full of bricks and his stomach was churning like a washing machine that was unbalanced. He stripped out of his clothes and managed to get to the bathroom, nearly falling twice.

At a few minutes after twelve, he emerged from the bathroom wearing only his underwear. What difference does it make what I have on? he told himself. He made coffee and ate two pieces of toast. The combination sent him back to the bathroom. When he returned to the kitchen, he filled Morris's food and water bowls, then moved to the sofa where he lay down and promptly fell asleep.

When he awoke from his nap, it was dark both outside and inside the apartment. He felt a little better but the darkness disoriented him slightly. He felt totally empty inside, especially when he turned on the lights and glanced toward what used to be Valerie's bedroom. He missed her and, for a brief moment, wondered how she was doing.

Almost as an afterthought, he checked his phone and saw that she had texted him. The text read simply, "Happy Thanksgiving." As he read and re-read the text, he noted that the time stamp was one o'clock. It was now almost six. He wondered if she would be worried that he didn't respond. Or would she think he was sulking?

"Screw it," he said to himself. "Let her think whatever she wants."

But a few minutes later he sat down on the sofa and texted, "Sorry, I was out getting dinner. Hope you're having a good Thanksgiving with your family."

Tears filled his eyes as he read what he wrote before pressing send. The emptiness he felt gnawed him from the inside, and he concluded that this was the worst Thanksgiving Day he had ever spent, even worse than last year, the first Thanksgiving he had ever spent alone, two months after his mother died.

For several minutes, he sat staring at the phone, willing it to display a message from Valerie. But it remained silent. Eventually, he gave up and set the phone on the end table. He arose, went into the kitchen and made himself a sandwich with deli turkey, his rather sad nod to the holiday. He also retrieved his bottle of bourbon – there was no need to hide it anymore.

He turned on the television and watched the end of the second Thanksgiving Day football game. When he was finished eating and had consumed two small glasses of the bourbon, he retrieved his laptop and mindlessly scrolled the internet. At ten, he fell asleep sitting up.

For the next four days, he followed this pattern: eating poorly, rarely showering, and drinking heavily. Then on Tuesday morning as he was nursing another hangover while attempting to stay awake in his office at the bank, he was surprised by a visit from John Hardy.

Without a greeting, Hardy planted himself in the costumer chair and gazed at his junior loan officer. For his part, Scott silently gazed back.

After a minute, Hardy took a deep breath. "All right, Scott, tell me what's going on."

Scott's glassy eyes widened. "What do you mean?"

Hardy sat up straight in the chair. "I think you know perfectly well what I mean," he said. "Look at yourself. You haven't shaved. Your suit and tie are a mess. You're barely here. Everyone is concerned... and I mean everyone, including Lydia."

This got Scott's attention. Lydia was the branch manager and a stickler for maintaining proper decorum. He thought he was hiding his despondence pretty well, but obviously he had failed at that too. He gathered his breath. "Sorry," he said. "Another Thanksgiving without Mom. I guess I took it harder than I thought I would."

Hardy gave him a sympathetic smile. "I understand," he said. Then his expression hardened. "But you've got to pull yourself together. You know very well that we're going to be extremely busy for the next several weeks. We need you to be all in. Can you do that?"

Scott thought for moment. Perhaps being busy was the remedy, help him forget the hurt he felt. He nodded. "I'll be okay. Thanks for the heads up."

Hardy nodded and stood up. "Scott, if you've got some issues, you need to either tell me or get some help. What we're seeing from you can't continue. That's from the top. Understand what I'm saying?"

Scott didn't have to think about that. He knew Hardy and Lydia well enough to understand that his position at the bank was in jeopardy if he couldn't suppress this self-pity. "I get it. Thanks."

Hardy nodded again, turned, and walked out.

When he was alone again, Scott got out of his chair, went to the window and looked at himself in the reflection. He grimaced at the person he was rapidly becoming. John's right, he told himself. Pull yourself together. He straightened his tie and smoothed down his shirt and suit coat.

He resumed his seat and opened a spreadsheet on his computer. He knew from experience that in just a couple of days the bank would be swamped with loan requests as costumers began to panic over Christmas gifts and end-of-the-year bills. No more drinking, he told himself.

---oOo---

And for the next three weeks he held to that. He came to work early and stayed late. He ate his dinners at the Union Family Restaurant and didn't buy any more bourbon. He saw an average of eight or nine costumers a day; he processed dozens of loan requests. He answered questions about taxes, interest rates, and bookkeeping. He was so busy he didn't think about Valerie or the emptiness he felt.

It wasn't until Christmas Eve that the sense of emptiness returned. As the bank began to clear out and everyone wished everyone else a Merry Christmas, he realized he was going home to an empty apartment for the second year in a row. John Hardy had invited Scott to share Christmas dinner, but Scott had politely declined, saying he was going to help serve dinner at the local homeless shelter. Of course, this was a lie. Scott had never been to the homeless shelter; he wasn't even sure where it was.

But as much as he dreaded the prospect of spending Christmas Day alone, he definitely didn't want to spend it surrounded by someone else's family, constantly reminding him of what he didn't have, of how everyone was happy but him.

When he left the bank at six-thirty - the last one out - instead of going home, he went straight to the Bank Street Tavern, where he sat on a barstool at the near-empty bar and consumed four Scotch and Sodas in less than thirty minutes. He also ate a greasy hamburger and two orders of equally greasy French fries.

Finally, at eleven-thirty, he was the only patron left in the tavern. The bartender, a tired-looking woman in late middle age named Carol, stood in front of him, watching as he struggled to keep his eyes open. "Scott," she called.

He raised his head and looked at Carol.

She touched his hand. "Look, it's getting late," she said. "I want to close up and go home. You're in no condition to drive. Let me call you a cab."

The words home and cab got his attention, seeming to penetrate the fog that surrounded him. "I... I'm all right."

She gave him a half-smile. "No, you're not. You need to go home and sleep this off."

His eyes widened. "Why the hell should I go home?" he said. "Nothing there but an old, sick cat that doesn't like me."

"I know," she said. And she did, as Scott had described his empty apartment and equally empty life to her probably ten times during the evening. "But you can't stay here."

He looked at her again and thought that she wasn't a bad looking woman. "Carol, what've you got at home that you're so anxious to get to? Didn't you tell me your husband died last year?"

She seemed to think for a minute. "And left me the bar. Yes, I did tell you that."

"Is it true?"

She looked indignant. "Of course, it's true.

"And I'll bet you live upstairs, don't you?"

"So what?"

He managed to give her a small smile. She was looking better all the time, perhaps even the prettiest woman he had seen in a long time. He wondered why he had never noticed her beauty before. "So how about I come upstairs with you and we can celebrate a lousy Christmas together?"

For a moment, she glared at him. Then her expression softened slightly. Well, you're in no condition to go home by yourself," she said. "And I do have an empty couch. But you better not get sick. And don't get any other ideas."

His smile widened to a silly grin. "I won't get sick," he said. "And I'm too drunk to get any ideas."

Carol came out from behind the bar, locked the outer door, and turned off the 'open' sign. "Give me a couple of minutes to clean up. While I'm doing that, you go the men's room and take care of any business you need to take care of. You might clean it up for me while you're in there... that'll save some time. Can you walk without stumbling?"

Scott managed to slide his body off the stool and stood up. He took a couple of tentative steps to steady himself. "No problem."


Chapter Nine

When Scott awoke and opened his eyes, he was totally disoriented. In spite of a head that felt like a boulder and a body that felt like leftover mush, he managed to sit up. As his eyes slowly focused, he discovered that he was on a strange sofa in a strange room with big windows at one end.

He rubbed his eyes and tried to think. Where was he and how did he get here - wherever here was? Slowly, he remembered being in the Bank Street Tavern. He remembered drinking pretty heavily. He remembered that the movie A Christmas Story was on the television in the corner of the bar. It was all a blank after that.

He looked down at himself and saw that he was still wearing his suit, although his tie was missing. He was partially covered by a blue quilt he didn't recognize. He was cold, thirsty, and badly in need of the bathroom.

He scanned the room once again and saw that, along with the old sofa on which he was sitting, the room contained a brown recliner, two narrow wooden end tables, and a dark wood entertainment cabinet with a flat-screen television on the middle shelf. Again, he wondered where he was.

He managed to stand up and stagger to one of the windows. He looked out at a street that contained several buildings on either side. After a moment, he realized the street was Bank Street - he was on the second floor of the Bank Street Tavern and this must be Carol's apartment.

So, I never made it home last night, he thought. He turned away from the window and glanced at his wristwatch. It was ten minutes after ten in the morning - Christmas morning.

If this was Carol's apartment, he wondered where Carol could be. He walked over to the open doorway, stopped and listened. At first, he heard nothing. Then, he heard what sounded like water running in a kitchen. "Carol?" he called, barely getting the words out.

"In the kitchen," came a woman's voice from perhaps ten feet away through another door.

"Where's the bathroom?" he asked.

"Second door on the right," she replied. "When you're done in there, come into the kitchen."

Holding onto the wall, he navigated the short corridor and found the bathroom next to a small linen closet. Everything about the apartment was old but also clean and functional. He noted that no Christmas decorations were visible anywhere.

A few minutes later, feeling at least more human, he found the kitchen. Carol was standing at a four-burner gas stove. She was wearing jeans and a flannel shirt. She pivoted toward him and smiled. "How do you feel? Or is that a stupid question?"

"I... I don't know yet," he said. "What happened last night?"

She looked at him and shook her head. "You don't remember anything?"

"Not really."

"You must have been drunker than I thought," she said. "You were in no condition to drive home. I offered to call you a cab, but... well, let's just say that neither of us thought you could make it that far. I closed the bar and brought you up here to sleep it off."

"I'm sorry to have put you out," he said. "And I do appreciate it."

She nodded. "Well, it's partially my fault for letting you drink so much. I should've known better. Do you want some coffee?"

His stomach felt as empty as his life. "Yes, please."

She poured two cups of coffee and set them down on a small butcher-block table with metal chairs painted white at either end. "Sit down and let's talk for a minute."

"Thank you," he said and sat in one of the chairs. He picked up the cup and blew the steam away from the brim. "I'll get out of your way. I don't want to interfere with any of your Christmas plans."

She took the other chair and took a sip of her coffee. "No plans," she said. "I'm all alone today, just like you."

He thought for a moment. He had been coming to the tavern for several months but knew very little about Carol except that she was the owner and nearly always tended the bar. "I know you lost your husband, but don't you have any other family?"

She chuckled humorlessly and took another sip of the coffee. "Just a son who lives with his wife in Panama - an Air Force lifer. The tavern has been my life for more than twenty-five years."

He shook his head. "That's kind of sad."

She shrugged her shoulders. "It is what it is," she said. "It wasn't so bad when Jerry was alive. We had this place together, kept it going even though it's never been a wild success. Could be worse."

He thought he should say something, but he couldn't think of anything. He looked down at his hands and saw that they were trembling slightly.

"Scott, what's your story?" she asked. "As you might imagine, I hear a lot of sad stories... not too many happy people come into my bar... or any bar, I imagine. I think you told me your mother died and you're all alone. But there must be more to it than that."

"Do you really want to hear my story?"

She nodded. "Hey, it's Christmas morning and all we have is time."

He took a deep breath and gazed at her from across the small table. This morning in the light from the window over the sink, he could see the care lines extending from her brown eyes, the gray hair protruding down over her ears. He still felt sorry for himself, but looking at her he realized there were people in the world who were much less fortunate than he was.

He drank half of the coffee in the cup, letting the heat and caffeine jolt his stomach. He glanced over at Carol. She was gazing at him expectantly. He sighed and proceeded to tell her the story of his life. He told her about his mother, how she had strong-armed him into finishing his education and obtaining his position at the bank. He told her about his mother's battle with cancer, her death, and how alone and empty he felt as a result.

Finally, he told Carol about Valerie Gilmore, about how he had fallen in love with the veterinarian from Goff County, about how she subsequently left him to go back home and how this had simply crushed his spirit, even though it shouldn't have. He didn't tell Carol about how Valerie had spanked him and how much he missed that.

When he finished his story, he wiped a few stray tears from his eyes and put his heavy head in his hands. Carol stood up, got the coffee pot, and poured more coffee into their cups. She looked hard at Scott.

She resumed her seat. "That is indeed a sad story," she said. "But let me ask you a question."

He shifted his eyes to her side of the table. "Okay."

She took a deep breath. "Scott, what is wrong with you?"

"What do you mean?"

"Your mother may have been hard on you, but she didn't teach you very much, did she?"

Now he was confused as the elements of his story scrolled through his foggy brain. "I still don't know what you mean."

Carol's eyes flashed with little spires of anger. "Look at yourself," she said. "I would say that at least eighty or ninety percent of the people who come into my bar would practically kill to have your life. You're a young and good-looking man; you have a good education and a good career; you earn what I presume is a good salary. Okay, so the woman of your dreams leaves you to go home... where she is most comfortable and most needed - and you knew all along she was going to do that. So what? What are you doing about it? Instead of acting like a man, you allow yourself to wallow in a pit of self-pity."

"What can I do about it?"

"Are you serious?" she asked rhetorically. "Boy, listen to yourself - what can I do about it? If you love her so much, go after her."

"But what kind of life would I have?"

She huffed. "What kind of life? Who knows? It's a risk. Life's a risk. At some point, you've got to take a chance. It's got to be better than drinking yourself to death." She paused and took a sip of coffee. "Look at me. Do you think this is the kind of life I envisioned when I was in my twenties? No. I was young and ambitious. I finished my master's degree in education and just took my first teaching job. Then I met Jerry, a graduate of the Air Force Academy, so dashing in his officer's uniform. Needless to say, he swept me off my feet, changed the whole course of my life. As they say, we got married in a fever.

"Now, if I had known then how my life would have turned out thirty-some years later, would I still have married him? I can't answer that. It's all water under the bridge anyway. You can never know what curves life is going to throw at you. When he left the Air Force, Jerry suddenly decided he wanted to open a bar. Okay, I supported that, because that's what a good wife does. Then he got sick with COPD and I had to spend more and more time preserving his dream. Then he died, and now the bar is all I have left. But I have no regrets. Regrets do no good. They certainly don't pay the bills."

"Carol, I'm sorry. I didn't know any of that."

She shrugged. "Of course you didn't. My job is to listen, not whine. And I'm not whining. I would like to see my son more often, but he seems happy where he is and I'm too busy with the bar to get away."

"Why not take a vacation?"

She laughed. "How? I'm open seven days a week. Christmas is the only day of the year I'm not open, and I'll probably spend some of it going over my books and cleaning up."

"Why not hire a manager?"

"I can't afford it," she said quickly.

Scott leaned forward in his chair. He felt more sober than he had in several days. "Look, Carol, I may be a lousy excuse for a man, but I am a good accountant. And I seem to have some time on my hands. Let me go over your books and give you some professional advice. It's the least I can do to repay your hospitality."

"Are you serious about that?"

"Of course I'm serious. We can start any time you want."

She smiled and reached across the table. Her right hand groped for his, and when she found it, she wrapped it with her fingers. "All right," she said. "But can we do something else first?"

"What?"

Her smile widened into a hopeful grin. "I know I'm old and not much to look at, but... well, it's been a long time since a man has paid attention to me... as a woman, I mean. But, believe me, I still have those feelings."

He looked into her eyes and saw the same need he had seen in Valerie's eyes. He shifted his gaze a little lower. In the late morning light, her care lines became character and experience, not markers of age. Her body glistened with anticipation. "Carol, I'm not entirely sure what you're asking. However, when I look at you I don't see an old woman. Rather, I see a woman whose beauty is only beginning to emerge."

She laughed again and tightened her grip on his hand. "Scott, my apologies to your mother. She taught you well." She released his hand and stood up. "Let's see what kind of Christmas we can give each other."

He returned her smile and also stood up. "I would like that."

She took his hand again and led him through the kitchen door, down the short corridor to the bedroom.

---oOo---

It was mid-afternoon when they emerged from the bedroom, both naked and smiling. Carol had proven to be a very energetic lover, and Scott had done his best to keep up with her. He had lasted nearly two hours before he simply collapsed with exhaustion. He pulled her into his arms and fell asleep.

When he awoke she was lying next to him, gazing at him. She kissed him on his cheek. "Let's take a shower," she had suggested.

He nodded and struggled to get out of bed

After the shower, which they took together, she offered him a bathrobe to wear while she washed his shirt and underwear. She put on a flannel nightgown and moved to the kitchen. "I guess I need to feed us," she said.

He didn't feel hungry. He wasn't at all sure how he felt. He nodded. "I would appreciate that."

She proceeded to fix them an impromptu meal of bread and lunchmeat. "Sorry about the cuisine," she joked. "Most of my food is downstairs in the bar."

He nodded and kissed her cheek.

After they ate, she got out her laptop computer and activated a version of Quick Books. For the next hour or so, Scott went over her expenses and debits, her credits and assets. Finally, when he was finished with his review, he looked at Carol. "I don't think you're in as bad a shape as you believe you are."

She sat down beside him. "Go on, Mr. Accountant."

Directing her attention to a number of credits and debits, he pointed out where she could save money on equipment and supplies. He also told her how she could re-negotiate a loan she had in order to get a more favorable interest rate. He further suggested that a business loan would pay for improvements to the tavern and increased marketing that would drive more costumers to her place. She would also have the money to hire a part time manager.

When he was finished, she kissed him again on the side of his face. "Thank you, Scott," she said. "My accountant never said any of that."

"Maybe you never asked," he said.

"I guess not." She paused. "Scott, will you help me get all these suggestions in place?"

"I would be happy to."

"I will pay you, of course."

He smiled and touched her hand. "I believe you already have."

They both laughed. She gripped his hand and urged him to his feet. "Not entirely," she said. "It's time for the next installment."


Chapter Ten

That day turned out to be one of the best Christmases Scott could remember, and for at least that evening, he forgot about Valerie and the emptiness he felt. It wasn't until the next morning, when he finally checked his phone and saw her Merry Christmas text that he thought about her again. He responded in kind, apologizing for the delay.

For the next several days he spent his evenings at the tavern - not drinking. Whenever Carol had a free moment from the bar, he took her aside and helped her arrange for low-interest loans and low-cost improvements. She appreciated his suggestions and his help so much that just before December 31 she invited him to be her business partner.

He said he was flattered by the invitation but politely declined. At his age, he definitely didn't want to get involved in the day-to-day operation of a tavern. Also, as much as he appreciated Carol and the occasional intimacy they shared, he knew - just as she did - that they would never be a couple. Along with the thirty-year age difference, they both understood that their lives were moving in opposite directions. Their needs were just too different.

He did ask her late one evening as they sat at her kitchen table what kind of man her son was.

"Dedicated to service," she responded quickly. "Much like his father."

"Was he always like that?" Scott asked.

"Perhaps not all the time," Carol replied.

Scott scanned the small kitchen, trying to imagine growing up in this environment. He knew from their many conversations that they hadn't always lived over the tavern, that at one time, before Jerry got too sick, they had a house a few blocks away. They had also planned to have more children; however, after Carol's third miscarriage she had a hysterectomy, thus relegating their son, Jerry Jr. to the role of only child.

Still, as an only child himself, Scott couldn't help wondering if Carol was a strict mother. "Carol, I'm just curious... did you ever spank your son when he was growing up?"

She smiled at that question. "I almost forgot that you said your mother was a strict disciplinarian," she said. "J J was a good kid and I pretty much let his father be the disciplinarian in the family. But I admit I did spank him a couple of times when Jerry was too busy."

"I thought so," Scott said. When he looked at Carol, a part of him was conflicted. She reminded him of his mother - her strength, her dedication to her family and her business. He realized he sometimes missed that strength. But he also realized that Carol was definitely not his mother, especially after all the intimate moments they enjoyed. He knew that she would never regard him as a son or feel any kind of need to discipline him. He would have to seek elsewhere for the strength and the firm hand he missed.

However, after her invitation, he understood that Carol did need a partner if the tavern was going to be more successful and she could take some time off. He remembered that his finance professor in graduate school had been a man nearing retirement. He had also been a fairly successful entrepreneur and was always looking for investment opportunities.

In early January, Scott contacted Professor Jeremy Malinowski and arranged a meeting. During the meeting, Scott presented the financial details of the tavern and what he believed was necessary to make it more profitable. He also described Carol as a lonely but energetic widow in search of a partner.

Professor Malinowski was impressed with Scott's assessment and his numbers and promised to look into it. Scott left the meeting somewhat satisfied with himself. At least he had helped bring two people together and perhaps save a business. But he had done little to help himself.

Still, he was pleased when Carol called him the next week to say that Jeremy Malinowski had visited her at the tavern, that the two had hit it off immediately, and that the professor was going to invest in the business. She also said - with a girlish laugh - that she believed Jeremy was a good-looking man and that perhaps they might have a future together as more than business partners.

"That's great, Carol," Scott said. And he really was happy for her.

But the arrangement between Carol and Professor Malinowski re-opened the hole his brief relationship with Carol had covered over. Once again, he was alone. He couldn't even go the Bank Street Tavern anymore because it contained too many memories; he had lost that connection as well.

To make matters worse, business at the bank slowed down to the point where he was searching for things to do. He missed Carol; he missed Valerie. In response, he found another tavern and started to fall back into his old habits, the habits he had shed on Christmas Day.

However, in spite of the increased drinking and the depression he felt, he was able to put on a brave front at the bank, doing his job efficiently under the suspicious and watchful eyes of both John Hardy and Lydia Jackson.

This illusion of well-being came to a crushing end for him in early February. First, on February 3rd, he came home to find Morris sprawled on the big bed that Valerie had so recently occupied. The old cat had finally succumbed to the numerous ailments that afflicted him.

Although Scott had never really bonded with Morris, he saw in the big feline the last link to his mother and to Valerie. He sat down next to Morris and sobbed. Then he buried the cat in the hard earth outside the apartment, came back inside, and drank three quick shots of bourbon in an attempt to kill the pain. It didn't work.

Three days later, he received an email from Valerie informing him that both she and her mother had incurred some unexpected expenses and that, not only would she not be able to pay him the money she owed for rent, she was in danger of defaulting on her bank loan.

Of course, Scott wasn't concerned about the sixteen hundred dollars Valerie owed him. He had written that off as soon as she left the parking lot. He was, however, concerned about the possible default, and not just because he had approved the loan. The email re-opened the wound of her absence.

That night, he drank half a bottle of the bourbon and lapsed into a near coma. He was late for work the next day, and when he did show up, he was barely functional. He somehow managed to get through the day, which was thankfully not too busy. However, he had noticed that both John and Lydia were watching him closely, observing his behavior. He was in trouble, teetering on the brink of disaster.

After work, Scott went home to his deathly quiet apartment, drank five shots of straight bourbon on an empty stomach, lay down on the sofa, and fell asleep before seven thirty. As he slept, he dreamed that outside his apartment was a large woodshed. While he was sitting on the sofa watching television, Valerie summoned him to the door.

At first he was reluctant to go. But when he saw her angry but concerned face, he got up. "Scott, you're killing yourself slowly," she said. "It's time we got you under control."

He knew she was right, but he did wonder what she meant by we. He followed her outside and to the woodshed. Inside, he first saw a high wooden bench with a heavy wooden paddle resting on the broad seat. Then he saw John Hardy, Lydia Jackson, and Fran Gilmore step out of the shadows; Carol was there as well, remaining in the background. "Scott, time to take your punishment," they said in unison. "You know you need it and deserve it."

He was tempted to say no and run away. But Valerie was behind him, blocking the only exit. And deep down, he understood that they were only trying to help him and that he should be grateful. Instead of attempting to escape, he nodded and scanned each earnest face.

Valerie nudged him toward the bench. She lifted the paddle from the seat. "Scott, take down your pants and briefs and bend over the bench."

Once again, he scanned the faces. The four observers all nodded at the same time. "Do it, Scott, do it," they all said in one voice. "Take your punishment."

He knew there was no way out of this and that he was finally going to get a paddling in the woodshed. He pulled down his pants and briefs and bent over the seat, as instructed. He closed his eyes and waited for the first strike from that awful-looking paddle.

However, just before Valerie struck the first hard blow, he woke up. When he opened his eyes, he almost expected to see the five people in his dream clustered around him; he expected to see the inside of the woodshed. He saw only darkness.

He sat up on the sofa and shook his head in an attempt to orient himself, to shake the dream out of his troubled mind. He glanced at the clock on the end table. It was two-thirty in the morning. He managed to stagger to the bathroom, feeling his empty stomach begin to wretch.

When he was finished in the bathroom, he returned to the living room and turned on the lights. I can't keep doing this, he told himself, conceding that his depression was getting worse. He sat down on the sofa, put his heavy head in his hands, and tried to think, tried to put his life in perspective, to reason out his future course.

By three-thirty, he resolved to change course completely. He retrieved his laptop, opened his email, and found the message Valerie had sent him. He read it over and then typed a reply:

"Hello Valerie,

It was good to hear from you. I'm sorry you and your mother are having a hard time, especially with finances. Don't worry about the rent money. It's not important. Also, don't worry about the loan. I'll take care of it at the bank.

I've been struggling for the past two months or so, but I believe I now know what I need to do, and I have resolved to do it.

I hope you are doing well.

Scott."

He read over twice what he had written, then pressed send. It was true that he knew what he needed to do. He had just taken the first step. Now he needed to muster the courage to take the next steps, which would be more difficult.

He put away his laptop, turned out the lights, and lay back down on the sofa. He was asleep in just a few minutes. This time as he slept, he didn't have any dreams, or at least none that he would remember.

In the morning, he was among the first to arrive at the bank. He was at his desk by seven-thirty, dressed in his best suit with his hair neatly combed and his tie straight. He consumed two large cups of coffee and turned on his computer. He had work to do and he needed to get to it.

By eight o'clock, he had applied five thousand dollars of his own money toward Valerie's loan, thus at least temporarily eliminating the threat of default. He understood as he was doing it that either John or Lydia (or both) would probably castigate him severely if they discovered what he had done. But he didn't care. He knew he had done the right thing.

When John came into his office at one that afternoon, Scott was prepared. John sat in the visitor chair and opened a folder filled with spreadsheets. "What's going on with that loan you made to Valerie Gilmore... the veterinarian?" he asked. "Yesterday, she appeared to be headed for default, but today she's paid up for the next year or so."

Scott leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath to calm himself. "I took care of it," he said.

"What do you mean, you took care of it?"

Scott swallowed hard. "I mean, I took care of it."

John's eyes widened. "Look, Scott, I don't know exactly what you did or why, but it wasn't a good idea."

"Why not? It was my money. I didn't do anything wrong."

"You shouldn't be taking a personal interest in the bank customers."

"It was only for the one customer. I don't see the problem. In fact, it seems to me that it's really none of your business."

"Scott, everything you do here is the bank's business," John said. "And something like this doesn't look good." He paused and gave Scott a long look. "I shouldn't have to tell you that, based on your performance lately, you are skating on some very thin ice. Understand me?"

Scott felt like he had been hit in the gut. He recoiled in his chair. But in a minute, he sat up straight again. This was the moment he had anticipated, the time for the next step. "John, I really don't give a shit anymore," he declared. "In fact, I quit. As of this moment."

At first, John flushed. Then he calmed and gave Scott a small smile. "You don't mean that," he said. "It isn't that bad, nothing that can't be handled. Take a couple of days off if you need them, to clear your head."

Now Scott was resolved. The more he thought about it, the more his decision made sense. "John, I don't need a couple of days off. I need to change the direction of my life. I quit. I'll take the rest of the day to put my accounts in order and type out a formal letter of resignation. But I'm not going to change my mind. Rather, this is something I've needed to do for a long time."

John stood up. "So, there's nothing I can say that might make you change your mind?"

Scott also stood up. "No." He extended his right hand. "Thank you for your support. This is nothing personal."

The two men shook hands, and that was the end of it. Scott had taken the next step.


Chapter Eleven

At six-thirty that evening, Scott left the bank for the last time. He had closed out all of his accounts, turned in his keys, purged his computer, and said a reluctant goodbye to all of the employees. He walked out alone, unemployed for the first time in his adult life.

While he was eating dinner at the Union City Family Restaurant, he made a list of everything he needed to do now that he had advanced to step three of his new life plan. Quickly, he took inventory: he had a little over fifteen thousand dollars in a savings account that he needed to transfer; the rent on his apartment was paid through the end of March; the loan on his car was paid off.

All that was left to do was to sell as many of his possessions as he could in one gigantic garage sale. At that point, he would be free and clear, with absolutely nothing to hold him back or tie him to Union City and his old life. He decided it was unnecessary to say goodbye to Carol, that she wouldn't miss him now that her own life was moving forward - thanks to him.

When he went home that night, he gathered up the few things he wanted to keep - whatever he could easily pack into his car. Once that was done, he dumped the contents of two bottles of bourbon down the drain; he wouldn't be needing alcohol anymore. Or so he hoped.

The following morning, he placed an ad in the newspaper and put up flyers around the apartment complex. He wanted to have the big sale within a week so he wouldn't have time to lose his resolve.

By the end of February, Scott had sold all of his furniture and nearly all of his other possessions. He kept a few of his mother's knick-knacks and a couple of old photo albums. Of course, he kept his desktop computer, his laptop, most of his clothes, and his cell phone. He hadn't made much money from the sale, but it would be enough to get him where he wanted to go.

On a cold but sunny Sunday morning in early March, he packed his possessions into his SUV, got behind the wheel and said farewell to Union City, the only place he had ever called home. A part of him felt extremely free, almost giddy. However, another part of him felt very anxious as he plunged ahead into the unknown.

He knew where he was headed - there was no doubt about that. But he didn't know what would happen when he got there. Was he prepared to accept the consequences if step four of his plan turned out to be a failure? As he thought about it, he realized he didn't have a plan B. Plan A would have to work.

Driving further and further out of the city and into the countryside, he marveled at how different the landscape appeared stripped of its summer finery. He could only hope and pray that the reception he received when he arrived at his destination would not echo the cold and apparent lifelessness of his surroundings.

When he reached the border of Goff County, he very nearly lost his nerve and turned back. He stopped at Walmart. He didn't need anything at the big store. He just wanted to take the time to clear his head. He went immediately to the small McDonalds inside the store, ordered a Big Mac, and sat down at the remotest table in the small restaurant. It took him an hour to eat it.

He walked the entire store. He walked until he felt like his legs would give out. Then he returned to McDonalds and got a hot fudge sundae and another drink. He went to the bathroom twice.

Finally, he told himself that he couldn't put this off any longer. He simply had to do what he had come to do. Thus, at four-thirty, he got back in his car and drove past Linton, navigating the maze of country roads until he found the Gilmore farm. He parked in the driveway near the front of the house but didn't get out of the car right away. He wished he had a drink, that he had the courage of a soldier in battle.

He sat until he saw a familiar face in the window of the house. It was Fran, and she was gazing at him. Moment of truth, he told himself as he opened the car door and slid out onto the gravel.

Slowly, almost like a man about to be executed, he walked toward the front door. When he reached it, he didn't need to knock. Fran was already standing in the open doorway, a puzzled look on her face.

Scott took a deep breath. "Hello, Fran," he said. It was all he could force out of his mouth.

She scanned him up and down. "Scott?"

"Yes, it's me."

"What on earth are you doing here?"

He paused for a few seconds when they were almost touching. "It's a long story," he said. "May I come in?"

Fran backed up to let him enter the house. "Of course," she said. "Let's go to the kitchen."

A minute later, both Fran and Scott were sitting in the kitchen at the same table he had become familiar with so many months before. For a moment, they just looked at each other. "Scott, would you like some coffee?" she asked.

He looked up as though coming out of a trance. "Yes, please."

Fran arose and poured two cups of coffee. "Why are you here?" she asked. "Did you come to see Valerie?"

"Is Valerie here?" he returned.

"She's out in the big barn."

"Can we call her in? It would be better if you both were here."

Fran nodded and retrieved her cell phone. She swiped a number and held the phone to her ear. "Val, please come to the house. We have a visitor." She pressed end before Valerie could answer.

Fran took a sip of coffee. "So, how've you been?"

Scott smiled. He knew the question was mostly rhetorical, asked primarily to fill the awkward silence. "Not so good," he said.

"That's what I thought," she said. "You look very troubled."

"Yes." It was all he could say.

She put her cup on the table. "Valerie says someone paid off part of her loan so she's no longer in danger of default. What do you know about that?"

He thought about lying, claiming he didn't know anything about Valerie's loan. But he understood that Fran could see right through him and that there was little point in attempting to conceal his action on Valerie's behalf. "I told Valerie I would take care of it," he said. "I didn't want to see her lose her truck."

Fran scowled. "You didn't need to do that," she said. "We have assets we haven't tapped yet. Plus, Dr. Agnew is retiring next month and it will be calving season in another month or so. Lots of money will be coming in then."

"I'm glad to hear that," he said.

He was about to say more when the outside door opened and Valerie appeared. She was wearing old jeans and a dirty jacket over a flannel shirt. Her long hair was tangled and tied back with a rubber band. She stopped and closed the door behind her.

Scott stood up and pivoted toward her. "Hello, Valerie."

Her mouth gaped slightly. "Scott? You're about the last person I expected to see. What are you doing here?"

"I asked the same question," Fran said. "But he said he had something he wanted to tell us both."

He took a deep breath. "Valerie... sit down... please."

"Get a cup of coffee first," Fran said. "You look like you could use it."

Valerie nodded. She loosened her jacket and poured herself some coffee. She took a sip, then brought her cup over to the table and sat down. She wrapped her hands around the cup and gazed at her visitor expectantly. She said nothing.

Scott realized it was time for him to make his speech, the one he had been rehearsing for a week. He took a sip of coffee and looked at both mother and daughter. "The truth is," he began, his mouth suddenly feeling as dry as a desert. "I needed to change the course of my life." He stopped and looked at both women again.

Neither said anything, just continued to watch him. He took another deep breath. They weren't going to make this easy. "I... left the bank."

"What do you mean, you left the bank?" Valerie asked.

"I mean I quit," he said. "I also gave up the apartment and sold all the furniture. Everything I have in the world is out in my car."

Valerie's eyes widened. "Scott, are you serious?"

"Yes, I'm serious," he said. "I could feel my life slipping away. After Morris died, there was nothing left for me in Union City. If I had stayed there, I would have become a raging alcoholic, probably dead in a year."

"So what are you going to do now?" Valerie asked.

He made his lips curl into a small, hopeful smile. "I was kind of hoping you could answer that question."

"What do you mean?" Valerie said.

For Scott, this was the moment, the exact time to say what he meant to say. "Valerie, my life was pointless, without purpose. You're doing important work here and you need help."

Valerie huffed. "So that's it," she said. "I don't have time for this." She pushed back her chair.

Fran put a hand on hers. "Wait, Val. Let's hear him out. What do you mean by help?"

"I mean... I become your farmhand... or anything else you might need. No strings attached. All I ask in return is room and board and a chance to be truly useful."

Valerie leaned forward and gazed at him. "Scott, do you have any idea what you're doing?"

"Valerie, you told me once that your life was sacrifice and obligation. It's a tough life, but you both seem happy and fulfilled. That's what I want, and I have given up everything I had to get it. Does that make sense?"

Valerie chuckled. "No, not really," she said. "But I can see that you are sincere." She looked at Fran. "What do you think, Mom? Should we take him in?"

Fran smiled. "Honey, you've been taking in strays since you were a little girl," she said. "Looks like you've got another one here. But he's your stray."

As though on cue, there was a scratching at the back door. "Looks like Bo wants in," Valerie said. "Another stray." She got up and opened the door. Bo came bounding in; the big dog went immediately to Scott, his long tail wagging.

Scott greeted Bo and scratched him behind the ears. "One stray recognizes another," he said.

Both Valerie and Fran laughed. "I guess if Bo likes you, you must be all right," Valerie said. She took another sip of coffee and watched Scott and Bo admire each other. After another minute, she put her cup down. "All right, this is what we're going to do." She paused to make sure she had Scott's attention.

Scott stopped scratching Bo and looked over at Valerie. Even Fran was looking at her daughter expectantly.

Valerie took a deep breath. "Like I said, I don't think either of us really has time for this," she began. "But you're right, we could use help around here. But you're going to have to be energetic and quick to learn. You will need to do whatever we tell you to do without question. Can you do that?"

Scott dared a small smile. "I understand. I came here to learn and be as useful as possible."

"Good, because I will hold you to that," Valerie said. "Now, I've got a lot of work to do in the barn, but I suppose we need to get you set up." She looked over at Fran. "What do you think, Mom?"

"I don't know what you were expecting, Scott," Fran said, now gazing at Scott. "But, at least for the time-being, you will be treated like a new farmhand. We have a room out in the big barn that our farmhands used. I believe the boys use it sometimes when they come over to help. Allen, Valerie's father, built it when he came here from the Navy."

"Mom, you never told me that," Valerie said.

Fran smiled. "He came here as a suitor and wanted to learn farming. We certainly weren't going to let him stay in the house." She paused and her smile widened. "And there's something else. The first day he was here, I took him to the woodshed. You probably ought to do that with Scott. He might as well get familiar with the way things are done around here. Definitely no nonsense. You learn your lessons, do your job, and take your licks." She paused again and shifted her gaze back and forth between Scott and her daughter. "Well, Scott, what's it to be: the barn and the woodshed or back on the road."

"Not much of a choice, is it?" he said. It wasn't what he was expecting. Or maybe it was. He had to admit, if only to himself, that he had always been curious about the woodshed. He wasn't quite as sure about sleeping in a barn.

Valerie nodded. "Probably not," she said. She glanced up at the big clock in the kitchen. "Look, I haven't got time to mess around. You need to decide right now so we can get settled."

"I understand," he said. "I'll do whatever it takes."

Valerie pushed back her chair. "All right. I guess you're hired. Let's go out to the barn. I'll show you the space and then you can get your stuff. Mom, while we're out there, make a list of all the chores you think Scott can help with or do by himself. We'll get him started in the morning -five-thirty."

"All right," Fran said. "I'll get started on the list while I'm getting supper ready. Don't forget about the woodshed."

Valerie smiled as she stood up. "Don't worry." She turned to Scott. "Let's go."


Chapter Twelve

Both Scott and Valerie put on their jackets and stepped out into the late afternoon. The sun was beginning to descend over the two barns. As they moved swiftly toward the big barn, Valerie turned toward her companion. "Scott, why are you really here?"

He slowed his pace so he was a step or two behind her. "I told you... I want to change the course of my life."

She stopped and turned toward him. She huffed. "Excuse me for saying this, but I think that's pure bullshit." She paused and touched his hand. "Look, I know I owe you a lot..."

He flushed slightly. "You don't owe me anything," he said. "In fact, if we're keeping score, we're not even close to being even."

She started moving again. "Look, if we're going to have a discussion, let's get to the barn first. It's kind of cold out here."

He nodded and followed her silently through the high double doors. He continued to follow her until they reached a door in a corner of the barn, next to a row of old stables. Valerie opened the door and flipped a light switch. She stepped into the room with Scott following dutifully.

Once inside, he was pleasantly surprised. Instead of straw on the floor and dirt on the walls and ceiling, he saw a small but neat space complete with a single bed, a three-drawer dresser, and a rocking chair. In one corner of the room there was a porcelain sink and toilet. Next to these was a towel rack.

"When you get your stuff, we'll get you some sheets and a blanket, along with some towels. As you can see, it's a little rough but you have electricity, running water, and a space heater."

Scott scanned the room and nodded. Certainly not very luxurious, definitely not the bedroom in the house he was hoping to get. But it was a roof and walls, shelter against the cold. He would have to earn the house.

"Scott, sit down and let's talk for a few minutes," Valerie said, sitting on the edge of the bare mattress.

He flopped into the rocking chair.

She looked at him for a few seconds. "I don't know what this all about, but I can guess," she began. "Talk to me, and tell me the truth this time."

He took a deep breath. "I told you the truth," he said. "Nearly, anyway." He paused. "Valerie, the truth is - and this is going to sound very hokey - you awakened something in me, feelings I didn't think I had. And after you left, I was lost. I started drinking again, started not caring what happened to me. I knew I couldn't go on like that."

"So you came here?"

"It was all I could think about."

She laughed. Then her expression became serious. "Scott, I'm going to tell you something that I hope will help. I like you. I like you a lot, more than I've ever liked a man before. You're a good man and a good lover. I've thought about you often. But, I'm trying to build a life and a career here and that requires all of my time and energy. Your being here is a distraction I don't need. Can you understand that?"

"Yes, I understand," he said. "And I thought about that. My decision to come here was not an impulsive one. I truly believe I can help you and your mother. If I didn't believe that, I wouldn't have come. The last thing I want is to be a burden. Now, I do admit that I want to be closer to you. I'm sorry, I can't help that. But if I have to get up at the crack of dawn and sleep in a barn in order to see you every day, that's a price I'm willing to pay."

For a long moment she gazed at him. Finally, she nodded. "Well, you're here... at least for now. But I don't think you're going to make it as a farmer."

He dared a small smile. "I guess we'll find out," he said. "Was your mother serious about the woodshed?"

She nodded. "I'd almost forgotten about that. Yes, she was serious. It's the way she was brought up; it's what she believes and there's no questioning it. However, while I knew she took my father to the woodshed a few times when he'd been drinking, I didn't know she did it before they were married."

"So, are you going to follow suit?"

She chuckled. "I don't think I have a choice. Somehow Mom will know if I don't." She paused and touched his hand. "Besides, it's not like I haven't spanked you before, is it?"

His eyes widened as his mind was suddenly flooded with the memory of being bent over the kitchen table while Valerie spanked him with the wooden spoon. "No, it isn't."

"Okay, then. Let's go get that over with. I have work to do and so do you. Mom will have supper ready by six. Then she'll want you to help with the milking so you can start to learn the process." She stood up and moved to the door. "Let's go."

He nodded and also stood. He was curious about the infamous woodshed anyway, he wanted to see if it matched in any way the woodshed he had dreamed about.

Like a puppy he followed her out of the room, through the barn, and out through a side door. A short path led to the woodshed that he had seen from a distance when he was a visitor to the farm before.

The shed itself was a small building with walls constructed of rough wooden planks and a roof made with wooden shingles. It had a lean-to front porch on which were stacks of cut firewood.

Valerie opened the door made of equally rough wooden planks and beckoned Scott to join her inside. The interior consisted only of two wooden sawhorses. A crosscut saw hung from a nail along the back wall. A large well-worn leather strap hung from a nail on the side wall. "This is it," she said. "Not much to look at. I haven't been in here in years. I'm guessing no one else has either."

Scott scanned the small space, his eyes returning to the strap. "So, what happens now?"

She took down the strap and ran it through both hands before gripping one end tightly in her right. With her left hand, she pointed to one of the sawhorses. "Take down your pants and bend over the sawhorse."

He looked at the sawhorse while noting that Valerie stood between him and the door. He would have to push past her to escape, a feat he knew to be difficult at best. Time to face it. He unbuckled his belt, undid the button on his jeans, and pushed them down to below his thighs. "Underpants too?"

She smiled at him. "Well, I never whipped my brothers on the bare butt. But it's not like I haven't seen yours before, so push those down as well."

He blushed in spite of himself and was suddenly aware of the cold. Get it over with, he told himself. He bent his upper body over the sawhorse, closed his eyes and waited.

She moved in behind him and retracted the strap. "This brings back some memories," she said. "Maybe having you here won't be so bad after all. I have a feeling you will not be a stranger to the woodshed."

Scott wasn't at all sure he liked the sound of that. Perhaps he had underestimated how much she enjoyed being a disciplinarian. He couldn't help wondering how much whipping she felt would be necessary. That question was soon answered.

"I'm afraid Mom will expect me to be pretty harsh," she said.

He gasped in spite of himself. "Um, what does that mean exactly?"

She laughed. "Well, she won't examine your bottom, if that's what you're worried about," she said. "But maybe if you have tears in your eyes and have a little trouble sitting, she’ll be satisfied."

Great, he thought, I'm in for it. He gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on the legs of the sawhorse.

"I believe you know the drill. Don't try to get up until I give you permission. Understand?"

"Yes, ma'am." He hadn't forgotten that lesson.

She smiled and once again retracted the strap. "I must warn you that the strap packs a powerful punch, in many ways worse than the wooden spoon." She snapped her wrist and brought the heavy strap forward, impacting the center of both his fleshy cheeks. The sound of the impact was like a muffled rifle shot.

The sudden and sharp pain rippled through his body. "Shit, you weren't kidding," he squeaked.

She struck three times in rapid succession with the last stroke hitting his upper thighs. "No talking and definitely no cursing," she ordered.

He realized his mistake and bit down on his tongue. Again, he wondered how much whipping she believed would satisfy her mother, how much whipping could he endure. He no longer felt cold.

Valerie paused and ran her left hand across his bottom. "I hope I'm not losing my touch," she said. "We're not close to being done." She punctuated that statement with six more hard shots.

He grimaced, both with the pain and at her declaration that they weren't close to being done. His bottom already felt like the inside of a furnace.

She took a step back and struck six more times, making sure that he felt the full thrust of the strap. He retightened his grip until his fingers began to turn white. His backside on the other hand, was rapidly transitioning from pink to red to dark red. In a few spots, small bruises were beginning to sprout.

Once again she paused and felt his burning flesh. "Almost there," she said. She moved around so she could see his face, noting that a few tears had massed in his eyes. "Let's finish this. Brace yourself."

She took a deep breath, retracted the strap, and struck. She repeated the action as fast as she could, again and again and again until the tears that had formed in his eyes spilled down his cheeks in a torrent.

His bottom hurt so bad he almost felt numb. He hung his head and cried.

Valerie stopped and placed the strap back on the nail. She felt his bottom and nodded. "You took that well," she said. "Okay, Scott, you may get up."

With an effort, he uncurled his fingers from the legs of the sawhorse and pushed himself up into a standing position. He made a futile effort to wipe the tears from his face.

"Pull up your pants and face me," she said.

Scott flushed slightly as he realized the lower part of his body was exposed. He quickly pulled up his briefs and jeans, then turned around. She held out her arms and he, recognizing the gesture and the invitation fell into an embrace and allowed himself to cry.

She held him tight and patted his back gently until he slowed down. "Scott, it wasn't that bad, was it?"

He processed the question. The actual whipping itself was worse than he had imagined it could be, certainly the worst spanking he had ever endured. But besides the pain, he also felt the emotion of all the decisions he had made over the past few months, the subtle pain of the losses he had experienced, and now the reality of being where those decisions and those losses had led him. He released her and took a step back, nearly falling over the sawhorse. "I probably needed that." It was all he could think of to say.

She gave him a small smile and touched his moist cheek. "We probably both did," she said. Then she got serious. "All right, we've gotten that out of the way. You need to pull yourself together and get settled into your new space. Mom will expect you to be ready to work in an hour. I've got to get back to my work."

"What are you working on, if I may ask?"

"Planting season will be here in less than a month. I think we can borrow Dr. Agnew's tractor, but I need to get the plow blades ready, along with some other equipment."

"Maybe that's something I can help with."

She shook her head. "You need to help Mom," she said. "Remember, your job right now is to do what you're told; no more, no less. Believe me, you don't want to be over that sawhorse anytime soon. Do you?"

He could feel the burn in his bottom. "No, ma'am."

"All right then," she said, turning toward the door. "Go move your car to the back and get your stuff, then report to Mom. Okay?"

He smiled and gave her a mock salute. "Yes, ma'am."

She returned his smile just before exiting the woodshed. "And close the door behind you."

He watched her go through eyes still slightly misty with tears. He wiped them with his handkerchief. Time to get to work, he told himself. Still, as he left the woodshed, making sure to close the door, a part of him wondered if he had made the right decision in coming here.


Chapter Thirteen

Scott was settled into his new space in less than an hour. He caught up with Valerie as she walked from the barn to the house, having been summoned for supper. She gave him a small smile. "You settled?"

He returned her smile. "Yes."

She reached over and gave his bottom a gentle pat. "How are you doing?"

"Not bad," he said. Although in truth, his bottom still hurt and he felt very tired. And as he scanned his surroundings, noting the brown fields and the cloudy darkening sky, he also felt lonely and disoriented. He couldn't help wondering if he had made a huge mistake in coming here.

The kitchen was bright and warm when they entered. Fran greeted them from the stove. "Ah, there you are," she said as she stirred what appeared to be stew. She pivoted slightly and looked at Scott. "Scott, you okay?"

He managed a half-hearted smile. "Yes, ma'am."

Fran nodded at her daughter. "Very nice," she said. "Nothing like a trip to the woodshed to humble a man." She shifted her gaze to Valerie. "Val, get the plates and let's eat. Those cows won't milk themselves. Val, after we eat, will you clean up the kitchen? I want our new farmhand to learn milking from start to finish."

"Sure," Valerie said.

"What can I do to help?" Scott asked. He felt a little better knowing he had passed the first test, the woodshed test. But as he helped to set the table he knew that there would be many more tests ahead. And as he thought about it, he also knew Valerie was right when she said he would probably not be a stranger to the woodshed.

Over the next several days, making the transition from loan officer to farmhand proved to be more challenging than Scott had anticipated - up before five-thirty every morning, working mostly with his hands in the cold. He felt dirty nearly all the time because he barely had the energy to clean himself or his clothes after a thirteen or fourteen hour day.

And to make things worse, he hardly ever saw Valerie, as she spent more and more of her time working with Dr. Agnew, establishing herself as his replacement in his busy vet practice. She ate breakfast at the house around six but was rarely home for supper. Not seeing her depressed him - when he actually had the energy to feel any kind of emotion.

At the end of the first week, he needed new clothes as the ones he brought proved to be totally unsuitable for farm work. He asked Fran if he could take an hour or two off so he could drive to Walmart and buy new clothes more appropriate for the work. However, she countered by giving him several articles of clothing that had once belonged to her late husband.

By Sunday morning, he was actually relieved to accompany Fran and Valerie to church. Fran introduced him as their new farmhand, an itinerant who had known Valerie when she was in vet school. The other congregants - all friends and neighbors - greeted him warmly and didn't ask any questions. He was just accepted in. He had passed another test.

---oOo---

The following week the weather was warm enough for plowing. As Fran explained, the land needed to be prepared for planting. True to her word, Valerie was able to borrow Dr. Agnew's tractor. Scott wanted to learn how to use the big machine, which was top of the line, but Fran reserved that job for herself, relegating Scott to the task of cleaning out the chicken coop and cultivating the large garden. He knew better than complain and set about his work with a determination he didn't realize he had. Do what you're told, nothing more, nothing less.

For nearly two weeks, he had learned and done the work to which he had been assigned. He had made minor mistakes but had managed to avoid the woodshed. However, on Saturday, Fran assigned him the task of repairing the barb wire fence that surrounded the pasture.

He set about the task, after having assured her he knew what he was doing. Unfortunately, he overestimated his ability. In the process of working in the pasture, he inadvertently allowed two of the cows to wander into the neighbor's field. It wasn't a big mistake, as he and Fran were able to recapture the cows and repair the damaged fence. But it was enough to cause Fran to strongly suggest another trip to the woodshed.

Both Fran and Scott were in the big barn when Valerie arrived home around five-thirty. Fran took her daughter aside, described what had happened, and left the barn.

Valerie approached Scott. "Mom says you need a trip to the woodshed."

Scott hung his head. "Yes, she told me that. I guess I really messed up."

She chuckled. "Well, you've done pretty well," she said. "Better than I expected, I have to admit. But a big mistake was inevitable. Basically, it sounds like you need to learn to admit you don't know how to do a job before you set out to do it. Now, I'm pretty tired and hungry, so it's best to get it over with. Okay?"

He stood up. "Okay." He didn't want to go the woodshed. However, he couldn't help being at least a little happy to spend some alone time with Valerie, even if she was standing behind him with the strap in her hand.

She sighed and moved toward the side door in the barn, to the short path that led to the woodshed. Scott dutifully followed.

A minute later, they were in the woodshed. She took the strap down from the nail and pointed to the sawhorse. He nodded and stripped down his dirty jeans and briefs. Neither said a word; they didn't have to. He bent his upper body over the sawhorse and gripped the legs.

She gripped the end of the strap in her right hand and let the length of it hang down. "This is not what either of us needs at the end of a very long day," she said. "But... well, Mom says you need to learn, so here we are."

"Wait a minute," Scott said. "If your mom thinks I need to be punished, why doesn't she do it?"

Valerie huffed. "First of all, it's not your place to ask that kind of question. Second, let's just say you don't want her to whip you, believe me. And third, as she has said, you're my stray and my responsibility. Satisfied?"

Scott bit down on his tongue, sorry he had asked the question. He released his tongue. "I'm sorry," he said in a near whisper.

"Okay," she said, retracting the strap. "If you don't ask any more stupid questions, maybe this won't be so bad, at least not as bad as the last whipping you took in here."

He re-secured his tongue, determined not to ask any more questions or make any more statements of any kind. Take your punishment, he told himself.

Valerie snapped her wrist and struck across both cheeks of his trembling bottom. He grimaced with the sudden pain but held his position. A second later, she struck again, this time impacting the flesh just below the site of the first strike. Once more, he held his position.

Then, after these two strokes, she cut loose, landing stroke after stroke after stroke, staining his bottom a deep red in a matter of a minute or so. Tears massed in his eyes and leaked down his cheeks. He was determined not to break down, to take his punishment without complaint. He thought about the two weeks he had spent at the farm so far, about all that he had learned and all that he needed to learn. It was a process, and being whipped for his mistakes was simply a part of it.

But he couldn't help wondering how much longer he would be able to hold up under the stress. He was a city boy, born and bred. This new life was both difficult and foreign. He had given up everything to be here, but what was his reward? That was a tough question to answer.

Just as he thought he couldn't take any more of the whipping, Valerie stopped and hung the strap back on the nail. In his mind, he firmly believed that she had lied when she said this punishment session wouldn't be as bad as the last one. He desperately wanted to push himself up from the uncomfortable sawhorse and rub out the terrible sting. But he knew he didn't dare until she gave him permission.

She gently rubbed his scorched flesh with her right hand. "I'm sorry, Scott," she said. "I guess I was a little harder on you than I intended to be. Okay, you may get up and please pull up your pants."

Slowly and painfully, he rose. Once he was standing, he pulled up his briefs and jeans, grimacing slightly as the coarse cotton came into contact with his skin. As before, when he turned to face her, she held out her arms. He accepted the embrace, remembering other embraces and what they had led to. It was these memories that had brought him here - these memories and the promise of more.

After a minute or so she released him and stepped back. She leaned toward him and kissed his sweating forehead. She flashed him a small smile. "Scott, there may be hope for you yet," she said. "Let's go to supper." She turned toward the door and disappeared into the surrounding gloom of the late afternoon.

For a few seconds, Scott stood still, thinking about the innocent kiss and her declaration that there may be hope for him yet. Exactly what did she mean by that? He hoped it meant there was a chance they could get together soon, that perhaps she was developing real feelings for him, feelings that would lead to a meaningful relationship. He resolved to continue to work hard, take his punishment when he made a serious mistake, and dare to hope for a brighter future.

Then, when he had internalized his resolution, he followed her out of the woodshed, remembering to close the door behind him.


Chapter Fourteen

After church the next morning, Scott noticed a few of the congregants in a cluster just outside the sanctuary. One of the congregants summoned for Fran to join them. Scott and Valerie followed.

"Fran, have you heard the news?" one of the men, whom Scott recognized as a neighbor named Jack, asked.

Fran shook her head. "Been a little busy for gossip, Jack."

"This ain't gossip," Jack said.

One of the other congregants, a woman named Millie, spoke up. "No, word is Sara Beth has cancer."

Fran's eyes widened. "Cancer?"

"Early stages, they say," Jack said. "But Max will have to take her to Springdale for treatment."

"But that's over a hundred miles from here," Fran said. "How long will she need to be there?"

Both Jack and Millie shook their heads. "Max don't know for sure," Jack said. "She may need surgery and chemotherapy. If so, she'll be gone for weeks, maybe even a couple of months."

"Jack, what're we going to do?"

Jack shook his head again. "Don't know," he said. "We'll have to get together and figure something out."

"Max says he's real sorry," Millie said. "But it can't be helped."

"All right," Fran said. "Maybe we can get together this week sometime. Very poor timing, but we can't blame Max, and certainly Sara Beth deserves the best."

She turned away from the small group. "That's really bad news," she said.

Once they were outside, Scott stopped for a second. "Who's Max?"

For an instant, Fran scowled at him and appeared as though she was going to tell him it was none of his business. But her expression softened. "Max McCormick, among other things, handles the bookkeeping for several of the farms around here. We rely on him and Sara Beth, especially during tax and planting season."

Scott wanted to ask more questions, but as he watched Fran and Valerie shake their heads and walk on, he decided that now was not the time. Still, the news that the person who had been handling the bookkeeping and taxes for many of the farmers in the area would likely not be available during the crucial income tax season piqued his interest.

Later that evening, after supper and milking, he got out his laptop and tried to do some research related to farm income and tax preparation. However, the wifi in the rural corners of Goff County was spotty, and he wasn't able to learn as much as he wanted to. Still, he wasn't totally discouraged and he resolved to try the library in Linton as soon as he could.

The next day, right after lunch and a few chores, he changed out of his dirty clothes and simply informed Fran he needed to go into town for a couple of hours. He left without giving her a chance to respond.

Once in town, he went straight to the library where the wifi signal was more reliable and spent the next three hours learning as much as he could about the local economy. He also made a few phone calls.

When he returned to the farm at nearly five thirty, Valerie was waiting for him. "Where the heck have you been?" she asked in a not-so-pleasant voice. "Mom is livid. She called me to complete a couple of your chores. Fortunately, the vet clinic wasn't too busy." She put her hands on her hips and glared at him, daring him to answer.

He took a deep breath, not quite ready to reveal what he was doing. "I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't mean to be gone so long."

"What were you doing in town?"

"I'm doing some research," he said. "I'll tell you all about it when I'm sure of what I'm doing. But until then, I'd rather not say."

Valerie hesitated for a few seconds. Finally, she looked at him hard. "Well, I can't think of what could possibly be so important that you neglected your work. And since you won't tell me, I would have to say that you're in trouble. And I mean, woodshed trouble."

Scott swallowed hard. He knew what he was attempting to do would be important to Fran and Valerie, but he wanted to be sure first. So be it, he told himself, take your punishment. He looked at Valerie and nodded. "I guess at this moment, I deserve it." He turned and began to walk toward the woodshed.

"Well, that was easy," Valerie said, following him.

A minute or two later, Scott was standing in front of the now familiar sawhorse. He had already taken the strap down from the nail. When Valerie entered, he handed it to her, then stripped down his jeans and briefs. While she gripped the strap, he bent himself over the sawhorse, closed his eyes, and waited.

She gripped the strap in her right hand. "Scott, I'm almost tempted to say that you're doing this on purpose for reasons I can only guess. Are you?"

He opened his eyes. "Believe me, I'm not doing this in order to get whipped," he said.

She huffed and retracted the strap. "Well, I'm not sure I believe you," she said. "But let's make sure you won't want another whipping anytime soon, just in case."

She followed up this statement with a very hard strike that impacted directly across the center of his two cheeks. A second later, she delivered an equally hard shot to the same location. He grimaced.

After these two hard strikes, she simply swung the strap with abandon, landing stroke after stroke after stroke, hitting every square centimeter of his backside, including his upper thighs. Bruises began to form.

Scott bit down on his tongue to keep himself from begging her to stop. This was the most severe whipping she had administered so far and he was feeling every stroke from his toes to his head. The flesh on his bottom was now a deep red. Tears streamed in torrents down his face.

Finally, her energy spent, she stopped and dropped the strap to the floor. She felt his bottom and scowled. "Well, I hope we won't have to do this anytime soon."

He nodded as the searing pain raced up and down his spine.

She gave his backside a gentle pat. "Okay, stand up and face me."

He gathered his strength and pushed himself up, remembering to restore his appearance. "Valerie, I'm sorry."

"So am I," she said, pulling him into an embrace. "I only hope that whatever you're doing that earned you this whipping is worth it."

"So do I."

She held him and patted his back until the tears stopped flowing.

"Okay," she said, pushing him back. "Let's speak no more of this. Mom has supper ready and, as she says, the cows won't milk themselves."

He smiled at her and followed her out of the woodshed, knowing he would probably have trouble sitting for the next day or so.

Still, the next afternoon, after he completed his chores, he made some more calls and attempted to do more research while sitting on his bed. His plan was coming together the way he hoped.

Around five o'clock both Fran and Valerie called him into the kitchen. They were sitting at the table when he entered. They had very stern looks on their faces. Fran spoke first.

"I've gotten two phone calls from my neighbors today," she said. "They said you've been asking a lot of questions, a lot of personal questions, questions that are none of your business. You better explain yourself before I send you back to the woodshed, or even send you away."

Scott gulped. Moment of truth, he thought. "Now wait a minute, please," he said. He dared to look at both mother and daughter. "Let me explain."

"We're listening," Fran said.

He gathered his breath. "Look, I may not be the world's best farmhand. I concede that. But I am a damn good accountant, as Valerie can attest. As you also know, I was also a very good loan officer."

"So what's your point?" Fran asked.

"My point is, you and your neighbors need help now that Mr. and Mrs. McCormick are not available. I've been doing some research and I've been asking a lot of questions. I now believe I know enough to give you the help you need."

Fran sat up straight, clearly interested. "What kind of help?"

Scott relaxed a little. "I've spoken with Mr. McCormick and a few of your neighbors. I will handle the bookkeeping chores and prepare your taxes over the next month. I also have some other ideas on how to make the farm more profitable so you can hire some legitimate help."

"What's this going to cost?" Fran asked.

"Nothing," he said. "I believe I've arranged a quid pro quo."

"Quid pro quo?"

He nodded. "Yes, it means..."

Fran scowled. "I know what it means," she said. "But saying it doesn't answer my question."

"In exchange for the taxes and the bookkeeping, your neighbors will help you get your fields plowed and planted," he said. "Plus, there may be other perks as well. I'm still working on that."

Fran leaned forward in her chair. "Let me see if I've got this straight. You're going to take over for Max and Sara Beth in exchange for farm help. Does that cover it? And how do you know so much about our situations? And what about Max and Sara Beth?"

Scott smiled. "Fran, I don't blame you for being skeptical," he said. "But I assure you that I can handle the taxes. Mr. McCormick is willing to turn over his books to me. In fact, he's happy to do it. He was worried about leaving all of you without the help you're used to. Now he can concentrate on Sara Beth. And when they return after her treatment, they can focus on their other business interests. The few of your neighbors I have spoken with have no problem with the deal. In fact, Mike Weatherly has offered his son to work as your farmhand this spring. Plus, Nicky Acostas at the bank has offered to let me use one of her offices. She remembered me from when I was here last August."

"And you arranged all this in two days?" Fran asked.

"Like I said, I'm good at what I do. As I see it, this is a win-win."

Fran slumped back in her chair. She appeared as though she was going to say something, but Valerie put her hand on her mother's arm. "Are you sure about all this, Scott?" she asked.

He nodded. "As sure as I can be," he said. "It will work out."

Valerie turned to Fran. "I would trust him, Mom," she said. "It sounds like a good solution."

Fran sighed. "All right," she said. "But I don't like taking charity. It feels like owing somebody."

"It's not charity, Fran," Scott said. "It's neighbors helping neighbors. Everyone benefits and no one owes anyone anything. Isn't that what this community is all about?"

Fran smiled for the first time. "When does all this start?"

"For all intents and purposes, it's already started," he said. "I believe Mike's son will be here tomorrow. He will take my place and do a much better job. I will need to meet with Mr. McCormick tomorrow to get all of his material." He paused and looked at both Fran and Valerie. "Now, pardon me for asking this, do we still need to go to the woodshed?"

Both Fran and Valerie laughed. "No," Fran said. "I think we can forget it - this time."

"Thank you," Scott said.

Valerie stood up, walked over to Scott, and hugged him. "Thank you for this," she said.

He absorbed her warmth and, for the first time, felt as though coming here wasn't a mistake. "You're welcome."

Valerie stepped back and looked at her mother. "Mom, do you think it's about time to let Scott have one of the spare rooms?"

Fran nodded. "I guess he's earned it. Okay, Scott, get your stuff and get moved in. But you still have to do the milking after supper."

"Thank you again. I think," he said, laughing.

As he pivoted toward the back door, he felt very good - at least part of his dream was coming true. But he couldn't help wondering if he had seen the last of the woodshed.

Later that night, Scott settled into his new room in the house, marveling at how much more comfortable the overstuffed feather mattress on the queen was compared to the small bed he had occupied in the barn. The room even smelled better.

The house was quiet. The only sound he heard was the ticking of the grandmother clock in the living room. It was nine thirty. Fran had already gone to bed. He wasn't sure what Valerie was doing. He had heard her take a shower earlier in the evening, then nothing. He assumed she went to bed as well. He felt both good to be in the house at last and lonely.

He lay back on his bed but he was too keyed up to sleep. The last two days had been a whirlwind of activity. And he knew that he would be extremely busy over the next month or so as he assumed the bookkeeping and tax duties for possibly half the farmers in Goff County - or at least the ones who still operated family farms.

He was in the process of creating a spreadsheet when he heard a gentle knock at his door. Before he could respond, the door opened and he could see Valerie standing in the opening. She was wearing a short flannel nightgown with a floral print and a large smile. "May I come in?" she asked.

He looked at her, his mind suddenly filled with memories of other evenings, other encounters. "Of course."

She approached the bed. "Are you busy?"

"Not really," he said. "I can't sleep and thought I would create a few spreadsheets in preparation for the work I have to do."

She sat down on the edge of the bed, so close he could smell her body lotion and her shampoo. "It's a very nice thing you're doing," she said. "Even if she won't admit it, I think Mom is very relieved and grateful."

He dared to look at her. He wanted to reach out and touch her, pull her into his body. "What about you?"

She touched his hand, then moved to his face. "Scott, you know I'm not one to play games," she said. "I wasn't ready before because I've been so busy, so consumed by obligation. But now I am ready." She stood up and stripped off the nightgown, exposing her naked body. "Do you still want me?"

His eyes widened as he gazed at her, the object of so many of his dreams. "Yes, I do."

She walked over and shut the door. "Then get your clothes off and show me."

"Yes, ma'am," he said.

He was undressed in less than a minute. She returned to the bed and pushed him onto his back. When he was fully supine with his erect penis sticking straight up, she straddled him and impaled herself in one quick motion. She rocked back and forth, opening and closing her eyes as she pleasured herself.

He kept his eyes open, enjoying the sight of her naked body on top of his, savoring the feel of his penis embedded inside her.

And then it was over all too soon. She had at least two thundering climaxes, the second of which sent him over the edge and he exploded inside her.

Now spent, they relaxed into each other's arms and fell asleep.


Chapter Fifteen

For the next three weeks, while the pace of farm life escalated and swirled around him, Scott was busier than he had ever been before. Day after day, he was up with the sun, either working in his makeshift office at the Linton Bank or visiting area farms.

And in the process of computing and filing tax returns, he learned a great deal about the economics of farming, about crop yields, beef and pork prices, milk production, and asset to liability ratios. He also learned about crop subsidies and insurance. He resolved to examine these issues more closely as soon as tax season ended. There had to be a way to maximize profits without increasing risk.

He was so busy that he rarely saw either Fran or Valerie. There was no repeat of that first night he spent in the house when Valerie gave herself to him. But when he had a minute to think about it, he wasn't concerned. They each had their work to do, as calving season was rapidly approaching and, for the first time, she would be on her own as Dr. Agnew was officially retired. Scott was certain there would be time for them in the not-too-distant future, that she would once again come to him.

As promised, Fran's neighbors pitched in to plow her fields in preparation for planting. Mike Weatherly's youngest son, Connor, came to work every day at the farm, helping with the milking and the cultivation. Fran offered to pay him for his time, but Mike said he would take care of it until the crops were planted.

When April 16th dawned, Scott, as usual, bounded out of bed, took a short shower, dressed, and made it downstairs for a quick breakfast. Fran and Valerie were waiting for him at the table. They had already prepared a plate for him on which was piled scrambled eggs, hash browns, sausage links, bacon, and buttered toast. Next to the plate was a large mug of steaming coffee. They both smiled as he approached.

"No rush this morning, Scott," Fran said, pulling out his chair at the table.

"Everyone's taxes are filed," Valerie said. "You've earned a day off."

Scott returned their smile. Outside, he could hear the sound of machinery and realized that Connor Weatherly was already hard at work doing some of the chores Scott had done only a month before. "Thank you," he said. "But I still have a lot of cleanup work to do at the office." He sat down at the table. "Just like a farmer, an accountant's work is never really done. Now we start on next year."

Both mother and daughter came up behind him and hugged him. "Scott, I don't know what more you could possibly do, at least for the next couple of days," Fran said.

He smiled up at her and took a sip of coffee. "Fran, we're just getting started," he said. "We're going to transform this valley."

"Well, we'll see," Fran said.

Valerie kissed him on top of his head. "I've got to go," she said. "I've got four cows about ready to calve and vaccinations to administer. April 16th doesn't mean anything to me but more work." Just as she turned to leave, she gave Scott a big smile and a subtle nod. He knew what that meant - or at least what he hoped it meant – and he nodded back.

"Well, maybe I shouldn't say anything, but I think some of the men are planning a little celebration for you to show their appreciation," Fran said.

"Definitely not necessary," Scott said between bites. "In fact, I think I'm the one who is grateful and should thank everyone."

"Well, whatever you say," Fran said. "But I believe you have found a home here, which is saying something, because people around here don't take much to strangers. You're one of us now."

"Thank you, Fran. That's just about the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me." He finished his breakfast and pushed back his chair. "Since I don't have to go in so early this morning, let me clean up the kitchen."

Fran laughed. "Just a touch of farm humility. I like that," she said. She wiped her hands on her apron. "Be my guest." She removed her apron and pivoted toward the back door, then stopped. "By the way, I think it's about time you and my daughter quit sneaking around."

Scott flushed as he moved toward the sink, his arms full of dirty dishes. "What do you mean?"

She huffed. "For someone so smart, you sure can come across as stupid. In case you haven't noticed, just about all the men around here are married. The women too. That's the culture, and there's no reason to change it. Are we clear?"

He nodded. The message was loud and clear. "Yes, ma'am."

"All right then," she said as she opened the back door. "I expect you to get busy and do the right thing, or I just may have to take you to the woodshed myself. And believe me, boy, you don't want that."

He remembered what Valerie had said when he asked why Fran wasn't the one whipping him. "I understand."

---oOo---

Later that day, Scott was in his office at the bank when Nicky Acostas, the bank manager, approached. "Working hard?" she asked.

He looked up from the monitor. "Just doing some more research," he said. "I've got some ideas on how some of these farms can maximize their profits without increasing their risk."

She stood in the doorway and thought for a few seconds. "You know, as a former loan officer, I would think you might not want to encourage any activity that would potentially accelerate loan repayment."

He recognized the innocent sarcasm in her voice. "Just about every farm in the area has a good asset to liability ratio," he said. "But maybe we can encourage some of the farms to take on more short term debt in order to buy more land, more machinery. Then, along with increased crop subsidies, they can put their extra cash into CDs."

"I like the way you think," she said. "Once a banker, always a banker. How would you like to come to work for me?"

He gave her a large smile. "Thank you for that vote of confidence," he said. "But, I think I'd like to go it alone for a while, if you'll let me rent this office space."

"Oh, I think we can reach an equitable agreement," she said. "By the way, there are some people in the lobby who want to see you."

"Right now?"

"Yes."

He nodded and shut down the computer, remembering what Fran had told him earlier in the morning. He glanced at his watch, noting that it was one thirty. "I'll be right out."

A minute later, he strolled into the lobby where he was met by a group of men dressed in jeans and flannel shirts. He recognized all of them as area farmers, people for whom he had prepared their taxes. They applauded as he approached.

One of the men stepped forward and extended his right hand. "We wanted to officially welcome you to Goff County."

"Thank you, Mr. Hankins," Scott said, accepting the hand.

Another man, who Scott recognized as John Bascom, area farmer and current mayor of Linton, extended his right hand. "Scott, you are now a citizen of Linton, and we've come to buy you lunch and libations."

"Thank you, gentlemen," Scott said. "But definitely not necessary."

John Bascom took Scott's arm and steered him toward the door. "Yes, it is," he said. "It's not every day we get to celebrate." He pivoted toward the small assembly. "Gentlemen, I declare an emergency meeting of the town's prominent citizens. I believe Hal is waiting for us. Follow me."

The men issued a subtle yet pronounced cheer as they followed the mayor out of the bank. They were headed toward Hal's Tavern, the only restaurant in Linton that served liquor. It was well known in the area that the wives in Goff County discouraged the consumption of alcohol, at least anything stronger than beer and wine.

However, on special occasions the wives didn't object when their men assembled at Hal's, as long as their work was done and they were able to make it home without incident. Apparently, this April 16th was considered such a special occasion.

Scott wasn't at all sure how he felt about this. The last time he had been in a bar or tavern was just before he made the decision to move to Goff County. He also remembered what Valerie said about her mother's attitude toward drinking, about how Fran had taken her husband to the woodshed after he came home drunk. He wasn't sure he wanted to risk that.

However, this group of men, including the mayor and Hal Grafton, had made him the guest of honor. He had a draft beer in front of him even before he sat down. When everyone was seated, John Bascom raised his glass and toasted Scott as the newest citizen of Linton. Naturally, Scott took a long sip of his beer - it would have been impolite not to.

Then one sip led to another and another and another. And before he really knew what was happening, he was approaching inebriation. He ate a greasy hamburger - one of the best he had ever had - and a bowl of greasy fries. He washed them down with his fourth beer.

By three thirty, as the party was breaking up, his stomach hurt and he had trouble standing up. "Uh oh," one of the men said. "Looks like Scott is a better accountant than drinker."

From his seat, Scott heard restrained laughter. Then he heard another man say, "He's in no condition to drive or even walk too far. Better call someone to come get him."

"I'll take care of it," another man said. The man, who Scott thought he recognized as Joe Tomkins, the chief of Linton's small police force, approached. "Scott, you sit tight. I'm going to call Fran to come and get you. Okay?"

Scott nodded and began to relax. Then the name Fran registered in his foggy brain. "Wait... no, not Fran."

Joe Tomkins patted Scott on the shoulder. "Just relax, buddy, we'll take care of it."

"Okay," Scott said. He slumped in his chair and allowed his eyes to glaze over.

He was nearly asleep when he felt a hand on his shoulder. He opened his eyes and saw Valerie next to him. Her expression was one of both concern and annoyance. "Scott, are you okay?"

Scott managed to sit up. He looked at her, trying to focus on her face. "I think so."

"Good," she said. "Can you stand?"

He pushed back his chair and rose to his feet, using the table to steady himself.

She took his arm. "Okay. I managed to get a couple of hours free, so I'll get you home. You can come back later for your car." She turned to Hal and one of his servers. "Thanks, Hal. I'll take it from here."

"I'm sorry, Valerie," Hal said. "We didn't mean to serve him so much beer."

Valerie nodded as she steered Scott toward the door.

"Wait," Scott said. "I've got to use the men's room."

"Can you make it by yourself?" she asked.

He managed a scowl. "I'm not that drunk."

Again, she nodded. He staggered slowly in the direction of the restrooms.

He returned five minutes later. The zipper on his pants was still down and the tails of his shirt were sticking out. She huffed. "Let's go."

Not a word was spoken during the fifteen minute drive from Linton to the farm. Valerie drove with the passenger window open even though the temperature was only fifty degrees. Scott sat in the passenger seat, trying to keep his eyes open.

When they reached the farm, he glanced out the window and took a deep breath. The effects of the alcohol were beginning to wear off. "Am I in trouble?" he asked.

Valerie looked at him as she turned into the driveway. "Well, it wasn't entirely your fault," she said. "But we did warn you this morning to be careful. And in light of what Mom told me, I would say you're in some trouble." She stopped the truck in the back, as close to the barn as she could get. "Can you get out of the truck okay?"

Scott opened the door and slid out.

Valerie also got out of the truck and moved around to the passenger side. "Well, I guess you appear sober enough."

"Sober enough for what?"

She chuckled. "Woodshed."

His bloodshot eyes widened. "Woodshed? But you said it wasn't my fault."

"No, I said it wasn't entirely your fault," she said. "But I thought you understood the penalty for drinking in this family, especially drinking to excess and making a public spectacle of yourself." She took his arm. "Are we clear on that?"

He shook his head to clear it. Going to the woodshed was about the last thing he expected. "I don't know that I understand anything right now."

"No problem. Then I'll do the understanding for both of us." She tightened her grip on his arm and urged him in the direction of the woodshed.

He didn't want to go, but he was in no condition to put up much resistance.

When they reached the door, she pushed him inside and closed the door. "Okay, get in position and let's get this over with. When we're finished, we'll have a talk. But hurry up. I don't have much time."

Scott was still a bit foggy, but he was sober enough to know there was no escape. He was going to get a whipping. His only thought was that he might mitigate the severity if he didn't fight it. As quickly as he could he peeled down his pants and briefs and bent over the sawhorse.

Valerie took the strap down from the nail and moved in behind him. "You know, this brings back some memories," she said as she retracted the strap. "I know Mom brought Dad out here when he'd been drinking. He always seemed very contrite afterwards. Let's see if that approach works with you."

Without any additional words, she swung the strap forward and struck the crease where his bottom merged into his upper thighs. He yelped like a puppy whose tail was stepped on. A second later, she struck again, this time landing the blow across the center of his two taut cheeks. She paused and assessed the damage and his reaction to it.

She nodded to herself and struck again. "I hope you're feeling this," she said. "Are you?"

He unglued his tongue from the roof of his mouth. "Yes, I'm feeling it."

She smiled as she struck one more time. "Good." She struck fifteen more times in rapid succession, then let the strap dangle from her right hand. "Because if I ever have to come to rescue you again, you will live in this woodshed. Do you understand me?"

He gathered his breath. The pain was just beginning to overwhelm him. "Yes, ma'am."

She hung up the strap. "Okay, now turn and face me."

He pushed himself up from the sawhorse, pulled up his pants and briefs, and turned toward her, noting that she didn't have her arms out for an embrace.

"We need to have a talk," she said, turning toward the door. "Let's go to the barn where we can sit down undisturbed." Without waiting for an answer, she walked out.

Now very confused, Scott followed dutifully, still feeling the effects of both the alcohol and the whipping. When they reached the barn, Valerie entered and sat down on a hay bale. Scott did the same.

For a few seconds, she gazed at him. "Mom said you have a question to ask me."

He wiped a few stray tears from his eyes and tried to think. What question? Then he remembered the brief conversation he had with Fran that morning when she told him to get busy and do the right thing. Was he ready? Was this the right time? If not, when? He realized that this was the window of opportunity he had been waiting for and that it wouldn't be open very long.

For an anxious moment, he appeared speechless. More tears dripped from his eyes.

Valerie glanced at her wristwatch. "Look, Scott, if you've got something to say, this is the time. I still have two farms to get to before dark."

Scott heard the impatience in her voice. This was no time to be indecisive. Take a chance, he told himself. "Uh, Valerie I..."

She scowled. "Oh, for god's sake, out with it."

He took yet another deep breath and let his eyes drift around the interior of the big barn. He knew what he needed to do, but couldn't figure out how to ask the most important question of his life.

Valerie looked at her watch once again and stood up. "I've got to go."

This got his attention. "No Valerie, wait. Please."

She stopped and resumed her seat on the bale.

"Uh, your mom is right. I do have a question to ask," he said. "A very important question."

"I'm listening."

"I love you," he managed to say. "I think I've always loved you from the first time I saw you." He stood, then got down on one knee in front of her. "Will you please marry me?"

She cracked a small smile. "Do you understand the kind of life you will have with me?"

"Yes," he said. "I love it here. I've found a home, everything I ever wanted. I don't ever want to go back to the city and that kind of empty life."

"Okay. Just as long as we're clear," she said.

"We're clear."

Her smile widened. "Then my answer is yes. I love you too."

She stood, took his hand, and urged him to his feet. They kissed and embraced for at least a minute before she pushed him back. "Again, I hope you realize that the women in this area rule, even if it doesn't always appear that way. Don't get any false notions that once we're married, you think you can get away with anything."

"I understand," he said. "I wouldn't have it any other way."

"Good." She glanced at her watch for the last time. "Okay, we've got that out of the way. I don't want a big wedding or any fanfare. We simply don't have the time or the money for it. You tell Mom. I know this isn't very romantic, but I've got to get back to work." She kissed him on the lips, turned, and left the barn.

Scott watched her go and let out a huge sigh of relief. His bottom still hurt slightly, but it didn't matter. His life was settled. He had everything he had come for.


Chapter Sixteen

The following Sunday afternoon, with more than a hundred well-wishers looking on, Scott and Valerie married in a small ceremony performed at the Linton Assembly of God church. Valerie wore her best dress and Scott wore his best suit. However, apart from that and a few spring flowers donated by Linton Florist, there was very little fanfare or typical wedding decorum.

After the wedding, those in attendance provided a large pot luck dinner in the basement hall of the church. Except for a few small bottles of champagne, there was no alcohol served. Scott was grateful for that.

By five o'clock, the hall was cleared out. Farm life goes on, Scott thought, as he surveyed the empty basement. Cows don't milk themselves, even on Sunday, no matter what the Bible might say about resting on the seventh day.

When they were alone, Scott took Valerie's left hand, the one that had the finger on which now rested a plain gold band - nothing pretentious or impractical. While he played with her fingers, he looked into her eyes. "Thank you," he said.

She gave him a large smile. "You're welcome," she said. "Shall we go? Looks like everyone else has. No doubt Pastor Donahue will want to close up."

He pulled her into his arms and kissed her. "Am I moving into your room?"

"No," she said quickly. "Mom is moving into my room. She's giving us the master."

"That was generous."

She pulled away from him and started toward the door. "And there's something else."

He followed her to the door. "What?"

She flashed another big smile. "Ken Larson has rounded up some men. They're going to fix up the house as a wedding present from the town."

Scott remembered that Ken Larson operated the largest contracting company in Goff County. Their specialty was restoring old farm properties. "Wow!" It was all he could think to say.

"I think they're going to start next week," Valerie said. She glanced at her watch. "So, in the meantime, we better take advantage of the time we have. Dr. Agnew is covering for me today and tonight, but not tomorrow."

Scott nodded. He understood now how things progressed in Goff County. "And I need to get to work as well. I have a lot of people's expectations to live up to."

She laughed as they emerged into the bright sunshine of the spring day. "Well said and quite true."

---oOo---

After that Sunday, life for Scott became a whirlwind of activity. As promised, he and Valerie moved into the larger master bedroom where they made love as much as their schedules and energy allowed. On Thursday of that first week of married life, Ken Larson and his crew arrived. They spent four long days on the house, fixing the plumbing, the wiring, and the heating and cooling systems. They also painted the exterior and upgraded the bathrooms In exchange for the work, Scott agreed to handle most of the company's accounting.

Valerie generally worked at least ten to twelve hours a day, visiting area farms and working in the vet clinic. With Scott's help, she was able to hire two assistants, including one who was a certified veterinary technician.

Scott was in his office at the bank usually by seven thirty each day. Through his extensive research and contacts, he was able to arrange increased crop subsidies and negotiated better rates at the grain elevator. He also was able to interest a few entrepreneurs who would help to finance the acquisition of additional farmhands, people who could clear more land and restore some of the old orchards that had lain dormant for several years.

However, his most radical idea was just beginning to come to light. He had read extensively about agritourism. He knew that many people in the surrounding cities, even as far away as Springdale and Union City, had never seen a farm up close and would be willing to pay money to visit or go as far as pick their own fruits and vegetables.

He contacted Max McCormick when he learned that Sara Beth's treatment had been successful. The old businessman was interested in taking on the project of promoting and marketing the idea of agritourism.

For Scott, everything was falling into place. He had almost forgotten that only six months ago he was in grave danger of becoming serious alcoholic. Now he had everything he ever wanted. The old life with its depression seemed years away, relegated to a bad memory.

---oOo---

On a quiet Saturday evening in mid-June, just as the fields were beginning to show their crops, both Fran and Valerie called Scott to the kitchen table. When he came into the kitchen, he noted that the women had equally stern looks on their faces, looks he had seen before when he was in trouble. "What did I do?" he couldn't avoid asking.

"Sit down, mister," Fran said.

He took a seat and waited. He couldn't help being anxious. He tried to meet their insistent gaze but couldn't. "Am I in trouble?"

Both women tried to continue their hot glare and icy scowl. But in a few seconds, they broke into a wide smile.

"What?" Scott asked.

Fran took Valerie's hand. "My daughter has something to tell you."

Scott shifted his eyes back and forth between mother and daughter.

Valerie took a deep breath. "Scott... we're going to be parents." She exhaled completely.

"Parents? Is that what you just said?"

"That's what I said... Dad."

At first, he was nearly overcome. Then he came to his senses. "What... when... how?"

Now, both women did scowl. "Scott," Valerie started. "I think you already know how. The when is probably sometime near the end of January."

He put his face in his hands and let a few tears leak down his face.

"I told you he would be happy," Fran said. "But tell him the other part."

Scott lifted his head. "What other part?"

"The woodshed," Fran said.

His eyes widened. "What about the woodshed?"

Valerie laughed. "Ken Larson came by the other day. He remembered the old woodshed and asked if we wanted it torn down because it appeared to be an eyesore and he said there is a market for reclaimed wood. I told him no, that it was an important part of the property. I think he got the idea."

"Yeah, I'll just bet he did," Scott said.

"Just so you know," Valerie said. "Fathers sometimes need to go to the woodshed, if they don't behave. Right, Mom?"

Fran blushed slightly. "Well, it never did your father any harm. It's always good to keep a man on the straight and narrow, keep him humble."

"And it never did us any harm," Valerie said, laughing.

Scott thought about the last few months, how he had been embraced by the people in Goff County, how he was on the verge of transforming the area, making it more prosperous. He was proud of himself. Suddenly, he understood how that success could destroy the very humility that helped to create the success. "Good idea to keep the woodshed," he said. "But I'll try very hard not to visit it very often."

Both women laughed and patted his hand. "We'll see," Valerie said. "We'll see."
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Jeremy and the Whipping Post by W. Arthur

Pharmaceutical rep Jeremy has no social life; he spends most of his time driving long distances and his life has become tedious. But all that changes drastically when he gets lost, eventually finding himself in a small town called Scurbin. He inadvertently parks his vehicle in the wrong place and makes things worse for himself by being rude to the female police officer and the female judge - who sentences him to 30 days in jail unless he takes a public whipping. Horrified, he opts for the whipping. It proves to be the first of many, for Scurbin has its own unique way of doing things. Made up of 80% women, the town is run by women, whereas the male residents are disciplined and controlled by their wives. A proposition is soon put to Jeremy - there are many women wanting to sample him sexually. Is this a dream come true? A sex slave to as many women as he wants? There are conditions of course - Jeremy must be subservient and obedient, and when he messes up, his bare bottom receives regular punishment spankings from various dominant women. Ironically, that has always been his secret fantasy. Perhaps he should remain in Scurbin and see how well his fantasy matches his new reality...

How to Spank Your Husband by Shaun Kelly

Features the following and 2 other stories:

I Know You're Wondering: Seated naked on the bed when he should be standing in the corner, Barry reflects on the events which have occurred since the day he met Nancy, an attractive widow. With one failed marriage behind him, he has to resort to being spanked to help motivate him to behave. Painful though Nancy's hairbrush is on his bare backside, it has become an essential part of their marriage.

The Garage Sale: Judy goes to a garage sale and finds a ping pong paddle. The old lady selling it explains it was formerly used to spank naughty bottoms. She gives it to Judy, who can see many good reasons to use it on her husband who consistently fails to keep his promises. So Joe ends up having his bare bottom whacked, and he's not the only one - his cousin Jeff gets similar treatment from his wife Rachel and her trusty bath brush.

Jet Green, Butt Red: Pete's obscene outbursts (made in front of his impressionable young daughters) at the Jets' string of fourth-quarter interceptions in an important game, lead to him getting his first over-the-knee bare bottom hairbrush spanking from his wife, Vicki.

Strict Ladies - Book One by Peter Martin

Includes the following and 2 other stories:

The Training Regime: Trainee doctor Jack is struggling with his exams, so goes to stay with Aunt Simone who is a senior doctor. She motivates Jack with two smacks of the ruler for every wrong answer. This is only the beginning, and soon progresses to Jack going bare bottomed over Simone's lap, later helped by Simone's friend Liz and Liz's daughter Nikki, with whom Jack develops a relationship. All this spanking from dominant women - Jack enjoys it rather more than he lets on...

Hospital Appointment: Danny finds himself in big trouble for smacking Nurse James on the bottom. As punishment, he has to go over the attractive Nurse Hamilton's lap for a hairbrush spanking, witnessed by another pretty nurse.

The History Lesson: Becky manages to figure out her husband Mike's computer password, and when she checks his browsing history is amazed to find lots of pictures and videos of women spanking and caning men, then having their way with them. From that moment, their marriage gets so much better...

Chastised by His Governess by Jack Crawford

The year is 1912, and Alma Davies travels from England to America to take up a post as governess to Oscar, the sixteen-year-old son of wealthy businessman, Marcus Somerset. Oscar is horrified and outraged that he now has a governess, and does his petulant best to be as unpleasant as possible. The staff are only too familiar with Oscar's behaviour, and are delighted that the governess is in a position to do something about it. With the full support of the father, Alma begins to discipline Oscar with hairbrush, strap and cane. Unused to physical chastisement, Oscar learns the hard way, through severe thrashings, the meaning of obedience... and very slowly his defiance gives way to respect, and to his surprise he finds himself trying to please his strict governess.

Training Jonas Weatherly by W. Arthur

When 28-year-old Jonas is hired for a job in a university library, he is interviewed by Marcia Danvers and finds himself impressed by her efficiency and natural authority. Marcia hires him, but a few weeks later he finds himself called to her office following a number of complaints made against him for his shoddy work and unhelpful attitude. Marcia is prepared to give him a second chance, telling him he needs 'motivational training', structure and discipline. This strikes a chord with Jonas, as he was previously disciplined by his stepmother, now deceased. He soon learns what type of training Marcia has in mind when he receives a few whacks with her sorority paddle.

And so it begins ... a woman who thinks enough about him to take control, a woman who is as attracted to him as he is to her. They begin a relationship, with Marcia calling all the shots. She is the one who makes the rules, and if Jonas breaks them, he is punished, sometimes harshly. Yet Jonas isn't at all resentful; his life has changed for the better, they have great sex, and he has gained a new best friend as well as a lover. So when Marcia tells him it's time for him to ask her the all-important question, he proposes and she accepts, and from that point on Jonas learns how to be a disciplined and obedient husband. He finds it both painful and stimulating... but is more than happy with his lot in this female led relationship.

Donald's Spanking Therapy by Lucy Appleby

Includes the following and 3 other stories:

Donald's Spanking Therapy: It takes Donald some time to pluck up the courage to see a therapist, but once he starts talking about his need to be disciplined by a woman, he feels liberated. His therapist even shows him some spanking implements and gives him a few playful whacks, but tells him if he wants the real thing he must use the services of a dominatrix. He would have wimped out were it not for finding a business card in a pub for Lady Elecktra, a woman who later gives Donald more than he bargained for!

Odd Job Joe: When Joe calls to do some work for the voluptuous Marion Hattersley, he gets far more than he ever expected. She manipulates the situation, making it impossible not to peek in through her bedroom door to discover what she's up to with her vibrato ... and Joe pays the price for his voyeurism on his bare bottom as Marion spanks him soundly with a hairbrush. Will he go back for more...?

Trevor's First Spanking: Married for six months, Jane finds Trevor's selfish attitude and behaviour increasingly irritating. He's untidy, doesn't help around the house, and expects Jane to do everything. A rebellious Jane goes round to see her friend Amy, but on arrival Jane is very surprised to see Amy's husband standing in the corner with a bare, freshly spanked bottom. Amy gives Jane a few tips on how to discipline Trevor... and it works a treat!

Eric Asks for Discipline by Will Grant

This story represents a rite of passage for Eric as he transitions from an angry and aggressive young man into someone finally content with his lot following his acceptance that discipline is what he needs and desires. Luckily for him, he gets it, initially from his athletics coach, Janice, and later from his girlfriend and fellow athlete, Trish.

Janice soon gets Eric in shape with the help of her hard hand and a gym shoe pounding on his bare bottom. The lesson is reinforced when Trish turns up armed with a bathbrush. Eric is turned over her lap for another painful session, yet the spanking helps to motivate him as well as fulfil a long-held secret fantasy. As time goes on, Trish takes over as his disciplinarian, and proves to be very efficient with the paddle. The Olympic-hopeful Eric was previously driven to succeed by his own simmering anger, but is now transformed by regular spankings... many of which lead to sexual satisfaction. Ultimately, a traumatic incident from years ago can finally be laid to rest, but one thing's for sure... Eric's discipline will continue.

The Disciplined Husband by Lucy Appleby

Laced with lashings of kink, spanking, and deliciously humiliating scenarios, this Femdom novella features the domestic discipline relationship between Peter and Sylvia. At the age of 41, Peter finds his perfect partner in life. Sylvia is an attractive, professional woman - she is also an assertive woman who needs to take control of her man. Sylvia fulfils Peter's long held desire for discipline and at the outset of their romance makes it quite clear who is in charge. As for Peter, he's a confident good looking guy with his own business, someone who is assertive and efficient in his work, but who learns to relinquish control by embracing his submissive side and his need for a dominant woman in his private life. Their relationship may be unconventional, but it is both satisfying and passionate, underpinned by the exciting dynamics of dominance and submission. Peter gets to experience the sensations of Sylvia's hairbrush, as well as many other implements in her collection, discovering in the process that discipline triggers his sexual arousal. Sylvia makes the rules, and if Peter breaks them, he pays the price on his bottom, reducing him to the status of a well chastised naughty boy... and he loves it!

This is a well paced novella with realistic character portrayals and an engagingly unique storyline. It shows how one man's life is transformed by the attentions of a naturally dominant woman.
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