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This compilation features a collection of femdom stories in which men find themselves on the receiving end of strict discipline from their stepmothers:

Roland and the Switch: Roland's fearsome stepmother decides he needs to be purged of his sins, with the aid of four switches from the birch tree. It is a painful business, but Roland has no other choice than to agree to his stepmother's discipline. After all, she is head of the household and he has to obey her.

Our Stepmother Was a Nightmare: Jason and his brother find their lives spin out of control when their strict ex-Army stepmother takes control. Carla is deadly serious about corporal punishment, and demonstrates her technique with wooden spoon and paddle.

Ellie Takes Control: Craig has become the stereotypical millionaire's son, spoiled, obnoxious, and entitled, never having done a day's work in his life. But after his father's death, Craig's stepmother begins to do something about Craig's behaviour. It is painful yet effective, with a very surprising outcome...

Five-Thirty: Carson is so caught up in the campus social life of frat parties, women and smoking weed, his grades slip drastically. When his stepmother finds out, she loses no time applying the big paddle to his backside. Carson goes over the sawhorse for a severe paddling, knowing from previous experience how much it's going to hurt!

Punishing Vanity: Vain Cal finds out the hard way that actions have consequences when he steals his stepmom's Visa card to buy himself some new clothes. Not only has he to work in his stepmom's office for two weeks, he also has to bend over for the belt. And there's more to come when he messes up in the office.

The Stepmothers Support Group: Stepmothers meet to discuss the best methods of discipline and agree that spanking is the way to go. New members of the group are given helpful advice and instruction on how to spank and curb their unruly stepsons' behaviour.


Contents

1. Roland and the Switch

2. Our Stepmother Was a Nightmare

3. Ellie Takes Control

4. Five-Thirty

5. Punishing Vanity

6. The Stepmothers Support Group

Also from LSF Publications...


1. Roland and the Switch

It may be true that some people - men, in particular - are born to bad luck while others bring it on themselves. I can't tell you which of these applies to me; I can only say that, at least in my early years, I had my share of it.

My brother Raymond, born three years before I was, was the proverbial apple of my parents' eye, the perfect son to carry on the family name. I came along as an afterthought, unworthy and unfit for anything other than cleaning up after my brother.

My father, a veteran of the old army who was wounded in Cuba in 1898, was a heavy drinker. When he was drunk - which was about half the time - he either cried or flew into rages. He had trouble holding a job. When Raymond enlisted in the army and was killed in France in 1918, my father practically fell apart at losing his favorite son.

Then, when my mother, who was herself very strict in a religious sort of way, got sick during the flu epidemic and subsequently died in January of 1919, he started to drink even more heavily than he had before. I was sixteen at the time, on the cusp of discovering my manhood while also grieving the loss of both my brother and my mother. I had to quit school and go to work because my father couldn't hold a job. Bad luck, misfortune, whatever you want to call it.

Then, for a short time, things brightened. When Prohibition became law in 1920, while much of the country seemed to go crazy, my father actually stopped drinking. He got a job in a factory and married Myrtle O'Hara, a staunchly religious thirty-year-old woman who was both a widow and childless.

I didn't necessarily like or dislike Myrtle. She was good for my father, and we, more-or-less, ignored each other. And for a short time, life in the Huddleston household wasn't too bad.

But then, my father got sick. Apparently all those years of hard drinking caught up with him. His liver failed. He lasted six months with Myrtle and I taking turns caring for him.

The day after he was buried, I found a speakeasy and got drunk for the first time in my life. The following morning, after I had sobered up a little, Myrtle took me by the ear, bent me over the kitchen table, and spanked me mercilessly with her big wooden hairbrush. Being slightly hungover, I was in no condition to offer more than token resistance.

Later, when I had calmed down, she informed me that my drinking days were over and that I was to accompany her to her church, get down on my knees, and pray for forgiveness. I said some bad words, packed up my few belongings, and stormed out of our small house. This was the early summer of 1922; I was nineteen and raring to discover life for myself, free from all familial and religious restraint, not to mention the threat of additional spanking.

And discover it I did. I immediately fell in with what my stepmother called a 'bad crowd' -young men who were primarily interested in women and whiskey. Their only religion was hedonism. I drank and smoked and found easy employment driving for bootleggers. Every time I was behind the wheel of one of the transport trucks, navigating the back roads with a load of hooch, I felt like I was on top of the world, especially knowing that at the end of that road were willing young women and a fistful of cash. And no crusading stepmother to confront me with her hairbrush.

This dream of a life I had carved out for myself lasted until late summer of 1923. And then the Prohibition agents began to close in on my employers, making it more and more difficult to operate with impunity. Like many of my fellow bootleggers, I became a target and narrowly escaped capture more than once.

When I myself became known to the agents as more than just an anonymous driver, I knew it was time to lay low for a while. But where to go where they wouldn't find me? Where could I find sanctuary? During my last run, I remembered that Myrtle had inherited her family farm three hundred miles away. Maybe she would take me in; after all, I was her stepson and her religion preached forgiveness. With that thought in mind, I dropped my last load and headed for Butler County.

I hadn't actually seen Myrtle since I stormed out of the house after she spanked me that first and only time. However, we did correspond occasionally, at least enough so that I knew where she lived. I never told her what I was doing except to say that I was working as a delivery driver. Still, she was not a stupid woman and kept up with current events so I imagined that she had pretty much figured out what I was delivering.

I found the old farm late in the afternoon. My first impression was that, although there was a decent crop of corn in the fields - perfect for making corn liquor- the house and barn appeared tired and rundown. There was not a modern convenience (electricity, running water) anywhere in sight. When making my deliveries along the back roads, I got used to rough conditions. However, when I was in the city, I appreciated what the city offered. Immediately, I knew living on this farm would probably not be pleasant.

I wasn't wrong about that, as it turned out. I pulled up to the house in my worn-down 1917 Ford truck and was greeted first by a large collie, who came bounding down from the wide front porch, barking loudly.

Before I had a chance to get properly acquainted with Prince, Myrtle appeared at the door. I smiled and waved when I saw her. "Hi, Myrtle," I said as cheerily as I could, given the circumstances of my unannounced arrival.

For several seconds, my stepmother remained where she was, as though she didn't recognize me. Then, she pushed open the door and came out on the porch.

"Prince, come here," she called.

The dog immediately stopped barking and went back up on the porch.

Myrtle gazed at me, her blue eyes squinting. "Roland, is that you?"

I took several steps toward the porch. "Yes," I said. "I've come for a visit."

She shifted her eyes back and forth between me and the old truck. "I didn't expect to ever see you again," she said. "Is that your truck?"

That seemed to me to be a strange question piggybacked onto a strange comment. However, under the circumstances, the world seemed strange. I thought about the truck. It wasn't exactly mine - at least in the sense that I bought it - but I figured, with my employers facing probable prosecution, it was mine now.

"Yes, it's my truck," I said. "And I would have called, but you don't have a phone."

She nodded. "Life's pretty simple out here," she said. "Now, since you're here, you might as well come in the house and tell me what brings you to this out of the way place."

Good old Myrtle, I thought. She hasn't changed. And, in fact, as I got closer to her, I saw that she really hadn't changed, at least not physically. When we lived together, I hadn't much appreciated her religious zeal or her apparent disdain of pleasure; however, I did appreciate that she was a reasonably attractive woman. She now appeared a bit more worn, but she still had a pretty face and a slender but well-proportioned body, even as it was hidden beneath her long work dress.

I thought about the several young women I had been with over the past year or so. A couple were what I would call attractive - although, as a young man full of juice, I was more than willing to sacrifice attractiveness for promiscuity. However, none of the women I had been with possessed the simple and unassuming beauty of my stepmother.

For a moment, I wondered what she looked like under the dress. Then, I dismissed the image. Myrtle had buried two husbands and was more than ten years older than I was. Plus, she was deeply conservative and religious. More than likely, she would have punished me severely and ordered me off her property for even thinking about her as an attractive and available woman. All right, I told myself, you need sanctuary and this is it. Now, go do what you have to do.

We entered the house, which smelled of wood smoke and coal oil. She led me into the large kitchen, which contained a wood stove and an ice box. It also had a small pump over the cast iron sink. She invited me to sit at the round oak table and offered me a glass of water. I accepted.

She was eerily silent as she got two glasses from a wooden cupboard and filled them with water from the pump. I started to get extremely nervous. I knew very well that I didn't belong here. "How big is the farm?" I asked, mostly to break the stifling silence.

She set the glasses down on the table. "Used to be three hundred acres," she said. "I had to sell a hundred acres to pay the taxes and do some repairs."

"How long has your family lived here?" I was stalling for time. I definitely didn't want the conversation to shift to me.

"Since right after the Civil War," she said. "My father's father and his father built the house and barn. My father was born in the bedroom upstairs, as was I and my brother."

"So the farm has always been in the family?"

"Of course. By rights, the farm should have gone to my brother, but, like your brother, he was killed in France. My father tried to work the farm alone after my mother died, but it was too much for him. After he died, I could have sold it, but I wanted to keep it in the family, even though I'm the only family left."

"Do you work it all by yourself?"

She shook her head. "No, there's a family down the road that has four sons. They help me out by doing all the heavy work." She paused and looked at me with her hard eyes. "Now, what really brings you here?"

I hesitated and took a deep breath. "I... had some time and thought... I might want to see you, see where you're living."

She huffed. "Don't lie to me, Roland. Lying is a sin before God. You're in trouble, aren't you?"

Time to come clean, whether I want to or not. "Sort of," I said.

She shook her head. "What does that mean?"

"Myrtle, it's not that bad," I said. "After I left home, I had to make a living, so I got a job driving for some guys. It turned out these guys were selling alcohol, although I didn't realize it at the time. They threatened to turn me in to the Prohibition agents if I informed on them or quit. Well, I just quit." The lie sounded pretty good to me and really wasn't that far from the truth.

Myrtle fixed me with her eyes. "Roland, your face gives you away," she said after an awkward silence. "You reek of sin. Is the law after you? What about those agents of Satan you work for?"

I swallowed hard. As I said, my stepmother was a smart woman, wise to the ways of the world even as she rejected those ways. "The agents don't know who I am," I said. "And anyway, they've got better things to do than come after me. And the bootleggers will just assume I got caught." All of this was mostly true. I honestly didn't believe anyone would waste a lot of time looking for me.

For several awkward seconds, she gazed at me. Then, she sighed. "All right," she said. "So you need a safe place to hide. I should send you on your way to take your chances and continue your sinful ways. But you are my stepson and, in all honesty, I could use the help around the farm. However..." She paused and gave me a very hard look. "If you're going to live with me, you will need to work hard, come to church with me, and stay out of trouble. We will need to purge you of all that sin, remake you into a young man the sinners won't recognize. If I catch you backsliding or even suspect you're backsliding, I will punish you severely and you will accept it or go back to the evil world from which you came. Are we clear on that?"

With her eyes blazing with righteous fury, this was the Myrtle I remembered-and such was the cost of sanctuary. I had to decide which was worse: getting caught by the agents or the big bootleggers or accepting Myrtle's brand of retribution. I nodded, realizing that fear is a great motivator.

She huffed once again. "That, young man, is not an acceptable answer in this house. From now on, you will answer with ma'am. Is that clear?"

I almost laughed at that, considering the eleven or twelve-year age difference. However, the practical side of me realized I was in no position to argue or protest. I could accept or take my chances. "Yes, ma'am."

She actually cracked a rare smile. "Park your truck by the barn," she said. "You may use my brother's old room upstairs. There are still some of his old clothes in the wardrobe. He was about the same size as you."

I pushed back my chair and stood. "Yes, ma'am."

"Roland, when you're settled, come back to the kitchen. I'll get you started, then we'll have some supper."

"Yes, ma'am." It was getting easier.

Myrtle's brother Jacob's room was, like the rest of the house, old and tired. But it had a bed, a chair, a kerosene lamp, and a wardrobe containing three or four pairs of work pants, a couple of shirts, some long underwear, and a wool suit. It even had a pair of leather work boots, only a half-size bigger than what I wore. Considering I had brought just the clothes on my back plus a shaving kit, I felt very fortunate.

I found Myrtle in the kitchen chopping carrots and potatoes. I was thirsty for something much stronger than well water, but I knew I dare not say it. "Your brother's clothes should fit nicely," I said. "Thank you."

She did a half-turn while continuing with her chopping. "Daddy couldn't bring himself to go into Jacob's room after he got the word. And I just haven't gotten around to it." She paused in her chopping and gazed at me. "Now, the past is the past. Let's talk about you and me."

"Not much to say," I said.

She scowled. "There usually isn't," she said. "But what we do have to say is important." She paused again.

I thought it best to keep my mouth shut and listen.

She took a deep breath and put down the knife she had been using. "As you have seen, out here we have very few luxuries and no time to enjoy them even if we did have them. Life is hard, but it's simple and it's clean. I tried the city life, lived it for five years after my first husband died."

At this point, my stomach growled and my head began to ache. I needed food and something to drink. "Myrtle, I understand that."

She looked at me. "I wonder if you do," she said. "If you're going to stay here, you need to surrender yourself to the life. And, you need to accept me as the head of the house."

"I thought I had already done that," I said.

"Roland, you have to do more than just say the words."

"What do you mean?"

Her eyes scanned me. "I'm not at all sure about you," she said. "I need to see some real evidence that you're ready to accept this life while at the same time shedding some of that sin you're carrying around with you."

I didn't know what she had in mind, but I definitely didn't like the look on her face or the tone of her voice. I was half-tempted to crank up the truck and get as far away from there as possible. But then I remembered the danger I was facing only two or three hundred miles away. Just how far could I get in that rickety old Ford or on the forty-two dollars I had in my pocket?

"What do you want me to do?" I asked her.

"When my brother and I were growing up, if we didn't do our work around the farm or began to turn toward sin, our mother would give us a knife and tell us to go cut a few switches."

"What are those?"

Her eyes glazed slightly. "Thin branches, usually from that big birch tree out back," she said. "We would bring them into the house, Mother would strip off the leaves and whip our bottoms with them."

"Doesn't sound like a very pleasant experience," I said, knowing it sounded stupid even as I said it.

She gave me yet another hard look. "It wasn't," she said. "Believe me, after ten or twelve swats with a switch, you will regret whatever you did or didn't do."

My hands began to shake slightly and my eyes widened as I realized her intent. "Myrtle, why are you telling me this?"

"I think you could use an old fashioned switching."

I took a step backward. "What... Why?"

"To begin the purge," she said. "And to show you what you can expect if you don't behave yourself, conform to our way of life."

My mind was suddenly flooded with the memory of the time she spanked me with that big hairbrush. I didn't want a repeat of that experience and I definitely didn't want a switching, whatever that was. "Look, Myrtle-"

She didn't let me finish my protest. "Protesting or resisting only makes it worse," she said. "I learned that lesson pretty early in life. Do you have a pocketknife?"

I always carried a knife with me, a three-blade gem that was handed down from my brother. I nodded.

She scowled again. "I thought I was clear on how you answer questions in this house."

I flushed. My situation was getting worse by the second. "Uh... yes, ma'am."

"Sounds much better, and you would be wise to remember that," she said. "Okay, take your pocketknife, go out back by the barn, and cut four thin branches from the birch tree. The branches should be about two to three feet long. When you have cut the branches, strip off the leaves and bring them into the house. Don't dawdle. It'll be dark in about an hour."

"Myrtle, is this really necessary?" I asked. "I'll behave myself and do whatever you say."

Her face hardened into granite. "Roland, either do what I tell you to do right now or get in your truck and go back to where you came from." She glanced at the old clock above the sink. "You're wasting time, time we can't afford to waste."

I certainly didn't want to cut some branches so she could whip me with them. But I also knew I didn't want to leave this sanctuary and face an even worse situation. Maybe it won't be so bad, I told myself, at least not as bad as arrest and incarceration if I'm caught. I also could tell from her expression that additional protest would be worse than useless. I nodded and reluctantly rose from my chair. Time to face it, even if it seemed a little like building your own gallows.

I found the birch tree and saw that it had a multitude of thin branches. I quickly cut four and methodically stripped off the leaves, as instructed. However, before I headed back to the house, I took one and swished it through the air. The sound of the switch cutting through the air was enough to give me pause. This would definitely hurt when it was applied to my flesh.

Still, what choice did I have? Like a man condemned, I clutched my collection of switches and returned to the house. When I arrived in the kitchen, Myrtle was waiting for me. She took the switches from my trembling hand and examined them.

"Not bad," she said. "These should do nicely." She paused and pointed to the top of the table. "Drop your pants and bend over the table."

I took a deep breath, poised to issue one last appeal for mercy. Her tight lips and hard eyes convinced me to keep my mouth shut and obey her command. I unbuckled my belt, unbuttoned my work pants, and slid them down to my knees, leaving only my baggy white muslin underpants. I began to bend over the table when she stopped me.

"You'll need to lower your underpants too," she said. "I need to see the marks."

I didn't like the sound of that any more than I wanted to expose my bare backside to my stepmother. But again, she was in control, and I didn't want to do anything to make her angry, especially with her holding a mean-looking switch. I peeled down my underpants and bent over the table.

In that position, I could hear her moving behind me, obviously trying to find exactly the right position from which to launch her assault. I heard her swish the air twice. The switch sung happily. I closed my eyes and waited, realizing that the anticipation might just be as bad, if not worse, than the real thing.

I was wrong about that. The first strike came a few seconds later. The switch impacted the center of both my cheeks with the tip curling around the side of my hip. The sting was intense, and I yelped and twisted my fingers on the tabletop.

She struck again two seconds after the first. This stroke landed just below the first. "God, that hurts!" I screeched.

She struck again quickly. "You do not speak or attempt to get up until I give you permission. Is that clear?"

I sucked in a deep breath, wondering how anyone could tolerate more than three strokes. "Yes, ma'am."

She shifted around to my other side and immediately launched two more strikes. I bit down on my tongue. I understood perfectly how this could be effective punishment. And to think, I had cut these awful implements and willingly handed them over.

She paused and gently ran the fingers of her left hand across both my cheeks, presumably assessing the damage she had already done. I couldn't help but wonder just how many of these strokes I would have to endure before she was satisfied that I had learned whatever lesson I was supposed to learn.

Then, I remembered that I had actually cut four switches and she had only used one so far. Was she going to use all four on me? If so, I was in for a long and very painful ordeal. I stole a glance over my shoulder and watched her drop the first switch and pick up the second. This one was slightly shorter than the first. It appeared that she had grouped them by length.

She positioned herself and struck three times in rapid succession, with the last stroke hitting my upper thighs. Once again, I yelped and prayed that she would spare my upper thighs any additional contact.

She struck twice more, then changed switches. However, before she resumed, she once more ran her fingers over the marks she had so far produced. Even this stung a little. The tenth strike followed within a few seconds. I felt a tear form in my right eye. I tried to imagine what the marks looked like on my backside. I tried to imagine what Myrtle was wearing under her dress. I knew from my own experience that some women wore nothing under their dress, probably more as a matter of convenience than for any other reason. Did that apply to my stepmother?

I was jolted back to reality by four hard strokes that paralleled each other. She stopped and set the switch down next to me on the table. "Fifteen should be enough... for now," she said. "We'll save the fourth switch in case we need it later. And, Roland, you better hope and pray we don't need it."

I breathed a sigh of relief. I had endured fifteen strokes of the switch. I had learned two things: the first was that the switch hurt much worse than the hairbrush. The second was that I didn't want to get switched ever again.

"Okay, Roland, you may stand and pull up your pants and underpants."

I opened my eyes and released a flood of tears. I hoped that Myrtle would take pity on me and at least pull me into an embrace. However, when I turned around to face her, she was standing by the stove, stirring something in a big pot. She was right about not wanting to waste time, or sympathy, for that matter.

"Go up to your room and rest for a few minutes," she said. "I'll call you when supper's ready."

I needed to rest, as the day had, so far, been about as memorable as any day I could recall. "Yes, ma'am," I said as I pivoted toward the stairs.

"Tomorrow we start fresh," she called over her shoulder.

"Yes, ma'am." The response was becoming more and more automatic.

The marks on my backside took three days to heal completely. And during those three days, I remained on my best behavior, doing everything Myrtle told me to do without question or delay. I learned very quickly that farm work is never ending, especially as harvest season approached.

Then, on Sunday morning, we both cleaned ourselves up and walked the mile and a half to her little country church. With the sun ahead of us, I did discover that Myrtle wore no underwear. I have to admit that I was a bit aroused at the sight of her slender body silhouetted through the dress. I tried to dismiss the image from my mind; after all, she was my stepmother and we were on our way to church.

The church was a wooden building painted white and nestled against a low hill. It was probably mid to late nineteenth century but clearly well-cared for. The lawn and gravel parking lot were filled with Model Ts, Ford trucks, farm wagons, and a few single horses grazing in the grass. From the number of people, I would have guessed that most of the population of our corner of Butler County was there.

Inside, the pews were made of solid oak and maple. An old upright piano stood in one corner near the pulpit. The congregation sat shoulder to shoulder in the pews with an unfortunate few standing in the back. Even with the windows open, the atmosphere was stifling. Many congregants fanned themselves with paper fans advertising the local funeral home.

After the mercifully short service, Myrtle remained to greet practically everyone. One of the people she introduced me to was the sheriff, Jim Smith. We shook hands while he gave me a once-over.

"So, you're the stepson from the city," he said.

I tried to remain calm. I didn't really believe there was a wanted poster out with my picture on it, but I certainly didn't want to attract undue attention to myself by acting suspicious or nervous. "Yes, sir."

He smiled. "Welcome to our little part of the world," he said. "Myrtle could sure use the help around the farm." Then to my relief he moved on to greet some of the other people.

As we were turning to head back to the farm, we were greeted by a family about to mount a big open wagon with two draft horses in hitch. The family appeared to contain an older woman and man along with four near-adult boys and a girl, probably around thirteen or fourteen. "These are the Keslers from down the road," Myrtle said. "Their farm is a little bigger than mine. The four boys help me out."

I learned that the four 'boys' ranged in ages from twenty-one to sixteen. Their names were drawn directly from the Gospels: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. The girl's name was Rose; she was fourteen. Due to the apparent scarcity of teenage girls in the area, the four boys spent a lot of time either working - theirs and other farms - or traveling the fifteen miles into Rosemont, the county seat. As I later learned, Rosemont actually had a small theater and a private club where young men and women could indulge their passions in the modern sense, without their more evangelical parents watching them.

In fact, over the next few days, I learned quite a bit about the area, some of which would get me into trouble later on. On Tuesday, Matthew and Mark came by the farm with a team of Belgians. The corn was nearly ready for harvest, along with an acre of wheat. As Myrtle had no stock of her own, she relied on the Keslers for their support. In exchange, she gave them a percentage of the crop.

That day, I learned how to drive a team and harvest wheat. At sundown, Matthew - the oldest - took me aside.

"Roland, you look like a guy who knows what's what," he said in a low voice when we were alone.

I glanced over my shoulder. "What do you mean?"

He gave me a sly smile. "I saw your old truck. I doubt you hauled peas and carrots in it."

"I... drove all kinds of things," I said.

His smile widened. "Look, I'm going to be honest with you." He paused and pulled a wad of greasy bills from his pocket. "We didn't get this from farmin'."

"What are you trying to tell me?"

He put a rough hand on my shoulder. "We got a small still back in the woods," he said. "Been in the family for years. Moonshine's pretty popular around here. But..." He paused again and looked me in the eye. "With Prohibition, we could expand and make even more money, especially with that corn crop you've got."

"What about the sheriff?"

"Old Jim? He's no problem," Matthew said.

"What do you want from me?"

"You can drive. And I bet you know the roads and you know how to move when you have to. Am I right?"

I could feel trouble creeping up on me like an unwelcome fog, that bad luck one more time. But then, I had to admit, the lure was there and strong. Getting back on the road with a load of hooch had to be better than slogging behind a plow, staring at the back end of a team of horses. How to get around Myrtle was the real problem. I took a step back.

"Look, Matthew, I'm not real sure what you're asking, but I came here to get away from trouble, not land in the middle of it."

He smiled again and patted my back. "Ain't no trouble," he said. "Think about it. We'll talk again." He pivoted away from me, then stopped. "Myrtle's your stepma, right?"

"Yeah."

He flashed another wide smile. "Good," he said. He chuckled and headed off.

"Wait," I called. "What do you mean?"

He laughed. "Best you don't find out." Then, he was gone, leaving me to speculate as to his meaning.

Later that evening, I thought about my conversation with Matthew. Was he serious or was he testing me in some way? Even though I had grown up in the city, I had certainly heard of moonshine stills, so it didn't surprise me that the Kesler family may have had one operating in the woods somewhere.

I also knew from my experience with bootlegging operations that the hooch I was hauling had to come from somewhere. We weren't close enough to the ocean or the Canadian border to easily import it; it obviously had to be made locally.

Finally, I understood very well that people didn't just stop drinking, or at least wanting to drink, simply because of the passage of the Volstead Act. In fact, if anything, the demand for alcohol was even greater than it was before... the lure of the forbidden. Thus, I concluded, Matthew was probably serious. Given their limited means of transportation, the scope of their operation probably couldn't extend much beyond Butler and a couple of adjoining counties. A truck would certainly help them expand.

But what to tell Myrtle, if anything? I couldn't just get in my truck and take off for days at a time. She would be a problem. And then there was the potential for trouble on at least two fronts: the law and my former employers, if they ever saw me.

By morning, I had resolved to address each problem one at a time. Matthew and two of his brothers met me in the barn while Myrtle was inside putting up tomatoes from the garden. I told them that I was interested. Then, I described the problems I faced.

Matthew laughed. "Oh, I think we can help you get around Myrtle," he said. His brothers nodded. "And I already told you, Old Jim ain't no problem. As for the other, well, that's for you to take care of."

I told him I wanted to sample the liquor. Luke produced a ceramic jug and handed it to me. I uncorked it, took a big swallow, and nearly gagged. It was definitely strong, stronger than I was used to.

The boys laughed. "Good stuff?" Luke asked.

"It'll do," I said. I took another swallow, inducing a flood of recent memories of my former life. I took one more swallow and was about to take a fourth when Luke stopped me.

"Hey," he said laughing. "You better go easy on that stuff."

I was about to grab the jug back from Luke, but Myrtle suddenly appeared. None of us had seen her coming. She scowled as she scanned the three of us. "Matthew, Luke... you boys head on home," she said.

The brothers shifted their eyes back and forth between Myrtle and me. "Sure," Matthew said. "See you, Mrs. Huddleston."

"And take that jug with you," she added as she watched them begin to disappear down the farm lane.

Once the Kesler boys were out of sight, she turned to me. "Roland, I warned you about drinking," she said.

I hung my head like a little boy. "Myrtle, I-"

She raised a hand to stop me. "Don't even try to talk your way out of this," she said. "There are a lot of things I tolerate from the Kesler boys because they help out around here. But I won't let you go down the same road." She paused and gave me one of her hardest looks. "I guess my warning wasn't enough the first time. Go cut some switches and meet me in the kitchen."

I probably shouldn't have been shocked by this turn of events, but I was. After all, I'd only taken three swallows from the jug. I held up my hands in protest. "Wait a minute, I-"

She didn't let me finish. "I told you to keep quiet," she said. "Those Kesler boys'll ruin you completely unless I take action now." She paused and glared at me. "Well, are you going to do what I tell you or are you going to move on, try your luck somewhere else?"

Try my luck somewhere else? As I have said before, practically everywhere I'd gone in my relatively young life, my luck had turned bad. Here, in this corner of Butler County, I saw a chance for my luck to change. Perhaps I could even build a meaningful life.

Still, I definitely didn't want another switching and tried desperately to figure a way out of it. I dared to look at Myrtle. The rock-solid expression on her care-worn face told me there was no way except to pack up and leave.

And I realized at that moment I didn't want to leave. I saw potential here, both for making money and even setting down roots, forming friendships. A few seconds later, I nodded and pivoted toward the birch tree. It was time to pay for my mistake and for the privilege of remaining in this sanctuary. "Yes, ma'am," I said in a near whisper.

"Good choice," she said and headed back to the kitchen.

I cursed under my breath all the way to the birch tree. I cursed while I was cutting four thin branches and stripped off the leaves. I remembered exactly what the switch felt like the last time Myrtle used it on me. I had a strong feeling it would be worse this time.

And with that in mind, I gathered up the leafless branches I had cut and walked as slowly as possible to the door that led into the kitchen. Myrtle was waiting for me, her blue eyes blazing. She held out her hand. "Let's not waste time," she said. "You know what to do."

Yes, indeed I did know what to do. The memory of that first encounter with the switch was strong. I gave her the branches I had cut, dropped my pants and underpants, and bent my upper body over the top of the kitchen table. At that moment, I wished I had taken more swallows of the moonshine, thinking perhaps the increased alcohol would have lessened the pain. Once again, my bad luck.

I glanced over my shoulder and watched Myrtle sort the switches, running each through her hand and swishing each through the air twice. I don't know exactly why she did that, as all four seemed about the same, but I guess she had her reasons. Perhaps the ritual was only to increase my anxiety. And if that was the case, it was definitely successful.

After about a minute or so, she settled on one, gripped the end in her right hand, and approached. She retracted her right arm, cocked her wrist, and swung. The switch buried itself in the center of both my cheeks. The sting was worse than I remembered. I did a little dance in place.

A second or two later, she swung again, this time impacting the soft flesh just below the first spot. The tip of the switch hit my right hip just above the thigh. I bit down on my tongue to keep from crying out. This is only the beginning, I thought.

She swung a third time, expertly hitting the crease between my cheeks and upper thighs. She followed up immediately with another strike to the same spot. I danced again and flattened my fingers against the tabletop. The sting was nearly overwhelming. She struck one more time with this stroke landing just below my coccyx.

Then, she paused. The part of my brain that wasn't busy processing the pain hoped she was finished, but she was only changing switches. She selected the next thin branch in line and swished it through the air. The freshly cut wood sang happily. I was in deep trouble.

With the new switch clutched tightly in her right hand, she wasted no time delivering five quick strokes that brought tears to my eyes. I wanted to beg her to stop, but I knew I didn't dare. She paused again and ran the fingers of her left hand gently over the ten marks she had placed on my quivering backside.

"I think you'll remember this for a while," she said. "But, for good measure, I think ten more will get the message across loud and clear."

Ten more! I opened my mouth to issue a protest, but quickly closed and sealed my lips. She was a determined woman on a crusade to save me from what she considered sin. There would be no stopping her.

She replaced the second switch and changed hands, now approaching from my right side. This worried me a little because I knew she was right-handed. However, she proved equally as adept with her left hand, laying down nine strokes on my sore backside in less than a minute.

She paused again. I took a deep breath. Didn't she say ten? Perhaps I miscounted. No, I didn't miscount. She picked up the last switch with her right hand, approached me from the left and delivered a thundering stroke directly across my upper thighs. The pain was so intense I nearly collapsed to the floor.

She dropped the last switch on the floor and ran her fingers over the twenty marks. I tried to look over my shoulder but couldn't because of the copious tears flooding my eyes. I heard her take several steps back.

"All right, Roland," she said. "Get your pants back up and get back to the barn. You still have work to do before supper."

Slowly and painfully, I pushed myself up from the table. I rubbed the tears from my eyes and got my pants and underpants back up, stoically ignoring the pain as the cloth came in contact with my wounds. I turned and saw that Myrtle was already busy preparing stew. She glanced at me. "Roland, stay away from the Kesler boys as much as you can. You hear me?"

I heard her loud and clear. I tried to put all thoughts of moonshine and bootlegging out of my mind. "Yes, ma'am," I said and quickly fled to the sanctity of the barn.

*  *  *

For the next four days, I avoided the Keslers as much as I possibly could. The cuts on my backside had healed but the memory of the switching was still strong. Surprisingly, all four boys pretty much left me alone. I had my work to do and they had theirs. But I figured it was only a matter of time before one of them, probably Matthew as he was the oldest, approached me for an answer.

Then, on Monday afternoon, I noticed that Matthew, Mark, and Luke had disappeared. I knew they hadn't gone home, because John was still near the barn, tending to the team of Belgians. Curious and needing a glass of water, I headed for the kitchen. However, as I got to within probably ten or fifteen feet of the back door, I heard noises coming from the kitchen. It sounded very much like moaning and groaning. I hadn't heard these sounds since the last time I had been with a young woman.

I quickly changed course and circled around to the front door of the house. As noiselessly as I could, I entered and crawled toward the kitchen. As I approached the door, I stopped and flattened out my body. From that position, I could see the source of the noise and it shook me to my core.

Myrtle was bent over the table. Her work dress was bunched above her waist and her legs were spread. Luke was behind her. His pants were down around his ankles. He appeared to be thrusting hard and fast. Both he and Myrtle were moaning. Their eyes were closed.

Standing not more than a few feet away were Matthew and Mark, silly grins pasted on their faces. I couldn't believe what I was seeing. My conservative and deeply religious stepmother fornicating with the Kesler boys - and obviously enjoying it.

For a moment, I remembered that Matthew had asked me if Myrtle was my stepmother. He had said good when I said yes. Now, I knew what he meant. I became indignant. This same woman who had whipped me twice to relieve me of sin was now herself sinning. Who would apply the switch to her?

For an instant, I had a thought to stand up and burst in, to stop what was going on. But I quickly gained control of my emotions. Who was I to judge the actions of others? After all, I was the interloper here, nothing more than a hard-luck stepson who had certainly done his share of sinning.

And then, I smiled. In the end, we're all sinners in some way or another. I chose my way; Myrtle chose hers. All we need to do is go to church on Sundays and beg for forgiveness. And if that's the case, I might as well do what I wanted. I decided to accept Matthew's offer.

The following afternoon, I informed Matthew of my decision to work together. He and his family would increase the production of corn liquor. I would drive and seek out markets. After supper, I helped Myrtle with the dishes.

While I was drying, I said, "Myrtle, we need to talk."

She paused and gave me a serious look. She nodded but said nothing.

I took a step back. I hesitated and took a deep breath to calm myself. "Look, Myrtle," I began. "I... I, uh, saw you yesterday with the Kesler boys."

She flushed slightly. "I... wish you hadn't," she said. "But there's lots you don't know."

I put up hand to stop her. "You're right about that," I said. "And I really don't care what you do."

"You've got to understand... My body is all I've got to pay those boys for all their hard work."

The whole arrangement came into focus. "I said I didn't care," I said. "I just wanted you to know I made an arrangement of my own. We're going into business together. You can switch me if you have to, but we need money and they can help us get it. And if you want to keep your arrangement with the boys, that's your business. But..." I paused and gazed at her. Now, I knew exactly what she looked like under the dress. Still, she was my stepmother, not exactly flesh and blood, but somehow untouchable. "You probably deserve a switching of your own for being such a hypocrite."

She flushed again. All of sudden, she looked much younger, not at all like the fierce crusading stepmother. "You wouldn't. Would you?"

And all of a sudden, I felt much older than my twenty years. "Maybe," I said, smiling. "But I probably won't. After all, we're in this together now." I paused and gave her the same kind of hard look she usually gave me. "But remember, that birch tree isn't going anywhere. From now on, anytime one of us isn't honest with the other, the one who isn't honest goes and cuts some switches. Agreed?"

She gave me a small smile and nodded. "Agreed." Then, her expression hardened a little. "But, Roland, I'm still your stepmother and head of this house. Remember that."

"Yes, ma'am."

*  *  *

Life settled into a routine after that. I gave up nearly all farm work (which I was never much good at anyway) and became a local bootlegger. Business was brisk, especially with the sheriff looking the other way while we lined his pockets. Myrtle continued to 'pay' the Kesler boys until they found young women of their own. John was the last one to take advantage of what was being offered.

In 1927, we were pretty well off, at least well off enough so that I felt the courage to ask Rose Kesler to marry me. She accepted and moved into the house with Myrtle and me.

Up until that moment, Myrtle had found a reason to switch me a few times, each occasion more memorable than the last. Perhaps Rose will learn to swing the switch. Perhaps I will learn to swing it. That remains to be seen. However, one thing is for certain: That old birch tree is still there waiting.


2. Our Stepmother Was a Nightmare

What is your worst nightmare? Perhaps it is finding a monster under the bed. Or falling into a pit of cobras. Or perhaps it is being strapped to a spanking machine and forced to sing our national anthem all the way through without any mistakes (where did that come from?).

Or perhaps you don't have a single worst nightmare but rather several nightmares you pray you never have to experience in real life. My twin brother, Mason, and I have shared several nightmares that, fortunately, we haven't had to actually experience. However, there was one that did come true... and it was a bad one.

We grew up as army brats, shuffling from one post to another while our father rose through the ranks from captain to, eventually, colonel. Because of his position and ambition, he was frequently deployed, leaving us alone with our mother, who was strict but also sensitive and loving. She was the perfect buffer between the hard-nosed military life and a stable childhood.

Sadly, she developed breast cancer and passed away when we were sixteen. At first, our father stayed close to home, grieving along with us. However, after about six months or so, heeding the call of duty, he placed his ambition and drive above the needs of his family. While we were entering our senior year in high school, he would be gone for weeks at a time, moving from one hot spot to another.

During this time, except for friendly neighbors looking in on us, we were pretty much on our own and quickly got so we liked it. For two nearly eighteen-year-olds, this was no nightmare but rather a fantasy come to life.

And then, two days before Christmas and a month after our eighteenth birthday, the fantasy ended. Our father came home from an overseas mission accompanied by a middle-age woman he introduced as Carla, his fiancé. To say we were shocked would be an understatement. I mean, we had no idea our father was even considering remarrying.

"I know this is a surprise," our father said. "But I've known Carla for many years. We've served together more than once. I realize I've neglected you. Carla will see to it that you finish out your senior year. I intend to retire after summer so we can be a family."

We looked at our father, then at Carla, then back at our father. We accepted that he was basically a good man who had made a lot of personal sacrifices for the good of the country he served. And we were happy for him that he had found love again. We just weren't ready to give up our independence, especially to what we considered to be an interloper. Let the nightmare begin.

The following day, our father and Carla were married in a small ceremony in the chapel on the post. Then, three days after Christmas, Mason, Carla, and I took our father to the base airport. He was being deployed overseas and would be gone for five to six months. Now, it would be just Mason and I and our new stepmother. God help us.

When we got home, Carla sat us down in the kitchen with her at the head of the wooden table. For a few seconds, she gazed at us. "All right, boys," she began in a voice that sounded like some of the gruff sergeants we had encountered in our travels. "Here's the deal." She paused and continued to gaze at us.

We both began to squirm as we watched her watch us. I had the strong feeling she was about to give us a lecture we didn't want to hear. I wasn't wrong.

She took a deep breath. "I believe you already know I was in the army twenty-three years and retired as a master sergeant. I had the privilege of serving with your father through several deployments. Throughout my career, I served in Afghanistan, Iraq, and a few other hot spots. I have trained and coddled many a young soldier."

Big deal, I thought. I made eye contact with Mason. He appeared just as bored as I was.

She flashed what could only be described as a sinister smile. "I know what you're thinking," she said. "But, not only did your father marry me, he put me in charge. That is a responsibility I take very seriously. And that means for you the party is over. You will toe the line, finish your senior year with high grades, maybe even get jobs." She paused once again and gave us the hardest stare I had ever seen. "Listen, I can be your best friend or your worst nightmare."

At this, both Mason and I leaned forward. We had heard enough. "What the fuck does that mean?" I asked.

Her blue eyes widened. "It means, young man, that you will do exactly what I tell you when I tell you, and without question. It also means you will curb your foul mouth. I didn't tolerate it in the soldiers who served under me, and I won't tolerate it in this house. Clear?"

Mason and I looked at each other and rolled our eyes. We nodded.

Carla pushed back her chair and stood. She was an imposing figure, I have to say, standing at least five feet ten and all solid muscle. With her dark blonde hair bouncing on her broad shoulders, she was also not unattractive.

On the other hand, Mason and I had inherited our mother's more diminutive body build along with her delicate features. In other words, physically, we were definitely no match for our new stepmother.

"Okay, the first lesson in respect begins now," she said. "You've been around the army all your lives. You know how to address your superiors, so let's hear it. Are we clear?"

My brother and I looked at each other one more time and nodded. "Fuck you, Carla," we said together.

She flashed that sinister smile once again. "I thought you might say that," she said. "I know you're testing me, testing my resolve. But let me tell you something. I didn't rise to master sergeant by being easily intimidated or by backing away from a challenge. Both of you are pussies compared to what I've seen and dealt with."

"We're not pussies," Mason declared.

"So, what are you going to do? Send us to our rooms?" I asked in a sarcastic voice.

She laughed. "No," she said. "I'm going to do what I couldn't in the army."

"What's that?" we asked together.

"Corporal punishment, young men," she said in a matter-of-fact voice. "Which is something the military should have never banned."

Okay, I thought, this is getting serious. Our mother had spanked us a few times when she was alive, our father too when he was home. We were definitely not interested in a repeat of that experience.

"You wouldn't dare," Mason said.

I nodded in support. I don't think either of us actually believed Carla would follow through. Once again, we were wrong.

"Okay," she said. "I already told you I could be your best friend or your worst nightmare. I guess you've chosen the nightmare. On your feet!"

I didn't like the sound of that. Neither of us was used to being ordered around as if we were new recruits. We didn't move.

Carla shrugged as if she'd seen this before. "Well, you've got to get up some time," she said. "And when you do, it will be worse the longer you delay."

What will be worse, I wondered. But, in reality, I knew. I looked at her, scanned her facial expression for signs for weakness. None was there. She was deadly serious. I nudged my brother. We both pushed back our chairs and rose to our feet.

"Good choice," she said. "Now, get your pants and briefs down and bend over the table."

I started to unbuckle my belt but Mason was having none of it. "What the fuck, lady," he said. "We don't take orders from you."

In my experience, when confronted with this type of provocation, a person can erupt like a volcano or turn into a block of ice. In the long run, the ice is far worse than the volcano. Carla became a block of ice. She glanced at the clock, then gazed at both of us, standing still next to each other.

"You know, boys, I almost feel sorry for you - almost," she said. "You've had a rough go of things for most of your lives." She paused and glanced at the clock again. "But that's not my fault or my problem. Your father gave me the responsibility of shaping you up - in spite of whatever you may have experienced in the past. And I have always followed your father's instructions, no matter the situation. Now, you can either take your spanking and learn from it or, now that you're eighteen, you can pack up and move out, try living on your own. I would suggest the army, but not until you finish high school. I have never failed your father, and I don't want to fail now. But ultimately, the decision to obey orders is yours to make."

It was a good speech, although a little lengthy. And it was pretty effective. Although we had been living virtually independently for the past few months, our father always provided us with a place to live and a relatively generous allowance. We definitely weren't ready to test life's treacherous waters without some kind of support.

Carla looked at the clock one last time. "Let's make this real simple. If you're not in position in thirty seconds, I will personally pack your stuff and kick you out of this house - and if you think I'm bluffing, you don't know me very well."

No, she wasn't bluffing. That much was crystal clear. In our young lives, we'd been around a few top sergeants. They were about as tough and unyielding as weathered concrete. Carla would do exactly what our father expected her to do. I nudged my brother. He nodded, and our decision was made.

We both yanked down our sweatpants and briefs and bent our upper bodies over the kitchen table. I closed my eyes.

I could hear Carla behind me. "Good choice," she said. "Now, remain in that position until further instructions. No talking at all. Are we clear on that?"

Mason nudged me. I understood what he meant. "Yes, ma'am," we said together.

In this position, I couldn't help wondering what she was going to use. Our mother favored a yardstick, while our father used a leather belt. But neither one of these implements was readily available.

It wasn't long before she obviously found something. I heard Carla rummaging through the drawers and pulling something out. I opened my eyes and glanced over my shoulder. She had a long wooden spoon clutched tightly in her callused right hand. We were in for it.

No more words were spoken. Carla moved in behind us. We were standing so close together our bottoms were practically touching. Mason and I weren't completely inseparable, but we obviously shared several bonds that tied us together as a unit.

I gritted my teeth and waited for the first blow. However, for whatever reason, Carla started on my brother first. I could hear the swish followed by the impact as the bowl of the spoon hit Mason's unprotected flesh. I heard him groan with the pain. Over and over and over again, she struck while I waited my turn. The anticipation was nearly worse than the real thing. I wondered how Mason was holding up as the number of strokes mounted. How many had there been? I wondered what his bottom looked like. Was it flaming red?

Swish, smack; swish smack; swish, smack. The spanking seemed to go on forever. As I listened, I could feel Mason's pain. I could hear him sniffling, trying to keep from crying. I wanted to shout for her to stop. I wanted to spout words of support or encouragement. But I knew I didn't dare.

Finally, the spanking stopped. I heard Carla take a deep breath. "Your turn, Jason," she said.

That was almost a relief - almost. I heard the swish and then felt the impact as the spoon bit into the flesh of my right cheek. The pain was sharp, and I immediately compared it to the pain associated with the yardstick and the leather belt. This pain was different from the pain produced by either of those implements, probably worse than the yardstick and not quite as bad as the belt.

A second later, she struck again, this time hitting my left cheek. Then, she struck again and again and again in rapid-fire succession. I discovered that the stinging pain was cumulative - perhaps more so than the belt.

As the spanking continued unabated, I could feel myself breaking. I wanted to yell at Carla to please stop, that I'd had enough and couldn't take any more. But a part of me ordered the rest of me to stay quiet, to take my spanking 'like a man,' take my spanking as bravely as my brother had.

As though in a fog, I heard Carla breathing behind me; I heard my brother sniffling, still trying to keep from crying openly. But mostly, I heard the swish, smack, swish, smack, swish, smack of the wooden spoon. The pain raced up and down my spinal cord. My whole backside felt like it was on fire. Tears formed in my eyes and began to leak down my cheeks. I bit down on my tongue to keep from breaking the no-talking rule.

Then, finally, after god-knows how many strokes of the spoon, Carla stopped. She set the spoon on the table next to me and took several steps back. She clapped her hands once. "All right, boys, stand and pull up your pants."

Slowly, I pushed myself up. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Mason do the same. When we were standing, we pulled up our pants and briefs.

"Go stand with your faces against the wall," Carla ordered, pointing to the wall that separated the kitchen from the living/dining room. "And don't move from that spot until I give you permission. Understand?"

We both took a deep breath. I shifted my eyes to the floor. I just couldn't bear to look at our stepmother. "Yes, ma'am."

She clapped her hands once again - the signal to move. We did as we were told. Obviously, we had learned a valuable lesson from the spanking. We both scurried to the wall and faced it without talking or looking at each other. I don't know about Mason, but my bottom hurt worse than it had ever before.

Sometime later, I would guess about fifteen minutes, Carla came up behind us and touched our backs gently. "Okay, remain in that position and listen to what I'm going to tell you." She paused. Neither Mason nor I dared say anything. "You both took your spanking pretty well," she said. "So, this is the way it's going to be for the next five or six months. I have prepared a list of chores and expectations for both of you. You will follow these to the letter or face consequences - and you already know what the consequences will be, although, I should tell you that I have ordered a paddle that will make the wooden spoon seem like nothing. We'll call it the GI paddle. As for me, I'm working on a master's degree online and don't want to be disturbed. I will post hours when I will be available for discussion. However, rest assured I will be monitoring your work and your behavior. Are we clear?"

Both Mason and I sighed. This seemed clear enough, although it certainly wasn't what we wanted to hear. "Yes, ma'am."

"Any questions?"

"No, ma'am."

"Then, you may spend the remainder of the day in your rooms, reviewing the list I have sent you. We will meet for dinner and discussion at 1800 hours. I will be in my office." She turned and left the room.

Mason and I turned away from the wall together. We exchanged looks but said nothing - there was nothing to say. We did as we were told.

Over the next few weeks, the three of us settled into a routine. Our list of duties was extensive. Mason had responsibility for half the house and breakfast; I had responsibility for the other half and dinner. In addition, we were expected to get As and Bs in all our high school classes.

In early February, I discovered the consequences of getting a C on an English paper. I also discovered the horror of the GI paddle, a wooden school paddle with holes drilled into it. But what made it a GI paddle was the camo paint. Anyway, Carla had me strip off my pants and briefs, bend over my bed, and endure ten strokes of that paddle. She was right - the paddle made the wooden spoon seem like nothing. I definitely got the message, as I never got another C on anything for the remainder of the school year.

However, that didn't stop me from getting paddled three more times before the end of May - once for messing up a chore, once for burning dinner, and once for coming home after curfew. I got twenty strokes of the paddle for that infraction. Even though we didn't talk about it, I know Mason got paddled at least four times for various infractions during the same time period.

And yet, as harsh as these conditions may have seemed, both my brother and I felt stronger and better about ourselves as graduation loomed. We eagerly awaited our father's arrival from overseas.

Then, only a week before graduation and his arrival, we both got the worst paddling we ever had to endure. And it didn't seem like it was really our fault, when we reflect back on it. Mason and I got our grade reports and discovered that we were graduating with a 3.7 grade point average. We were so pleased with ourselves that we rushed to Carla's private sanctum to tell her.

Even though we knew that it was strictly forbidden to disturb her when she was in her sanctum, we burst in on her. She wasn't at her desk when we entered. Rather, she was in her cushioned armchair. Her pants were down to below her thighs along with her panties. Her right index finger appeared to be embedded in her crotch. Her eyes were closed.

Now, both Mason and I had girlfriends and knew the basics of sex; however, neither of us had ever seen a woman masturbate before. We were struck dumb by the sight.

Carla opened her eyes and gazed at us. Immediately, she removed her finger from her crotch. "What the hell are you two doing here?" she shouted.

Mason and I looked at each other. "Uh... we wanted to... uh... show you our grades," I managed to say.

She sat up in the chair and quickly restored her appearance. "You know better than to come in here," she said. "I don't care what the reason is. You both need to be punished. Go to the living room and bend over the sofa. Now!"

"But-" Mason began.

Carla arose from the chair like a missile. "Do what I tell you."

We both knew from bitter experience that when she used that tone, she meant business. We both turned and rushed to the living room to await our fate. Our joy over our grades faded into the background.

No sooner were we bent over the back of the sofa with our pants down when Carla appeared. In her right hand was the infamous GI paddle. She glared at us as she approached. "I will teach you to respect my privacy," she said. "Thirty strokes of the paddle ought to do it."

"Thirty? That's too many," Mason blurted out. I guess he couldn't help himself.

She practically snarled. "Now it's thirty-five. Care to try for forty?"

"No, ma'am," we said together.

I nudged my brother. It was definitely time to shut up and take our punishment. We could argue about the fairness of it later.

Carla wasted no time - she was obviously not only greatly perturbed but also frustrated that we had interrupted her before her climax. She chose me first this time. Swinging with reckless abandon, she completed the thirty-five strokes of the paddle in less than a minute, one stroke melding into another. My bottom was a blazing bonfire. I felt like sinking to the floor, but I held my position. Tears spilled down my cheeks.

Then, when she was finished with me, she started in on Mason, again, delivering the thirty-five strokes one right after the other after the other. I glanced over at him and saw, through a veil of tears, his misery. It seemed to reflect my own.

In less than three minutes, Carla had managed to reduce us to blubbering boys, both sorry we were ever born. She set the paddle on the floor and stepped back. "Against the wall, you two."

Without bothering to pull up our pants, we stood and scurried to the nearest wall, mostly just happy that the paddling was over.

After about ten or fifteen minutes, Carla reappeared. She touched our wounded bottoms. "I guess you've been punished enough," she said. "I looked at your grades. Congratulations. I'm very proud of you. I'm sure your father will be proud as well."

She encouraged us to turn. When we did, she held out her arms and we fell into a group embrace. It was the first time she had ever hugged us. It felt good.

After a couple of minutes, she released us and stepped back. "I know I've been hard on you," she said. "But you needed it and have flourished. Your father will be very pleased. Mission accomplished."

As it turned out, that's really all my brother and I wanted - for our father to be proud of us. And, although we no longer live with him and Carla, I believe he is. Sometimes, I wonder - as does my brother - if we should go back occasionally for some remedial training.


3. Ellie Takes Control

Ellie Magruder took the vacant seat at one end of the highly polished teak table in the board room of Magruder Holdings and Development, Inc. At the other end of the long table, gazing at a laptop and projector, was Camden Richards, the long-time corporate lawyer. In the seat immediately to Camden's right was Melissa Fogg, Gerald Magruder's personal assistant for the past twenty-five years. She was also looking at her laptop, fingers poised over the keys.

Next to Melissa was Kevin Fogg, her husband and marketing manager. Next to him was Elizabeth Farnsworth, Gerald's former wife. Next to her was Edward Farnsworth, her current husband and Gerald's boyhood friend. Across the table, sitting by himself was Craig Magruder, Gerald's adult son.

Ellie scanned each person one by one. At twenty-six, she was the youngest person in the room. But then, she was used to that. In the two years she had been married to Gerald Magruder, she had endured the sharp looks and rolling eyes of all the people who worked at Magruder. Some - especially Craig - accused her of being a gold-digger, her interest in Gerald motivated only by greed.

But she knew that wasn't the case. She had both loved and greatly respected the man who was thirty years older than she was. He had taken her under his wing when she was a senior in college finishing up her business degree. He had supported her when she completed her MBA.

While it was certainly true that Gerald saw her at times as a protégé and she sometimes thought of him as a mentor, there was genuine love between them. They both anticipated and looked forward to a time when their love blossomed into something deeper, more profound, a time when they would truly meld into a couple, in spite of the age difference.

But that was not meant to be. They anticipated the love, but they didn't - couldn't - foresee the sudden onset of the cancer that spread through him like a California wildfire, reducing his once robust body to a near-skeleton.

Ellie looked around the table once again. Each seemed to be lost in his or her own thoughts, perhaps thinking about the future of Gerald's company, in which each of them had a stake. Of course, she considered the irony that only two days ago, they were all together, standing like statues as Gerald's coffin was lowered in the ground.

They all were grim-faced. Most had tears in their eyes. But that was then. This was now. Once again, they were gathered. This time to listen to the reading of the will, to see who got what scraps Gerald saw fit to leave behind. Ellie knew that she would walk out of this meeting and into Gerald's plush corner office - the CEO of the multi-million-dollar operation. The only real question was how much support would she get. Or would they fight her for control, citing her young age and lack of experience.

She nearly had her eyes closed when she was jolted awake by the sound of Camden Richards' smooth voice. "Okay, everyone," he began, "please look at the screen."

Ellie jerked open her eyes and glanced around the table. Everyone was gazing at a white screen hanging from the wall behind the lawyer's seat. He was busy adjusting a projector.

"What you are about to see may be a bit disturbing - after all, it was only filmed two weeks ago," he said. "But you need to pay attention to all of it. Once the video is over, I will have copies of Gerald's will for your perusal."

He activated the projector. Instantly, the screen was filled with an image of Gerald Magruder dressed in a loose-fitting white polo shirt. His body was gaunt and lean. His face was nearly ghostly, his gray hair a thin tangle. He was propped up in a hospital bed with the sheets pulled over his legs. "Greetings, everyone," he said in a near-whisper. "First, let's get the preliminaries out of the way. Today is the third of August. I am in my home office which, for the past few weeks has been more like a hospital room. With me is Camden Richards, corporate attorney. Behind the camera is our tech guru, Dimitri. Both have been sworn to secrecy. You may consider this my last will and testament. Of course, Camden will have this written and put into legal language - signed, sealed, and obviously delivered after my death, which, I am told, is imminent."

He paused and flashed a weak smile. "I'm sorry, Ellie," he said. "I sent you on an errand so I could do this without you here." He paused again and nodded. "Anyway, on to business - you all know I am not one for wasting time - and clearly, I have no time to waste. Magruder Holdings and Development has been and continues to be very successful, exceeding my wildest dream when we started twenty-five years ago. That success is largely due to you and the others who have faithfully served the company.

"If I close my eyes, I can imagine you all sitting around the big table in the board room with Camden at one end and Ellie at the other."

All those in attendance looked around the table. A few actually dared a smile.

On screen, Gerald attempted a deep breath which ended in a snort and a weak cough. "Camden, my old friend and the best attorney I've ever known, you already know the contents of the will so I will skip over that part and move on to Melissa, who I imagine is sitting to your right taking notes."

Melissa blushed as she glanced up at the screen.

"Melissa, you and Kevin have been with me from the beginning and have served the company as well as anyone. And you have shared in the profits. Aside from this - which will continue, I hope - I have bequeathed you a million dollars - not quite enough to retire on, because I hope you will continue to serve the next CEO." He paused and wiped his eyes with a handkerchief. He took another deep breath and a sip of water. "Now, on to you, Elizabeth. You may be my former wife, but you've always been one of my best friends, and I have treasured our relationship over the years, both as a great friend and the mother of our son. One of the smartest things you ever did was divorce me and marry Eddie - Eddie, I assume you are where you should be right now. You have also been one of my great friends ever since we played football together in junior high. I have cheered for you as you have carved out your own success story."

Gerald paused again. Edward and Elizabeth smiled at each other and nodded toward the screen. Gerald coughed and his face turned red. For an instant, the screen went dark.

A second later, the image of Gerald appeared again. His face had resumed its ghostly pallor. "Okay, I'm back, thanks to Diana Kiparsky, my personal nurse. She has now left the room so we can resume. Elizabeth, I know you don't need anything from me, especially money. For a long time, you had my heart, but you kindly gave it back to me so I could give it to Ellie. However, I will be asking you for a favor in a few minutes.

"Now, I believe we're left with only two people: Ellie and Craig. Ellie, honey, you already know that I have left you my entire estate - minus the million that goes to Melissa and Kevin. I have also drafted instructions to the Board of Directors to appoint you as CEO and president of Magruder Holdings and Development. You may be young but you've earned it, and I'm confident that you will take our company forward.

Everyone now was looking toward Ellie, nodding and smiling - everyone except Craig, who was scowling and balling his fists.

"I have addressed everyone except for my son. Craig, I imagine by now you're pretty angry," Gerald said. "And I can't say that I really blame you. You have become the stereotypical millionaire's son, spoiled, obnoxious, and entitled. And it's my fault. I may have succeeded in business, but I failed miserably as a father. Instead of love and discipline, I gave you material things. Instead of forcing you to grow up and take responsibility, I enabled your laziness. So now you're nearly thirty and have never done a hard day's work. I know your mother tried to apply discipline when you were growing up, but I didn't support her efforts. I'm so sorry, Elizabeth."

Gerald paused again, his body slumping with fatigue. He took another sip of water. "So, in case it's not too late, I'm going to make one last effort to help you achieve something in your life. I have set up a trust fund for you from which you can draw a thousand dollars a month. You can also stay in the guest house, as you have been, but your rent will be five hundred dollars a month. If you wish to continue at Magruder, you will work under Ellie's direction and do exactly what she tells you to do without question. You will be subject to her disciplinary methods. I know it may seem strange to say this; however, not only is she your boss at Magruder, she is also your stepmother. I am confident she will succeed where your mother and I have not. Ellie, I'm sorry to place this burden on you, but it's necessary. If anyone can finally get our son to make something of himself and be an asset to the company, you can."

Craig glanced over at Ellie and shot her an evil look. Her expression was impassive, although she did wipe a few tears from her eyes.

"One last thing," Gerald said. "Ellie, as you know, I currently own all the stock in the company. However, in the will, I have divided the stock as follows: You will inherit seventy percent, enough to retain control of the company and keep you in food and shelter. Elizabeth, you will inherit the remaining thirty percent with the provision that if Craig does an acceptable job for the company and submits to Ellie's discipline, you will sign over your shares to him - at your discretion. I'm thinking six months to a year ought to be enough time. Craig, that gives you an incentive. Of course, you can walk away from all of this if you don't find it satisfactory, strike out on your own and see what happens. However, if you do, you leave with only what you have now and nothing in the future - a clean break. You decide. I love you and wish you the best." He paused and slumped again. It was clear that the fatigue was dragging him down. "Well, folks, I guess that's about it. As I said, Camden will put this all on paper and get it to probate after... well, you know. I just want to say that I love you all." And with a final sigh and a feeble wave, Gerald Magruder closed his eyes and the screen went dark.

Camden turned off the projector. "The day after this video was made, Gerald signed the new will in the presence of two witnesses. It was notarized and filed. And two days after that, he slipped into a coma."

Now, everyone in attendance had tears in their eyes - except Craig. His mouth was contorted in a serious scowl. His blue eyes were narrow. He was glaring at Ellie. "I knew you were a fucking gold-digger," he declared. "Anyway, this is all just bullshit. I'll get the will overturned."

Everyone turned to Craig. "No, you won't," Camden said in a calm voice. "You have no grounds to contest, and Ellie, as Gerald's wife, has legal standing."

Craig was practically hyperventilating. His fingers drummed the table. "Well... there must be something I can do. I'm not going to take this."

Elizabeth leaned forward slightly. "Craig, you will do exactly what your father said. Or walk away." She paused and looked at Ellie. "Ellie, it's up to you now, honey. Are you up to the challenge?"

Ellie Magruder, who had faced challenges all her life, scanned the people in the room. "No one in this room loved and admired Gerald Magruder more than I did," she said. "He and my father taught me well. We have a company to run in order to protect and enhance his legacy." She shifted her attention to Craig. "Craig, you're either with us or you're not. Your father was very clear on that."

"Atta girl," Elizabeth said. She glanced over at her son. "What's it going to be, Craig?"

Craig's face was flushed. He looked around the room and his expression softened slightly, perhaps realizing he had absolutely no support from anyone present. The comfortable world in which he had been living all his life was crashing down around him. "All right," he said after what seemed like an interminable pause. "Maybe we will all see what my stepmother can do."

Camden took a deep breath and slumped slightly in his chair - a potential crisis apparently averted. "Very good," he said. "As I indicated, you will all get copies of the will on your way out. Probate is set for Friday, but I don't anticipate any problems. I suggest we adjourn and try to resume our respective roles. As Ellie said, we have a company to run."

Ellie smiled. "Thank you, everyone. Melissa, please take the rest of the day off," she said. Then, she turned toward Craig. "Craig, meet me in your father's... I mean, my office in two hours. We'll discuss your role."

Craig stood and gave Ellie a mock salute before he pivoted and slunk out of the boardroom, well ahead of the others.

The rest of the attendees remained to congratulate Ellie and assure her that they would support her as CEO. Elizabeth offered her best wishes and thanked her once again for agreeing to deal with Craig. Ellie slumped in her chair, missing her husband and wondering what she had gotten herself into.

Two hours later, Ellie Magruder sat at her new desk and gazed out of the twelfth-floor window that overlooked the bustling city. With Gerald's blessing, she had already rearranged the office, splurging on a new desk and credenza, along with a state-of-the-art computer system. In one corner of the massive office was a three-foot high wooden bench with padded seat. Hanging on a small nail on the bench was a paddle made of solid oak. The paddle had been her father's, which he had used on her and her brother more than once. She had salvaged it from the estate immediately after her father passed away two years ago.

Although she certainly had no desire to use it herself, seeing the paddle reminded her of the guidance and strict discipline her father had provided her, especially as she navigated a challenging adolescence. Even now, as she leaned back in her thousand-dollar leather office chair, the memories of her father were all good. He had taught her well, and she was enjoying the success because of it.

She was nearly lost in thought when she was jolted back to reality by a harsh knock at her partly open door. She glanced across the expanse of her desk and saw Craig standing in the doorway, a silly smirk on his handsome face. For a second, she was struck by how much he physically resembled his father. And yet, she knew Craig had none of the drive and ambition that had possessed Gerald.

"You sent for me," Craig said by way of greeting.

"Yes," she said. "Please come in and sit down."

Craig nodded and ambled into the room as though he was strolling through the park on a sunny day. He sat in one of the padded visitor chairs and crossed his legs, his blazing blue eyes never leaving her.

Ellie shuffled some papers in front of her and took a deep breath, realizing at that moment that she had rarely been alone with her stepson and certainly never under these circumstances. For a second, she wavered, then pulled herself together. "Okay, Craig," she began in the boldest voice she could muster. "Let's clear the air." She paused to give him time to respond. When he didn't, she resumed. "We both know you're disappointed in the way things turned out this afternoon, but we need to move on from that."

He scowled at her. "I don't think disappointed is the right word."

She flushed. "Okay, maybe you're pissed. Is that the right word?"

The scowl changed to a smirk. "Closer."

She shook her head. "We can deal with semantics later," she said. "Right now, we've got to deal with the situation at hand. Which is, your father believed in your potential and gave you a chance to prove yourself." She paused again and gave him a hard look. "If it was entirely up to me, I'd let you go because I don't share your father's opinion. But, it's not entirely up to me and I respected your father and want to honor his wishes. Plus, like it or not, we're family, and family's stick together."

"Sounds like a load of bullshit to me," Craig said.

She flushed again, realizing this wasn't going well. "Well, it doesn't really matter what it sounds like to you," Ellie said. "Your father put me in charge, so that makes me your boss, whether or not you like it. And as your boss, I have a job for you."

"What?"

She folded her hands. "Look, we're primarily an investment firm. But we've got projects we're funding all over the place. I need someone in the field. I'm primarily a numbers person, and I'm very good at that. You're better at talking to people, especially people we're trying to motivate or sell. We can grow this business, but we need more help in the field. What do you say?"

He shook his head and continued to smirk. "No, I think I like staying in my office and coming and going as I please."

"Not an option," she said quickly.

He chuckled. "What are you going to do? Fire me?"

"I could... very easily," Ellie said. "But that's not what your parents wanted for you, so we'll try a different approach, one that both your parents suggested."

He eased back in his chair and glanced at his gold Rolex. He sighed. "Is this going to take long? I've got a massage scheduled for five."

She huffed. "You know, Craig, this act is not going to work on me."

"What do you mean?"

"If you'd bothered to get to know me, you would understand," she said. "My father and his brother came here from Poland in 1984, escaped from the Communists by lying about their ages and getting jobs on a freighter. They managed to make it to this country, changed their last name from Kreshevski to Kershaw, and settled with a Polish ex-pat who ran a landscape business. Over time, my father was able to start his own business in another city. He got married and had my brother and me. My mother died when I was twelve, and I had to manage the house plus keep the books for the business, while my brother and father did most of the heavy work. I also occasionally helped out with the landscaping, as did my brother."

"What's your point?" Craig asked with a yawn.

"My point is that I have worked hard all my life. And when I or my brother complained or faltered, our father reminded us of our heritage, and he generally ended the reminder with a paddling. So, hopefully, you can see that I am not some faint-hearted young woman who managed to seduce your father so I could get his money. I am not a gold-digger, as you put it. I couldn't care less about the money. I loved your father and owed him for believing in my potential. No, what I want is control. Magruder has more than a hundred employees and several subsidiaries. They all depend on us for their livelihood. My interest is in honoring your father's legacy. Now, you're either for me or against me. Which is it?"

Craig leaned forward slightly. "Lady, what I see is an attractive young woman who is full of herself."

Ellie allowed herself to smile. "Lady? Is that the best you can do?"

"All right. How about, fucking bitch?"

Her smile widened. "That's more like what I expected. And it makes what I have to do much easier."

Craig's lips turned down around the edges. "What do you mean by that?"

Ellie pushed back her chair and stood up, her eyes never leaving his. "I want you to know that this wasn't my idea. Nor is it necessarily something I want to do - although, I agree with your mother that it is certainly something you need and have probably needed for a long time."

He tried to match her intense gaze but couldn't. He shifted in his chair. "What are you talking about?"

She moved out from behind her desk and approached him. In her three-inch heels, she appeared to tower over him. "Like I said, my father believed in and practiced old-fashioned methods of discipline. Quite simply, when my brother and I didn't toe the line, we got paddled. I didn't like it, but I have to admit it worked. It worked for Peter too, because today he is a very successful landscape architect."

Craig's eyes widened and he also stood. He tried to stand toe-to-toe with his stepmother but couldn't. In stocking feet, she matched his five-foot, ten-inch frame. In her heels, she was much taller. "Wha...what are you-"

But she didn't let him finish. "What am I going to do? Your father said you lacked discipline, discipline he admits he should have provided. Your mother said, and I quote, you need a good, sound spanking and she's sorry she never did it. And I have to say that, from what I've seen, I agree with her assessment. So, I guess it's up to me."

He dared to look at her. "You... you intend to do what? Spank me? Is that what you're saying?"

"Exactly."

"And how do you intend to do it? Are you going to call some of your lackeys in here to hold me down?"

She laughed. "No," she said. "You will voluntarily bend over that bench and drop your pants. I'll do the rest."

He flushed slightly. "What? What makes you think I would do that?"

Ellie edged closer to the bench. "Because, Craig, you may be lazy, spoiled, and unpleasant, but you're not stupid. You will do exactly what I tell you to do and take your well-deserved paddling like a man or I will cut you off without a cent and send you packing." She paused and took a deep breath. "And, I have to say, I don't care what you choose. I've got a business to run, and I haven't got the time, the patience, or the energy to coddle you along."

Craig's eyes were now fully dilated. "You... you wouldn't do that. My mother would never allow it."

"If you believe that, you weren't paying attention at the will reading." She took another step toward the bench and glanced at her watch. "Look, Craig, I have no time to waste on you. You have thirty seconds to get over the bench and take your paddling. If you're not in position by then, pack up your office and leave the building. Maybe your mother and stepfather will take you in. Frankly, I don't care. You'll be finished here."

Craig shifted his gaze from Ellie to the bench, then to the door, then back again.

Ellie glanced at her watch again. "Clock's ticking. Twenty more seconds."

At ten seconds remaining, he shrugged. "All right, all right," he said. "Anything to shut you up." He unbuckled his belt and approached the bench.

"That is precisely the attitude we need to correct," she said as she removed the paddle from the nail and gripped it in her right hand. "And, I must warn you, any further display of petulance will cost you extra."

He peeled his wool trousers down to below his thighs and touched the bench. "You don't scare me."

She huffed. "Bend over and grip the sides of the bench. If you let go and try to get up, the paddling will be worse. And if you don't take all of it, the deal is off. Understand?"

He scowled as he bent his upper body over the seat of the bench and gripped the supports. "Fuck you."

Ellie flushed and struck Craig's bottom five times in rapid succession, eliciting a groan. "Let's try that again. I asked if you understand."

He gritted his teeth. "Yeah."

She struck three more times. "Is that any way to answer your stepmother and boss? Let's try it again. Do you understand?"

"Yes... ma'am."

She smiled. She had won rounds one and two, but there were several more rounds to go. She reached over with her left hand and stripped down his black cotton briefs, exposing his smooth backside.

"Hey, what are you doing?" he asked.

"No more protection," she said. "And I need to see the marks. Now, no more talking or you'll get worse. Understand?"

"Yes, ma'am."

She smiled again as she retracted the paddle. She had said that hadn't wanted to do this; however, paddling her late husband's spoiled adult son was something she had dreamed of for a long time. In her mind, he deserved to be punished, and she was only too happy to be the one to do it. Now, she wanted to make the most of it.

With that thought in mind, she retracted the paddle and swung it forward, impacting the soft crease between his cheeks and upper thighs. A second later, she repeated the action, then again and again until that part of his backside was deep crimson. She paused and shifted her eyes to his fingers. They were turning white. She moved to his eyes. They appeared to be moistening.

She wound up and struck again, higher this time, landing just below the coccyx. Then, she struck again and again and again. She had no idea how many strokes would be enough. Her goal was to break him, reduce him to repentance, take him back to a childhood he never really had.

She looked at him again and realized he wasn't quite there yet, although, she had to admit, he was taking the paddling better than she had expected him to. She channeled her father, who would occasionally give a little lecture during a paddling. She took a deep breath as she delivered the twenty-fifth thundering blow to his reddening bottom.

"Young man, I hope you're learning something from this," she said in as bold a voice as she could muster. She struck again and again. "Because your parents and I believe in your potential. You only need to apply yourself in order to become a good person and a valued partner in this company. Are you ready for that?" She punctuated this with two more solid strikes.

These last two strikes, along with Ellie's little speech, seemed to work on him. Suddenly, tears streamed from his eyes. His chest began to heave with sobs. "Uh... yes... I'm... sorry."

Ellie smiled again and pulled her last stroke. She reached out and touched his scorched flesh. She had been hard on him, certainly much harder than her father had ever been on her. But the paddling had the desired effect. "All right, then," she said in a much softer voice. "You may get up and please pull up your pants."

Slowly, he pushed himself up from the bench. Painfully, he restored his pants and briefs to their original position.

She replaced the paddle on its nail and took several steps backward. "Craig, please sit down - if you're able - and we'll talk for a minute."

He wiped his eyes with a handkerchief and gingerly lowered himself into the visitor chair. Ellie sat on the edge of her massive desk and allowed the hem of her black dress to ride up above her knees. "Okay," she began, keeping her sharp eyes firmly on his. "You've had your first paddling. If you do exactly what I tell you to do - without question or delay - it will be your last." She glanced at her watch. "Take the rest of the day off to reflect. In fact, you may still make it to your massage, if you hurry. I will send you details outlining exactly how I see your role and what I want you do. Please read this carefully and report here Monday morning at seven-thirty. I will know then how best to utilize your talents. Any questions?"

Craig wiped his face once again. "No," he said.

She scowled. "I'll let that breach of etiquette go for now," she said. She slid off the desk, exposing her upper thighs in the process. "You may go. I'll see you Monday morning at precisely seven-thirty."

He rose and hesitated as though anticipating additional instructions. When no further instructions were forthcoming, he turned and left the office.

Ellie slumped into her office chair and closed her eyes. It had been a very long day and she still had a lot of work to do.

Monday morning found Ellie at her desk reviewing spreadsheets. She took a sip of coffee and looked at the clock on her desk. It was five minutes before eight and the visitor chair was empty. For a quick moment, she was tempted to pick up her cell phone and text Craig - maybe he got stuck in traffic or was in an accident. Ultimately, she decided to wait and see what happens.

At ten minutes after eight, just as she was beginning to really worry, Craig appeared at her door. He was dressed in crisp khaki pants and a blue polo shirt. He certainly didn't look like he'd been in an accident.

When she saw him, she signaled for him to enter. Her face was slightly red. "Close the door," she said.

He closed the door and approached the visitor chair. His facial expression was totally impassive.

She leaned forward and folded her hands. "Craig, this may come as a surprise, but I am a big believer in punctuality. So, when I give you a certain time to report, I fully expect you to be here at that time, not forty minutes late or even one minute late."

His eyes narrowed. "Well, I'm here now."

"Yes, I see that," she said. "And we'll get down to business in a few minutes, but first you must face the consequences of your decision to be late. Drop your pants and get over the bench."

"You must be joking," he said.

She shook her head. "I never joke about discipline and punishment," she said. "I would've thought last week's session would've convinced you of that. I don't like wasting time, especially on disciplinary matters. Now, get into position so we can get the paddling over with."

For a long moment, Craig simply remained where he was, apparently not quite willing to believe what was about to happen. He studied her face.

She didn't flinch. Rather, she glanced at her watch. "Thirty seconds or you're fired," she declared.

"Man, you really are a hard ass," he said.

She stood up and moved around her desk. "You may say that. I think I'm just a person trying to do a hard job without much support." She looked at her watch again. "Fifteen seconds."

At ten seconds, he nodded, unbuckled his belt, and lowered his pants and briefs. At two seconds, he was bent over the bench, his hands gripping the supports.

Ellie took the paddle, moved to his left side, and prepared to swing. "I believe in progressive discipline," she said. "This time it will be one swat for every two minutes you were late. If there is a next time, it will be one swat for every minute. Is that clear?"

He gritted his teeth. "Yes... ma'am."

She retracted the paddle. "Okay, let's get this over with."

No more words were spoken after that. She swung the paddle forward, impacting the soft flesh of both cheeks simultaneously. A second later, she struck again, this time hitting a spot a centimeter lower.

After these first two, she struck with a vengeance, landing one blow after another after another until she had delivered the twenty she had assigned herself. Craig's backside was a blaze of red and dark purple. He squirmed on the bench. The knuckles on both of his hands were nearly white.

She replaced the paddle and stepped back to her desk. "Okay. We've got that done. Hopefully, there will be no repeats. Get up, pull up your pants, and sit down. We've got a lot of work to do."

Slowly, Craig pushed himself up. He rubbed his inflamed bottom with both hands before restoring his pants and briefs. With a sideways glance at his stepmother, he eased himself into the visitor chair and folded his hands in front of him.

"Did you study the information I sent you?" Ellie asked when she was back in her office chair.

He took a deep breath. "Well... uh... I looked at it."

Her eyes widened. "In other words, no," she said. "I should paddle you for that, but I won't... but only because I just paddled you and I don't want to waste any more time." She slid a file folder across her desk. "Take that and study it. Come back in an hour, fully prepared to discuss it. Understand?"

He took the folder and rose from the chair. "Yes, ma'am."

"And Craig, be sure you can tell time. If you're late or unprepared, I will paddle you again."

He flushed slightly as he turned toward the door. "Yes, ma'am."

Craig Magruder was back in Ellie's office in precisely one hour, fully prepared to discuss his role in the company.

Over the next two months, as both Craig and Ellie settled into their respective roles, she had occasion to paddle him three more times, all for different offenses. He took each of these spankings without resistance. He even said thank you after the last session over the bench.

Ellie was pleased and proud of herself. The company was flourishing under her leadership, the Board of Directors was pleased. She silently thanked Gerald for guiding her to this point in her young life

Craig's mother, noting the change in her son's demeanor, took Ellie aside one afternoon. "Thank you for what you've done," she said. "Now, it's on to the next step."

Ellie took the compliment well but was a bit confused as to the next step. "Elizabeth, we're doing everything we can do. What's the next step?"

The older woman smiled and gave Ellie a motherly pat on the hand. "Honey, I know you loved Gerald and that you honor his memory," she said. "But it's time for you and my son to get closer... if you know what I mean. You have brought out in him his best qualities. He thrives because of your discipline."

Ellie flushed but said nothing.

"He loves you," Elizabeth continued. "And he needs you. And-" She paused and studied Ellie's pretty face. "I think you love him. I firmly believe this is what Gerald wanted for both of you."

Ellie sighed. "Well, perhaps," she said. "But... I would never stop being tough on him. He has to know that. And, he has to be man enough to ask me first."

Elizabeth beamed with satisfaction. "Perhaps we can plan for a September wedding."


4. Five-Thirty

Carson Armitage stood by the big picture window and fretted. After a moment of watching the street outside, he glanced at his wristwatch and saw that it was fifteen minutes after five o'clock. He pulled out his cell phone and noted the time: 5:15.

He moved away from the window and toward the kitchen island. When he reached it, he took a sip of the Dr. Pepper he had poured himself earlier. Next to his glass was today's mail. Included with the mail was the envelope containing his grades from the semester that had just concluded. The envelope was addressed to his stepmother, Martha, but he already knew the contents, had already seen his grades posted in his university internet account. Out of the five courses he took this past semester, he had gotten two Cs and three Ds, which meant he would be on academic probation.

He glanced at the wall clock. It was now sixteen minutes after five. He took another sip of his drink and remembered the conversation he had had with his stepmother the week before the semester started. "I fully expect you to do well this semester," she had said, giving him a look that would melt ice.

He tried to smile. "Don't worry," he said. "I've got this."

She didn't return his smile. "Carson, that's what you said last year. If you have a repeat of that, you may get kicked out of college. That's certainly not what your father would have wanted."

Carson's smile faded. His father's last wish, just before he died, was for his son to get his degree in mechanical engineering and become a partner in the firm Carson's grandfather had founded. "I know," he said.

Martha scowled. "Let me put it this way," she said. "If you don't finish the semester with at least a three-point average, there will be major consequences, beginning with a paddling I guarantee you will not forget."

At the time, that had been a serious threat, as he was no stranger to his stepmother's brand of corporal punishment. "I understand," he said after swallowing hard.

The semester had started off okay. However, it wasn't long before he allowed himself to get caught up in the campus social life: frat parties, chasing pretty, young co-eds, smoking weed - everything but studying. All-in-all, he was lucky he passed his classes at all.

So now it was time to face the consequences. He thought seriously about hiding the envelope and hoping that Martha would forget about it completely. After all, her job as a senior corrections officer and administrator consumed a lot of her time and energy.

However, even as he fantasized about her forgetting his grades and what she had threatened, he knew he would never get away with it and that the consequences would be much worse. He had had that experience before; he didn't want a repeat.

He looked at the clock on the microwave: 5:21. Martha was extremely punctual. He knew she would be home at five-thirty and one of the first things she would do would be to check the mail. And once she saw his grades, she wouldn't waste any time. For an instant, he wondered if it wouldn't actually be better if he got the big school paddle off the hook in the basement and had it ready for her.

He shook that notion away. Maybe he could do something to take her mind off the grades or at least divert it. But what could he do in eight minutes? He thought about this as he drained the last of his drink and put his glass in the dishwasher.

Desperately, he looked around the kitchen. Perhaps a glass of wine; perhaps her favorite after-work snack of cheese and crackers. Perhaps her favorite television show already queued up. Quickly, he rejected all of these suggestions. He knew his stepmother well enough to understand she wouldn't buy any of it. Rather, she would immediately suspect he was hiding something. She was a very smart woman and she was anticipating the arrival of his grades. He would simply have to face it, suffer the consequences of blowing off the studying he should have been doing.

It was now five twenty-seven. He went back into the living room and stood at the window. While he watched the street, he put his hands on his bottom and remembered the last time she had spanked him three and half months ago. He had come home from a party inebriated even though he was underage. She had warned him about that, especially since she was a highly respected law officer. His behavior could not go unpunished.

At the time, she waited until the following morning, when he was sober enough to understand why she was punishing him and he would feel and remember every stroke. She came into his bedroom just he was getting up, his head heavy and throbbing. In her right hand was the largest wooden spoon in the kitchen.

"Pull your underpants down and bend over the bed," she had ordered.

He looked at her through glazed eyes. "Oh... please, Martha. Can't it wait?" He was practically whining.

The crusading stepmother shook her head and clutched the long handle of the spoon tightly in her right hand. "No," she said. "You need to be punished - I have warned you repeatedly about drinking. Haven't I?"

He wiped his face with his hand and lowered his head. "Yes, ma'am."

"Now it's time to face it, young man. Bend over."

He knew there was little point in resisting, that delaying the inevitable would only result in worse punishment. "Yes, ma'am." He pulled down his briefs and bent his upper body over the bed, as instructed. He closed his eyes.

As was her custom, Martha wasted no time. She simply approached his left side and unleashed a flurry of harsh strokes that stained every square centimeter of his quivering bottom dark red in less than a minute - although it seemed much longer to Carson.

And when she was finished and he was thoroughly broken and sobbing, she touched his flaming backside and nodded to herself. "There better not be any repeat of this behavior or the consequences will be much worse, I assure you. Is that clear?"

He took several deep breaths to get himself under control. "Ye...yes, ma'am."

Then, she turned around and left him to cry out his misery and reflect on what he had done to earn this particular punishment.

He tried to flush the memory of that spanking out of his mind. That had been bad, but he knew this one would be worse. In just a few minutes, his bottom would be on fire and he would be in his room sobbing.

He glanced one last time at his watch. It was now five twenty-nine. One more minute, he thought. He pulled his hands away from his backside and noticed that his fingers were shaking. This is ridiculous, he thought. You're a man; face it.

A noble thought. But when he saw Martha's gray SUV approach the driveway, he nearly fainted. He folded his hands in front of him and thought about where he should be when she came through the door. He decided it would be better to wait in his room than to face her. Let her call me after she has seen the mail, he determined. He practically sprinted up the stairs and into his bedroom. No one would ever accuse him of being overly brave.

He sat down on his bed and listened. Less than a minute later, he heard the door to the garage open and close. "Carson, I'm home," Martha said.

He didn't respond. He just remained where he was, listening intently. Immediately after her announcement, he heard the refrigerator open and close. She's getting a drink, probably a beer or a glass of wine, he thought. Next, she'll see the mail. His hands began to shake once again.

In his mind, he tried to think of what he would say when she confronted him. Maybe I'll resist, tell her I'm dropping out of college, getting a job and a place of my own. But he knew that was ridiculous, even as he thought it. First, he didn't think he could make enough money at some entry-level job to support himself. Second, he would betray the memory of his father - and for what? Just to avoid a paddling he knew he deserved? He rose and looked out his bedroom window.

He stood watching the woods behind the house for at least five minutes before the call came. "Carson," his stepmother said in her controlled voice. "Please come down here."

For an instant, he was tempted to take his wallet - which contained all of forty-three dollars-and jump out the window, run away as fast as he could, see how far he could get. Maybe one of his friends would take him in.

Just as quickly, he quashed the temptation. He turned toward the door. Maybe if he were to throw himself on her mercy, she'd go easy on him. He almost laughed at that. In the three years she had been his stepmother, Martha had been good to him, but there was nothing soft-hearted about her. Because of her long experience, she fervently believed in punishment - you violate the rules, break your sacred trust, you take the consequences. It was that simple.

"Carson, get down here now!" Martha's voice was shriller, more insistent.

Carson knew very well that any further delay would result in even worse punishment. He would take his spanking for his grades. He certainly didn't want to be spanked for not coming when he was called. Like a prisoner marching to his own execution, he left his room and descended the stairs.

When he reached the kitchen, Martha was standing at the island. In her hand was his grade report. She had a scowl on her face. "Have you seen your grades?" she asked.

He thought about lying and saying that he hadn't seen them yet. But he knew his face would give him away and he would be spanked for that too. "Uh... yes."

She seemed to hesitate while continuing to glare at him. The grade sheet was clutched tightly in her right fist. Finally, she took a deep breath. "I thought we talked about this before the semester started."

"Uh... I... yes, I know we did... but-" He couldn't finish what he was going to say, not that it would have made any difference.

Martha set the grade sheet on the island. "Well, I'm not going to ask you for an explanation," she said. "I know you slacked off during the semester, although I don't know why." She paused and fixed him with her dark blue eyes. "And, I suppose I should be relieved that you didn't try to hide the grades from me, that's to your credit. However..." She paused again. "That will not deter me from administering the consequences I promised." She pivoted toward the door that led to the basement. "Let's not waste time. Go down to the basement, get the paddle off the hook, lower your pants, and bend over the sawhorse. I'll be there in a minute. I need to calm down a bit."

Once again, Carson thought about resisting or at least pleading for mercy - perhaps saying he was sorry or that he would try harder next semester. However, he saw in her eyes that such feeble gestures would be counterproductive. "Yes, ma'am," he said in a near whisper. He went to the door and descended the stairs into the semi-finished basement. He found the wooden school paddle and removed it from its usual hook. It was dusty, not having been used in more than six months. But as he held it in his hands, he remembered how bad just ten swats had been. He knew the paddling was likely to be much worse this time.

He set the paddle on the workbench his father had built into the wall, pulled down his sweat pants and briefs, and waited. He could hear Martha moving around the kitchen and tried to imagine what she was doing. Probably finishing the glass of wine she had poured for herself or perhaps looking at the grade sheet one more time in an attempt to determine just how bad the punishment should be.

When he heard her on the stairs, he dutifully bent his upper body over the wooden sawhorse. It was an uncomfortable position he had only had to assume four times before. Each of those times had been bad.

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched his stepmother approach. The closer she got, the more menacing she appeared. She stood five feet ten inches tall and was all muscle. He knew she kept her body lean and trim through long workouts. She had a black belt in karate and could easily subdue a man who was bigger than she was. When she meant business - like now - she was a force to be reckoned with. You definitely didn't want to test her.

She picked up the paddle and clutched the handle in her right fist. "Honestly, I don't know what to say to you, Carson," she said with a hint of sadness in her voice.

He didn't know what to say either. He tried to remember that past few months on campus. He had met and even slept with a few young women. He had gotten inebriated practically every weekend while living in the frat house. Had it been worth it? It may have seemed so at the time, but now - facing the paddle and god-knows whatever other consequences Martha was going to impose - he wasn't so sure. "I'm sorry," he said in a near whisper, mostly to himself.

No more words were spoken or attempted after that. Martha retracted her right arm and swung it forward, delivering a powerful swat that impacted his right cheek. He bit down on his tongue to keep from crying out. His fingers dug into the wood of the sawhorse.

A second or two later, Martha delivered another hard swat that reddened his left cheek. This was followed immediately by a swat directly across the center of his bottom. He wanted to rear up, to scream in protest at the searing pain caused by just three swats. But he knew he didn't dare, that any attempt at stopping or evading the remaining punishment would be counterproductive.

She struck two more times in rapid succession, both strokes impacting the crease between his bottom and his upper thighs. The pain escalated. Five swats and he was already sorry for everything he didn't do last semester.

But she wasn't finished - not by any measure. She paused, took a deep breath, and ran her left hand across the damage she had already inflicted. He couldn't help but wonder just how much he would have to endure before she was satisfied. He knew for certain that he would have no say in the matter. He opened his eyes and managed to glance at the old analogue clock over the workbench. It was ten minutes before six.

A few seconds later, she began again, alternating the swats - one to the right cheek, one to the left cheek, one to the center directly across the crack, and one to the crease. She was a master with the paddle.

At one time, Carson had wondered how his stepmother had become so proficient with the paddle, in particular, and the administration of corporal punishment, in general. He had been tempted to ask her but ultimately decided against it. All he knew about her was that she had been married before and that her first husband had been killed on the job ten years ago. Had she spanked him?

As the pain increased to the level of intolerability, he began to lose conscious thought altogether. His world was now reduced to his flaming backside and Martha's old trusty school paddle. Nothing existed outside this world.

After the twentieth swat, she paused again and felt his burning flesh. She had administered many more swats with the wooden spoon, but this was different. He could tolerate the wooden spoon, which mostly stung. The paddle produced its own kind of pain, a pain that escalated and lasted. He was about to break one of the most sacred rules and scream for her to please stop, that he had definitely learned his lesson and would forsake all nonessential pleasure next semester.

However, obviously sensing that he was reaching the absolute threshold of his tolerance, she held up her left hand. "I must admit you are taking this bravely," she said. "But I think ten more are necessary to truly impart the lesson."

Ten more? He wasn't sure he could take one more. However, she had spoken, sentence was passed. He would have to endure.

Without any more fanfare or hesitation, Martha proceeded to administer the self-assigned ten swats, one right after the other after the other, in rapid succession. It was over in less than thirty seconds. The additional ten swats were enough to break him completely. Tears welled up in his eyes and cascaded down his cheeks. His chest heaved.

She stepped back and put the paddle back on the hook. "Okay, Carson, get up and face me," she said.

Carson barely heard her as his body processed the pain, both from the harsh paddling and from the uncomfortable position. Slowly, he loosened his fingers from the sawhorse and pushed himself up into a standing position. He glanced at the clock and was surprised to see that it was only five minutes before six. The severe paddling had taken less than ten minutes from start to finish.

He turned toward his stepmother and blinked away a few stray tears.

"Pull up your pants," she said in a gentle voice.

He flushed as he realized he was standing before his stepmother with his genitals exposed. "Oh... sorry," he said.

She opened her arms. "Carson, come here."

Realizing her intent, he took the three or four steps that separated them from each other and practically fell into an embrace. For several seconds, she held him while also patting his back as though he were a small child.

Finally, she released and gently pushed him back. "Carson, I know I was pretty harsh with you just now. I only hope you understand why."

Please don't ask me to explain it, he thought. "Yes," he managed to say in a low voice.

"Look I love you," she said. "I love you as if you were my biological son. I only want the best for you, for you to live up to your potential, to take your rightful place. Do you understand that?"

He gulped and fresh tears flooded his eyes. But these were tears of remorse, not of pain. "Yes, ma'am. I understand. I'm sorry."

Her face hardened slightly. "So am I - although not for punishing you. You deserved that. In fact, you will remain in the basement for the remainder of the night. You can sleep on the old couch in your old sleeping bag. I will bring some dinner down to you. Okay?"

He swallowed hard and brushed away the new tears. He hated being in the basement almost as much as he hated being spanked. But he was not in a position to argue. His old sleeping bag was in a storage bin next to the washing machine and there was a bathroom. "Yes, ma'am."

She nodded, turned toward the stairs, and left him alone to nurse his wounded backside. It was nearly six o'clock. He found his old sleeping bag, stretched it out on the twenty-year-old sofa, and lay down. He closed his eyes and drifted off into a light sleep.

At six o'clock the following morning, Martha awakened him with a light touch to the side of his face. "Carson, wake up," she said in a near whisper.

He opened his eyes and saw her smiling at him. She was already dressed for work and smelled of Ivory soap and shampoo. "Oh, Martha... What is it?"

"I need to get to work," she said. "But before I go, I want to talk for a moment."

He managed to sit up. His bottom hurt slightly as he scooted it on the old sofa. He looked at her.

"Okay," she began when she was sure she had his attention. "This is the way it's going to be. Next semester, you will live at home and commute. No more frat house. Okay?"

Probably a good idea, he thought. "Yes, ma'am."

"I will be monitoring your grades every week. You will report all of your test scores and homework to me. Any grade below a B will result in punishment. Do you understand?"

He gulped. She would not be easy on him. But, in the end, it was for his own good. "Yes, ma'am."

Then, she smiled at him. "Now, I was young once and probably just as reckless as you. I know a young man needs to have fun occasionally. So, I have arranged for you to meet a young woman who has agreed to be your companion. She has sort of a troubled past and needs the guidance of a young man such as yourself. Do you want to meet her?"

He thought for a few seconds. What kind of young woman would Martha introduce him to? Probably not the best-looking woman in the world.

Martha seemed to sense his hesitation. She activated her cell phone and displayed a full-body picture of a young woman with dark hair and bright brown eyes. "This is Felicia," she said. "She's twenty years old and on probation for shoplifting. She also has a history of drug use, but has just finished rehab. You can meet her this evening. How about it?"

Carson studied the picture. This could turn out okay, he thought. "Yes, ma'am," he said. "Thank you."

She put away her phone and backed up. "You may come upstairs now and get some breakfast," she said. "I trust there will be no more semesters like this past one. But if there is, God help you."

God help me, he thought. "No, ma'am. No more semesters like the last one," he said. And he meant it.


5. Punishing Vanity

Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all is vanity. - Ecclesiastes 1:1

Calvin Montgomery Larson stood in front of the full-length mirror in his bedroom and gazed at his image, naked from the waist up. He flexed his biceps and tightened his pectoralis and abdominal muscles. Then, apparently satisfied - at least for the moment - with the way his anterior torso looked, he shifted his gaze to his face, now covered in a four-day dark stubble, just like so many of the professional athletes he admired.

He practiced his smile; open mouth with all teeth white and gleaming thanks to the whitening toothpaste he used. He looked at his eyes. They were still brown, but he was saving money in order to buy the special blue-tinted contact lenses. He knew that blue eyes would nicely complement the black hair he kept perfectly coiffed. To say that Calvin - who insisted on being called by his middle name because he thought it sounded more worldly and masculine - was consumed by vanity would be an understatement.

He was about to strike another pose when he heard a gentle knock at the door. "Cal, are you just about ready? We need to get to the store." The voice belonged to his stepmother, Molly.

Calvin rolled his eyes. It wasn't that he didn't like Molly - necessarily. He just didn't want to be seen with her because he thought she cramped his style. She also made demands of him that he thought were unreasonable. "I'll be out in a few minutes," he replied.

"That's what you said ten minutes ago," Molly said in a voice that was a little less gentle. "You promised to help me today."

He clenched his fists and scowled at his image in the mirror. He didn't mind dressing up and going to the mall, where he might be seen - and possibly admired - by the young females who roamed the stores. However, he definitely didn't want to accompany his frumpy-looking stepmother as she made her shopping trip to Walmart.

Still, with his father away on an extended business trip, he had promised to spend more time with Molly and help her with the household duties. He knew she was busy with her own job as an account executive and didn't have a lot of time. But Walmart didn't exactly flatter his vanity. "I said I would be out," he said.

"Five minutes," Molly said. "Don't make me call your father."

His scowl deepened. He wanted to yell at her to go to hell, but he didn't dare. He knew her threat to call his father was serious. The old man would side with Molly and might go so far as canceling his credit card and cutting his allowance, meaning Calvin would have to get a real job instead of the one he had working ten to fifteen hours a week at Kefler's Gym. The thought of it made him sick. "All right, Molly," he said. "Just let me get dressed, for god's sake."

Quickly, he checked his hair one last time and put on the tight cotton shirt he had taken into the bathroom. He emerged in less than five minutes.

Molly was waiting for him, dressed in her usual weekend attire: baggy jeans and blue sweatshirt. Calvin gave her a quick glance and tried to suppress a scowl. She wasn't bad-looking - for a woman in her mid-forties. But - at least in his opinion - she needed to choose her wardrobe more carefully, possibly shed a few pounds, and change her hairstyle. At times, he very nearly believed she dressed the way she did just to embarrass him in public.

Molly gazed at her nineteen-year-old stepson and shook her head. "You know, Cal, your vanity reminds me so much of your mother."

He shrugged. "Molly, what's your point?"

She took a step back. "Look, Cal, your mother wasn't just my cousin, you know. She was my friend - that is until she became so overcome by her own vanity, so obsessed with her appearance that she abandoned her family and friends and moved on to what she thought would be a better life." She paused for a few seconds.

Cal said nothing, as memories of his mother surged through him.

Molly took a deep breath. "And look where she is today - primping and preening in an orange jumpsuit. Vanity's not very useful where she is."

He balled his fists. "You leave my mother out of this," he said. But in his mind, he remembered how, when he was twelve, his mother had packed up and moved out, leaving behind only a cryptic note and most of her clothes. She claimed she was a snake shedding her skin. She didn't leave a forwarding address.

He remembered three years later his father telling him that his mother had been arrested in Los Angeles, charged with grand theft and drug possession with intent to sell. She was convicted and sentenced to fifteen years in a prison two thousand miles away. He didn't communicate with her, and she didn't communicate with him. In fact, her name was rarely mentioned in the Larson household.

Now, all he had left of his mother was a collection of photographs of her showing off her sculpted body and her sense of vanity.

Molly tried to smile at her stepson. "Cal, I'm sorry I brought it up," she said. "It's just that vanity is not healthy. I care about you and I know that if you're not careful, your vanity will get you in trouble."

He shrugged again, already tired of the conversation. He had certainly heard it before from both Molly and his father. Who were they to tell him what was good for him?

She pivoted toward the door and picked up an old leather purse. "Anyway, let's not argue anymore. We have a long list for Walmart."

He grimaced and followed her into the hall, complimenting himself on the sacrifice he was making while also secretly plotting to make her pay for what he considered to be an insult.

A week later, while he was trying on some new clothes he had purchased from Dillard's at the mall, there was a knock at his door. However, before he had a chance to respond, the door opened and his stepmother appeared in the doorway.

For a long moment, she remained where she was, bolted statue-like to her spot. Cal buttoned up the black dress shirt he had been trying on and looked at her. "Molly, what do you want?"

She took a step into the room and did a quick scan, noting the new clothes. "Cal, I see you've been shopping."

He nodded. "Yeah. So what business is it of yours?"

She took another step toward him. "Where did you get the money for all of this? Your father cut your credit after your last spending spree."

He shrugged. "Again, none of your business," he said. "Anyway, that's between my father and me."

She shook her head. "I beg to disagree," she said. "I handle the finances when your father is away. And I know you wouldn't dare go against your father."

Cal faked a yawn. "Molly, what do you want?"

She took a deep breath. "My Visa card is missing," she said. "Where is it?"

"How the hell should I know?"

"Oh, I think you know," she said. "Did you really think I wouldn't find out?"

Cal flushed slightly. His eyes couldn't quite meet hers. "Find out what?"

Molly kept her eyes firmly on her stepson and took another step into the room. "Cal, I'm not playing a game here. This is very serious. You can tell me now or wait until I check my statement online and see the charges I didn't make. At that point, it becomes a matter for the authorities."

He swallowed hard. Molly was right - this was getting serious. "You wouldn't do that."

She huffed. "I wouldn't want to," she said. "But I would - both for your sake and mine - unless we settle it between ourselves."

"What do you mean?"

Her face hardened into steel. "Actions have consequences, young man. Feeding your vanity has consequences - just like it did for your mother."

"You leave her out of this." Calvin's blush deepened.

"Fair enough," she said. "We'll make this just between us." She paused and took yet another step into the room. "Look, Cal, I know you took my Visa card and used it to go on another spending spree. Don't bother to deny it. But now it's time to pay me back."

"And if I don't? What are you going to do about it?"

"You will do exactly what I say or I will call your father. I imagine he won't be too pleased if he has to deal with this issue while he's in Australia, especially if he has to interrupt his training sessions in order to come home. What do you think he'll do if that happens?"

Cal had a sudden image of his stone-faced, no-nonsense father walking through the front door after spending twenty-four hours flying home. He didn't like the image and knew intrinsically that whatever his stepmother had in mind had to be better than what his father would do. "Okay... What do you want?"

Molly flashed a small smile. "I had a feeling you'd see things my way," she said. "Okay. You're definitely not going to like this, but this is what's going to happen. For the next two weeks, you're going to work for me at the office. One of my assistants is out on leave and we have a big customer push coming up. I need the help. I figure in two weeks you'll have paid me back."

"Wait. What about my job at the gym?"

"Oh, I think we can arrange for you to work only on weekends."

"How?"

"I'll call Jonas and set it up."

"You know Mr. Kefler?"

She laughed. "Of course," she said. "We handle all of his business services, including finance and insurance. He's also a friend from way back. How do you think you got that bullshit job anyway?"

Cal was suddenly speechless. He had always thought it was his good looks and charm that got him the job at the prestigious gym. Now he felt deflated.

"There's more," she said.

"More? Isn't working for you enough?"

"Not hardly," she said. "First, as a demonstration that I'm deadly serious about this, I fully intend to give you a spanking you won't soon forget."

Cal's eyes flew open. He had been spanked a few times by his father. "You... you're kidding."

"I assure you I'm not kidding," Molly said. "Plus, I will be closely monitoring your work in the office. If you slack off or don't do exactly what I tell you to do when I tell you to do it, I will bring you into my inner office and spank you just as hard as I can. Are we clear on that?"

For a moment, Cal couldn't believe what he was hearing - all this just because he bought a few items of clothing on Molly's credit card. "We're clear that you're a bitch."

She huffed again. "That's going to cost you," she said. "And I will warn you that for every time you call me a name I don't appreciate, I will add another day - and another spanking - to your sentence." She paused again and studied him. "I can tell by the look on your face that you may be working for me - with a sore bottom - for a long time. You better get it through your thick head that I'm serious and mean business. Are we clear?"

Cal bit down on his tongue to keep from unleashing a string of obscenities. He tried to think - maybe an apology would tamp down her anger and soften the sentence. He took a deep breath and dared to look at his stepmother. "Look, Molly, I'm sorry, okay. I shouldn't have taken your credit card. I'll give it back to you and return all of the stuff I bought. I'll give you my next paycheck to make up for any difference. That should square things between us." He gazed at her hopefully.

For a few seconds, Molly glared at him. "Nice try," she said. "But it's too late for that, much too late. You need to learn a lesson in humility, a lesson that is long overdue. Your mother set a bad example and failed in her responsibility, and your father isn't here, so that leaves me to be your teacher. It's time for lesson number one. Take down your pants and bend over the bed."

His eyes widened and his mouth gaped slightly. "No, Molly, please. You don't need to do anything else. I'll work for you for as long as you say."

"I know you will," she said. "But saying it will not get you out of the spanking you so richly deserve." She clapped her hands. "Now, quit wasting time and bend over the bed. Every second you delay only makes your situation worse."

Now it was getting serious and he was out of ideas - time to face it and hope she isn't too harsh. He held up his hands, palms out. "All right, all right," he said. "Whatever you say." He wanted to add another sarcastic remark but wisely thought better of it.

"Get into position and curb the attitude," she said.

He ran his finger across his lips, undid his pants, and bent his upper body over the bed.

Molly scanned the room. "Give me your belt," she ordered.

He didn't move. "Molly, please. Not with the belt. Please." He had felt the belt before.

She scowled. "I said, give me your belt. Now!"

Slowly, he pushed himself up from the bed, stripped the heavy leather belt from the loops of his designer jeans, and extended it toward his stepmother.

She took the belt and doubled it. "This is one time I'm grateful you have expensive tastes," she said. "Let's see what a forty-dollar belt can do to a worthless butt. Bend back over and pull down your briefs."

He flushed as he complied with her order to bare his backside. He might not have minded if she had been an eighteen-year-old girl getting ready for sex, but this was his stepmother; she wasn't supposed to see any part of his body without clothes.

Once he was in position with the muscular flesh of his bottom fully vulnerable, Molly gripped the belt and moved to his left side. She studied her target. "You know, I've done this before," she said. "My first husband was a wimp. Sometimes, I had to whip him raw to get him to follow instructions. But he was a slow learner. That's the main reason I divorced him. Now, I don't think you're a wimp, and I know you're not a slow learner. It's your stupid vanity that gets you into trouble. But I think we can cure that."

She retracted her right arm and swung it forward, snapping her wrist just at the moment the belt made contact with Cal's right cheek. He winced with the pain. Quickly, she repeated the action, this time impacting the left cheek, leaving behind a neat pink rectangle.

He reared up. She pushed him back down. "We're not even close to being done," she declared. "And I warn you that if you try that again, I will double your punishment. I certainly don't think you want that." She punctuated this with two more hard strikes directly across the center of his crack.

He didn't know how many strokes she had in mind, but he knew for certain that he didn't want her to double it.

She paused for a few seconds and studied the marks she had already produced. She nodded to herself, retracted her right arm, and swung the belt forward for the fifth time, this blow landing in the crease between his right cheek and his upper thigh. He grimaced as the pain rippled through him.

She struck again, then again and again and again, creating a never-ending tidal wave of pain. Don't rear up; don't rear up, he ordered himself. The once proud flesh of his sculpted bottom was now a flaming cauldron of misery. For a second, he remembered buying the heavy leather belt and thinking how well it complemented his designer jeans. Now he wished he had never seen it.

Molly paused one more time and felt his scorched skin with the fingers of her left hand. "Almost there," she said.

He unleashed his tongue as he felt tears form in his eyes. "Please, Molly. I've had enough."

She smiled and struck twice with the belt. "Perhaps," she said. "But I think ten more will seal the lesson. Of course, if you choose to speak out again, I can increase it to twenty. Is that what you want?"

Cal didn't want ten more strokes; he certainly didn't want twenty. He shook his head.

"Say it," she ordered. "Followed by ma'am."

The haughty and vain part of him wanted to scream a few more obscenities. However, the sensible part of him - the part that was nearly overcome with the pain and humiliation - prevailed. "No... ma'am."

"Very good," she said. "Now, let's get this over with."

As soon as she said this, she proceeded to lay into him, delivering a harsh stroke at the rate of one every two or three seconds. By the ninth, he broke and began to cry, large salty tears streaming down his face.

She stopped after the tenth stroke and set the belt on the surface of the bed. She took a step back and assessed the damage she had caused. "All right, Cal," she said. "You may stand up. And please pull your pants and underpants up before you turn around."

Slowly and painfully, he pushed himself up into a standing position. He carefully restored his appearance. When his lower body was fully covered, he turned toward his stepmother. He brushed away a few stray tears.

"I sincerely hope that was enough so there will be no need of a repeat," she said. "You certainly appear a bit more humble than you did a few minutes ago. It's hard to feel superior and vain when your backside is flaming crimson and sore all over. What do you think?"

He took a deep breath and thought for a second. He did feel less vain. "Uh... yes, ma'am."

She took a step toward the door and stopped. "You may spend the rest of the day in your room," she said. "I'll call Jonas and set up your new gym schedule. You will start with me at the office on Monday morning, eight o'clock. You will wear the standard office attire: khaki pants and blue polo shirt."

He suppressed a grimace as he tried to imagine what he would look like in a such non trendy clothes.

"One more thing," she said. "I think it would do you some good to come to church with me in the morning, humble yourself before God."

Cal hadn't been to church since he was ten or eleven. He had no real desire to go. However, he knew there was no arguing with his stepmother, not unless he wanted more punishment. What's an hour or so, he thought. "Yes, ma'am."

She flashed him a smile as she left the room. He stood in front of his bed and watched her go. Once she was out of sight, he wondered how his life had become so complicated so quickly. Then, he went into his bathroom, lowered his pants, and gazed at his wounded bottom.

On Monday morning, Cal was surprised at how the khaki Dockers and blue polo shirt seemed to compliment his body. He was even more surprised when he and Molly entered the large office suite and he discovered his immediate supervisor would be Molly's trusted assistant and not his stepmother. Beth McWilliams was a twenty-three-year-old graduate of Barnes Community College and a very attractive - and unattached - young woman.

For four days that first week, he did everything she told him to do to the best of his ability. He also ogled her every chance he got, noting that she always wore a skirt that showed to best advantage her shapely legs and a top that accentuated her full breasts. He was practically smitten. The only problem was that she appeared to be all business and showed absolutely no interest in him at all except as another worker.

Frustrated that Beth didn't seem to appreciate the male attributes that he took great pains to cultivate and display, on Friday morning he came to work wearing pressed pants, shined shoes, and Axe body wash. His hair was slightly spiked. He greeted her warmly.

However, once again, she ignored him except to give him his instructions, which involved spending the bulk of the day by himself in the copy room - not exactly how he wanted to spend his day. And, try as he might to suppress his disappointment, he let Beth know it by uttering a few choice words. Her only response was for him to get to work. Then, she left him alone.

But for Cal, that was not the end of the issue. At twelve-fifteen, when the few workers in the office had gone to lunch, Molly summoned Cal. "Come to my office immediately," she said through the intercom.

When he arrived at her inner office, she was sitting on the side of her desk. For a few seconds, she glared at him. "Close the door," she said.

He closed the door and stood with his head down and his hands folded in front of him. For another few seconds, the room was silent. Finally, he couldn't take the silence and raised his head. "Look, Molly, I'm doing-"

She cut him off with a wave of her hand. "I don't want to hear it," she said. "I already got the report from Ms. McWilliams." She paused; her eyes never left him. "I warned you what would happen if you messed up. Didn't I warn you?"

"Yes, you warned me, but-"

"I told you, I don't want to hear it," she said. "We maintain strict office decorum and discipline. We have to in order to be successful. I thought you understood that. Ms. McWilliams says you have been hitting on her all week. Now, I know she is an attractive young woman, but she is also my surrogate in the office - nothing more, nothing less."

For an instant, Cal thought about arguing the point, claiming that he had done exactly what he was told and that Beth was flattering herself in thinking Cal was even remotely interested in her. However, the very serious look on Molly's face convinced him that that strategy would be counterproductive. "Look, Molly, I'm not sure what your assistant has told you, but - well, I guess I have sort of admired her. I mean, after all, as you say, she is attractive. But I haven't done anything about it, I swear."

Molly scowled and slid off the desk and into a standing position. "I'm telling you for the last time, I don't want to hear it," she said. She moved to the credenza behind her massive desk, opened a drawer, and extracted a large school paddle. She gripped in her right hand. "I told you what would happen if you caused any trouble. Now it's time to face it. Drop your pants and bend over the desk."

Cal took a step backwards. He was tempted to make a rush for the door, open it, and run. But, he realized, where would he run to? He looked at his stepmother. "No, Molly, please. You don't need to do this."

She pointed the paddle at him. "Yes, I do," she said. "And don't take this personally. I maintain a strict disciplinary policy here. You aren't the first employee to get the paddle. I suspect you won't be the last. Now, get into position."

He couldn't believe it. He knew Molly was a successful executive. Was it possible that the secret of her success involved paddling her employees? He wondered if Molly had ever paddled Beth McWilliams. He had a sudden image of the young woman bent over the desk, skirt up, panties down. He almost smiled at the image - definitely something he would have paid to see.

Okay, back to reality, he told himself. "You... you paddle your employees?"

She huffed. "I reward good performance and I punish poor performance. Now, for the last time, Calvin, quit wasting my time."

There was no way out, and he knew it. "Yes, ma'am."

Keeping a firm eye on the wooden school paddle, he began a slow trudge toward the desk, unbuckling his belt - the same belt she had used on him last Saturday - as he went. When he reached the desk, he undid his pants and let them droop to his knees. He hooked his fingers in the elastic of his black cotton briefs.

She stopped him. "In the office, we leave the underwear in place."

He nodded and draped his upper body over the uncluttered and polished surface of the desk.

She approached his left side. "Fifteen strokes of the paddle," she declared. "If you move or speak, you will get more. Is that clear?"

"Yes, ma'am." He wanted to protest but knew from experience that it would be pointless. He gritted his teeth and willed himself to remain silent, although he believed the paddling was completely unfair. In fact, a part of him surmised that Molly had set him up for punishment by matching him with Beth.

Molly retracted the paddle and swung it forward with a flourish, striking directly across the center of his crack. "That's one," she said in case it wasn't obvious.

The pain was immediate, and he dug his fingers into the surface of the desk to keep from rearing up.

She struck again and again and again, three hard blows in rapid succession. "That's two, three, and four," she said. "Eleven more."

Calvin closed his eyes and tried once more to imagine Beth McWilliams in this exact position, skirt up, shapely bottom enduring the sting of the paddle. But the image was blunted by the sharp pain working its way up and down his spinal cord.

Molly delivered another series of four hard strokes, each landing in the crease between his upper thighs and his bottom. "Seven to go," she said.

He bit down on his tongue. Tears formed in his eyes. Eight strokes from the school paddle seemed like twenty from the belt. He wanted desperately to stand up, to protest, to beg her stop.

"Let's finish it," she said. She retracted the paddle again and swung it, landing a blow just below his coccyx. Then, she struck again and again and again and again. The sound of wood impacting his cloth-covered flesh bounced off the walls of the office. She paused and took a deep breath. "Two left," she said. "Brace yourself."

The words struck fear in him as the pain had already escalated. Brace yourself? How much worse could it get?

Molly landed the last two strokes directly across the center of his two already wounded cheeks. The strokes were twice as hard as the previous thirteen and broke him completely. The tears that had been forming in his eyes now cascaded down his face. He tried not to cry but couldn't help himself.

The paddling now completed, Molly placed the paddle back in the drawer. "Very good, Cal," she said. "Now, restore your appearance and return to your work station."

He opened his eyes and pushed himself up. "That... that's it?"

She looked at him. "You want more?"

He put his hands on his warm bottom and gently rubbed. He dared to meet her eyes. "Uh... no, ma'am."

"Okay, then return to work. The punishment is complete. Hopefully, you learned your lesson and won't be back in here anytime soon."

He pulled up his pants and buckled his belt. His backside felt like it was on fire. "No, ma'am." He started for the door.

She stopped him. "Calvin, I'm not a monster," she said. "This really is for your own benefit. Come back at five-thirty. Maybe we can go out for dinner."

Don't patronize me, he thought, but didn't say it. "Yes, ma'am."

When he returned to the copy room, Beth McWilliams was waiting for him. She put a small soft hand on his. "Calvin, I know we're not supposed to talk about it in the office, but I can tell from your eyes that Ms. Larson was hard on you."

Cal nodded and quickly wiped his eyes.

She gave him a sympathetic smile. "I know it's sort of my fault you got punished, but she did order me to keep an eye on you and report anything that violated office decorum."

He sighed. He could still feel the burn in his bottom. "Look, it's over and done with," he said. "Now, I better get back to work before-" He didn't finish.

"I know," she said with a smile. She tickled his fingers. "I think... I could like you more if you weren't so, so full of yourself. You need to lose some of that vanity."

"Thanks for the advice," he said.

"I mean it." She pivoted toward the door of the copy room, then stopped. "Your stepmother has invited me to dinner Saturday night. I'm thinking about accepting her invitation. Are you going to be there?"

He brightened a little, as the prospect of seeing Beth outside the office filled him with hope. In fact, he thought, perhaps a little humility might be a good thing. He returned her smile. "Yes."

"Good," she said. "I look forward to it." She left the room, leaving her smile and a small bit of her natural scent behind.

The following Monday morning, Calvin came to work wearing the standard office attire. He was also clean-shaven, having shed his beard on Saturday. At nine o'clock, he went into his stepmother's office and informed her that, if she was offering him a permanent position in the company, he would accept.


6. The Stepmothers Support Group

Stacy Grantham turned on the lights in the basement meeting room of the Joshua Anson Community Center. The small room with its polished wood table and plush chairs, although a bit out of the main flow of traffic, served as the primary gathering spot for small groups. Stacy glanced around the room.

"How many are we expecting again?" The question came from Lydia Hawkins.

Stacy shifted her eyes to the trim 37-year-old dressed in black leggings and a blue tee shirt with 'Stepmothers Rule' printed in black letters across the front. "We had eight email confirmations as of this morning," she replied.

Lydia nodded and proceeded to uncover two trays of chocolate chip cookies on a table near the door. After that, she set out fifteen bottles of Aquafina. "This should be enough for the group," she said, standing back.

Stacy, who was dressed in an outfit similar to Lydia's, busied herself setting up a laptop computer and projector. Once she had these activated, she pulled down a white screen. Projected on the screen were the words 'Welcome Stepmothers' in black letters against a pale blue background. "Can you read that okay, Lydia?" she asked.

Lydia glanced up at the screen and gave Stacy a thumbs up.

Just then, a young woman with long dark hair appeared in the doorway. "Uh... is this the stepmothers support group?"

Lydia flashed a wide smile. "Yes, and welcome," she said. "Help yourself to the refreshments and find a seat. I'm Lydia and that's Stacy."

"Thank you," the woman said. "I'm Caitlyn."

As Caitlyn was finding a seat at the table, two more women appeared in the doorway. Lydia welcomed them before they had a chance to ask if they were in the right place. They introduced themselves as Janet and Michelle. Like Lydia, they appeared to be in their mid to late thirties. They each got a bottle of water and found seats at the table.

A moment later, the remaining five attendees entered the room, quickly introducing themselves as Bethany, Carmen, Rosie, Hannah, and Gabby. They found seats at the table. Each woman faced forward expectantly.

Stacy looked over the group and positioned herself at the front of the table. She smiled. "Good afternoon, ladies and fellow stepmothers," she said. She tried to project her voice into the room. However, as a former librarian for a large law firm, she was not as comfortable with public speaking as she wanted to be. "Welcome to the first meeting of our support group."

She paused and scanned the group one by one. Lydia remained positioned in the back. She nodded for Stacy to continue.

"Let's see what we have in common," Stacy continued. "How many of you are relatively new stepmothers?"

All eight women raised their hands.

"Okay, good," Stacy said. "Now, how many of you have older stepchildren - and by older, I mean somewhere in the vicinity of seventeen to twenty or so?"

Once again, all eight women raised their hands.

"Excellent," Stacy said. "We're going to get to know each other better as the afternoon progresses, but first let me introduce both myself and my partner. I'm Stacy Grantham and that's Lydia Hawkins. We've both been stepmothers now for several years. I'll let Lydia tell her own story in a few minutes, and then we'll hear your individual stories and the reasons you're here today. But first, let me tell you a little about myself."

Stacy paused and scanned the group. Everyone, including Lydia, was watching her closely. She took a deep breath to steady herself. "I am 35 and have been a stepmother for six years now. My husband, Scott, is a corporate attorney. He is twelve years older than I am. I met Scott when I was working as the librarian for the law firm at which he is a senior partner. He was recently divorced at the time and shared custody of his then 15-year-old son, Justin. Not long after we married, his ex-wife moved to South America, leaving Justin behind to finish high school. Thus, I became a full-time stepmother."

Stacy paused again and took a sip of water. "Now, let me come clean by sharing some personal history that might just sound familiar to some of you. Scott isn't my first husband, and I didn't exactly marry only for love. My first husband was young - so was I, of course - and immature. He didn't work as hard as I thought he should and didn't provide the support I wanted and thought I needed. We divorced after three years and, thankfully, no children.

"I was trained as a librarian, but I always wanted to be a freelance writer. I took the job at the law firm hoping to find a husband who could take care of me, preferably an older man who didn't need to have any children, at least not with me, because I never wanted to have kids of my own. Scott fit the bill almost perfectly. He works on average sixty to seventy hours a week and frequently travels. He loves me and makes more than enough money to support my ambition. He has provided me with a beautiful home and a generous allowance. The only problem - at least in the beginning - has been Justin."

Here, Stacy stopped and scanned the group. Many of the women were nodding as though they understood completely. She smiled in acknowledgement. "Now, in his defense, Justin wasn't necessarily a bad kid," she said. "He was just a teenager who had been bounced back and forth between heavily engaged parents. And in the process, he had gotten used to doing whatever he wanted, especially after his mother left him with a new stepmother. He was disrespectful to both his father and to me. We butted heads frequently, and his behavior began to veer out of control. Ladies and fellow stepmothers, does this sound familiar?"

Several of the women raised their hands. "Describes my stepson, Kyle, perfectly," Bethany said.

"Mine too," Janet said.

"So, what did you do about it?" Michelle asked. "Or did you just tough it out?"

"I did tough it out for more than a year," Stacy said. "And Scott tried to intervene. But he was never much of a disciplinarian, and he wasn't home often enough to do much anyway. Eventually, I had to take control, show my stepson that it was in his best interest to regard me as he would his mother."

"How did you accomplish that?" Bethany asked.

Stacy smiled again. "Two words: corporal punishment."

The eyebrows of all eight women raised at the same time. "Corporal punishment? You mean, spanking?" Michelle said.

Stacy nodded. "That's exactly what I mean."

The group was silent at this point, clearly giving Stacy time to clarify or explain herself.

"I know what you're thinking," Stacy continued. "I mean, here I am, all five foot six inches of me while Justin was nearly eighteen and six feet. I couldn't just overpower him. I did some research, talked to other mothers about methods of discipline. Everything pointed to spanking as the best method. Even Scott mentioned that Justin's mother had occasionally taken a firm hand to their son. So, I knew it wouldn't be totally unexpected. Yet, I was still reluctant until I caught him stealing money from me while Scott was on a business trip. I guess I'd had enough, especially after Justin called me a dirty name. I simply grabbed him by the ear and informed him that I was going to spank him and if he resisted, I would call the police and report him for stealing.

"To his credit, Justin knew he'd been busted and didn't resist as much as I feared he would. But at this point I had to act. Now, keep in mind that I'd never spanked anyone before in my life, only read about it and looked at some pictures. I knew that a hand spanking wouldn't be enough so I looked around my bedroom until I saw my hairbrush. I'd seen a couple of pictures of a man getting spanked with a hairbrush. I can do this, I told myself. I ordered Justin to bend over the bed and bare his bottom - leaving his underpants up, of course.

"Once he was in position, I simply whacked away with the brush, striking just as hard as I could. I had no idea how long to spank him; I just went with my feelings - which were pretty raw. Anyway, he cried out a couple of times and tried to get up. I pushed him back down and told him to shut up. I kept spanking him until he started to cry - I could see tears streaming down his face. That seemed to satisfy me, so I stopped.

"I told him to get up. He did, and we fell into an embrace. After a minute or two, I informed him that he would get a spanking every time he misbehaved or didn't do what I told him to do. He nodded in agreement. He told me later that he actually appreciated the attention, that he'd been missing his mother and this helped him get over it.

"Not long after the spanking, I texted Scott and told him what I'd done and why - I wanted him to hear it from me first. He texted back, saying it was okay. He also texted Justin and told him to listen to me, that I was completely in charge while he was away. That support really helped.

"That was four years ago. Since then, I have had occasion to spank Justin many times, mostly for underachieving and once or twice for curfew violations and once for smoking dope in the house - he got thoroughly whipped with a belt for that offense along with being grounded. Needless to say, he never did it again."

Stacy paused again. All eyes were on her; she hadn't lost her audience at all. "I will have more to say about Justin later on. For now, let me say that he has developed into a fine young man who is in his last year in college and will go to law school next year." She pointed to Lydia, who had been patiently waiting in the back. "Okay, Lydia, it's your turn."

Lydia swallowed some water and made her way to the front. The eyes of the eight attendees followed her. She smiled at her partner. "Thank you, Stacy," she said. Then she turned to the attendees. "Well, my story is a little different from Stacy's, although there are some similarities, of course." She took a deep breath and looked over the attendees. Stacy nodded for her to continue. "Like too many young women, I succumbed to peer pressure and had frequent sex with my boyfriend. Naturally, I got pregnant. I was a senior in high school at the time."

She paused, her shoulders slumping slightly. She quickly straightened herself. "As most of you are well aware, stuff happens and life is not always a fairy tale. My boyfriend and I - with the encouragement of our parents - decided marriage was our best option, so we were married right after high school graduation. Our daughter, Fern, was born four months later. Aston and I tried to work things out, but life is hard when you're eighteen and raising a child with little support. We stuck it out for a year before Aston enlisted in the Navy.

"Now, to make a long story short, Aston liked being in the Navy more than he liked being home. He also wanted his freedom. Although he always supported Fern, he filed for divorce, and I was left on my own at the age of twenty with a 2-year-old. I worked at a succession of dead-end jobs and met a few men who mostly wanted to drink and party - I think some of you may know the type.

"Then, when I was around thirty, I trained to become a medical transcriptionist, and although I could do most of the work at home, I did occasionally go to the area hospitals to consult with the doctors whose work I was transcribing. It was during one of these visits that I met Adam, who was - and still is - a general surgeon. He was, at the time, fifty-one and grieving the death of his wife. He had two adult twin daughters who were just starting medical school and a son just turning seventeen and a senior in high school.

"Although our backgrounds and ages were very different, we seemed to hit it off. I've always been attracted to older men and was consciously looking for security and a stable home. Adam was looking for a new wife, someone who could take care of the home and be there for his son as Adam, Junior - AJ - navigated late adolescence. We fit together very well - Adam even proved to be a pretty good lover - certainly better than the other men I'd been with." Lydia blushed at this. "Anyway, we were married in a small ceremony four years ago, and Fern and I moved into his palatial house in the country. At first, AJ and I just sort of ignored each other, as did he and Fern. I could tell he was pretty much used to doing whatever he wanted but figured that as long as he wasn't interfering with us or breaking the law, it was okay

"The trouble started three years ago when I caught him smoking weed in his bedroom. Now, that wouldn't be all that bad, but Fern was with him and they were both in their underwear. He was nineteen at the time and Fern was seventeen. Seeing the two of them together like that triggered memories of my own adolescence and the mistakes I made. Needless to say, I went ballistic. I ordered Fern to get dressed and go to her room. Then, when I was alone with my stepson, I told him in no uncertain terms how I felt and what I was going to do about it. He attempted a weak argument but stopped when I threatened to tell his father that he was stoned and about to rape my daughter.

"Now, in case you're wondering, I was raised by parents who believed in corporal punishment. I knew from experience that it could be effective. I had even spanked Ferm a couple of times when I ran out of other options. So, I fully intended to give AJ a spanking he would never forget. But what to use? I remembered that my parents didn't keep a collection of dedicated spanking implements; they just used what was handy.

"I looked around AJ's room and saw a heavy leather belt hanging in his closet. Although I had never used a belt before, it looked like it could do the job nicely. I ordered him to bend over his bed and stay there. Since he was already in his underwear, there was no need for him to take down his pants. Once he was in position - begging for mercy, I might add - I doubled the belt and just laid into his bottom. I was angry, and I let him feel it. I struck over and over and over again until he was crying and pleading with me to stop.

"Although I couldn't see the flesh of his bottom through his underpants, I could see that that I had hit his upper thighs many times. In less than two minutes or so, I had spanked him much harder and longer than I was ever spanked and certainly much harder than I had ever spanked my daughter. But, then again, he deserved it; I regretted nothing.

"With my anger now waning, I ordered him to stand up. When he was standing, I told him that if I ever caught him smoking weed or with my daughter in a compromising position, he would live to regret it. I also told him that if he failed to help out around the house or did anything else I didn't like, I would spank him and ground him. Like Stacy, since that first time, I have spanked AJ several times, mostly for being lazy. But I've never had to spank him for messing with my daughter. Oh, in case you're wondering, I did spank Fern after I was finished with AJ. And I told Adam what I had done and why. He didn't object." Lydia stopped her narrative and looked around the room. She still hadn't lost her audience.

Stacy, realizing Lydia was finished with her story, smiled at her then turned to the attendees. "As you can see," she said. "We have some experience with unruly stepsons and how to get them under control. Our method may seem a bit unorthodox, especially in today's world, but we have found it to be very effective." She looked at Lydia, then turned back to the attendees. "Now, let's talk about what brings you here this afternoon and how we can help. Who will go first?"

The eight attendees nervously glanced around at each other. Finally, Brittany, a trim, auburn-haired thirty-something, leaned forward in her chair. "I guess I'll go first," she said. "I was divorced for five years when I met my husband, Kent, in a bar. He was also divorced and a long-haul trucker. His eighteen-year-old son, Kevin, was living with him at the time we got married so he could attend the local community college. Now, Kent is gone most of the week, leaving me with Kevin. My stepson goes through my stuff and disrespects me. Are you two saying that... that I should, you know, use your method on him? And if so, how do I go about it?"

Stacy took a deep breath. "Well, it's obvious you need to do something if you're going to save your sanity and your marriage," she said. "Would your husband support your action?"

Bethany leaned back. "Probably," she said. "I think he's just as frustrated with Kevin as I am, and he does want me to be happy - there's no problem in that regard."

"Is Kevin a little afraid of his father?" Lydia asked.

Bethany smiled. "Well, that's a good question. They don't talk much, but I think Kevin doesn't want to disappoint his father and he can't afford to go out on his own."

"Okay," Stacy said. "Then I think you've got a chance."

"So, what do I do?" Bethany asked.

The other seven attendees nodded and focused their attention on Stacy and Lydia.

Stacy took a step back. "That's obviously not an easy question to answer," she said. "But-" She paused and smiled at Lydia.

Lydia smiled back. "There are a lot of things you can do," she said. "But the next time he does something you don't like, grab him by the ear and tell him in a very bold and certain voice you're going to spank him."

"And," Stacy said, "if he starts to fight you or resist, tell him you'll tell his father exactly what he's been doing."

"Embellishing it a little, of course," Lydia added.

"Will that work?" Michelle asked.

"Well, obviously I can't speak for Bethany and Kevin," Stacy said. "But it does sound like Kevin is a bully who is afraid of his father and going out on his own. That type won't stand up to a strong-willed woman."

"Bethany, do you have any experience with spanking?" Lydia asked.

Bethany took a deep breath. "Well, my mother spanked me a couple of times when I was a teenager," she said. "And... I had a boyfriend once who was kind of into spanking as a sort of kink. I spanked him a few times before we parted ways."

"As I discovered, you don't a lot of experience to do the job right," Stacy said. "Just be prepared - know what you're going to use ahead of time."

"And don't back down when the time comes," Lydia said.

Bethany smiled for the first time. "All right, I'll try it. Thanks."

"Good luck," Lydia said.

"We'll expect a good report when we meet again," Stacy said. "Now, anyone else?"

For the next thirty minutes or so, the remaining seven attendees shared stories similar to Bethany's. A couple had married into blended families, like Lydia. All had older stepsons that were creating problems. All had older husbands who were frequently absent from the home and not very effective as disciplinarians. When the dialogues finally ended, everyone agreed to try spanking as the remedy.

Stacy and Lydia beamed from the front of the room. So far, the support group was accomplishing their mission. "I think we have made some good progress," Stacy said. "We will meet again in two weeks - same time and same place. But before you go, I want to show you a short video clip that may help to give you confidence."

All the attendees focused their attention on the screen at the front of the room while Stacy made some adjustments to the laptop connected to the projector.

A few seconds later, what appeared to be a bedroom was projected onto the screen. Stacy froze the frame. "What you're about to see is a punishment session taking place in Justin's bedroom. This was shot about four months ago when Justin got a C in one of his college classes - he is not permitted to get anything below a B." She paused and glanced at Lydia. "Unknown to Justin, Lydia took the video with a hand-held camera, so please excuse the quality."

Stacy unfroze the frame and she appeared in the doorway of the room. "All right, Justin, come out and take your punishment," she said. In her right hand was a school paddle. She froze the frame again and turned to the attendees. "As you can see, I have graduated away from household implements. I bought this nice school paddle two years ago. It's easy to use and very effective. I recommend that you get yourself one if you're going to spank your stepsons on a regular basis."

She unfroze the frame. The Stacy in the video patted the palm of her left hand with the paddle. "Now, Justin!"

On one side of the bedroom, a door opened and a young man appeared. He was wearing a black tee shirt but the lower half of his body was naked.

Stacy froze the frame one more time. "As you can see, Justin is naked from the waist down. When we started, I spanked him over his underpants; however, I felt I needed to see the marks I was producing, especially with this heavy paddle. We have gotten past the embarrassment of seeing his bare backside."

She unfroze the frame. Justin moved slowly to the side of a double bed and bent his upper body over the surface. "Look, Stacy, you don't need to do this," he said, peering over his shoulder. "That chemistry class was hard. I... won't mess up again."

Stacy, with her back to the camera, approached her stepson. "I know you won't," she said. "But you know the rules, and you know I won't bend on them, don't you?"

The young man put his head down. "Yes, ma'am," he said in a low voice.

"What was that, young man?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Having him say ma'am reinforces the relationship we have," Stacy said to her audience.

With the paddle clutched firmly in her right hand, she approached the vulnerable backside of her stepson. "At this point, I don't waste any time," she said to the attendees.

She retracted the paddle and swung it forward, impacting the center of both muscular cheeks. The camera zoomed in on the slightly pink rectangle left behind. Justin moaned but stayed in position. Stacy struck again, this time landing the stroke a centimeter lower. The camera recorded the result.

She struck three more times with the third strike hitting the top of the upper thighs. Justin squealed and reared up. She pushed him back down. "Getting up during a spanking is strictly forbidden," she said to the attendees.

As if to reinforce the rule, in the video, she struck the upper thighs two more times, producing heavy red marks. Justin groaned and moved his feet, but he didn't attempt to get up. "Those were extra," Stacy said to the audience. "He won't rear up again, I assure you."

In the video, Stacy ran the fingers of her left hand over the wounded flesh of Justin's crimson backside. She nodded to the camera. "Ten more," she said.

Justin raised his head as if to say something, but then lowered it again in submission.

Stacy retracted the paddle and delivered a powerful stroke that seared the flesh. The sound echoed through the room. A second later, she swung again. Then, again and again and again, completing the self-assigned ten strokes in less than twenty seconds.

Her stepson's bottom was a sea of dark red with a few purplish splotches. It was clear that the school paddle had done its work well. The fingers of both of his hands clutched the bedspread. His head lolled to the side. Tears streamed from his eyes.

The paddling now completed, Stacy set the paddle down on the bed, patted what was left of her stepson's bottom, kissed him on his sweating neck, turned, and left the room, thus ending the video.

Stacy pivoted toward her audience. All eight attendees appeared to be stunned by what they had seen. "That's how you do it," she said. "I have been harsher when the situation warranted it. He gets the message every time. In this case, he definitely got the message. We just got his grades for the current semester. He got an A in his organic chemistry class and received his acceptance letter to medical school. His father and I are very proud of him." She paused and smiled. "You know, I don't know if this is a good thing or not - at least for Justin - but he got accepted into a med school only twenty miles away. He may very well be in for more paddling."

Lydia stepped forward. "Well, ladies and fellow stepmothers, what do you think? Can you do this?"

All eight nodded. Janet leaned forward in her chair. "I think I can do it," she said. "But... it seemed very easy for you, especially with that school paddle. What if we don't have anything like that?"

"No problem," Lydia said. "First of all, you can order whatever you think you'll need online. I can give you a few links."

"But," Stacy interjected, "you don't really need a dedicated implement. A doubled leather belt works just fine."

"Or a big wooden spoon," Lydia added.

"Although I've never personally done this, you can cut some thin branches and use them as switches," Stacy said.

"Or use an extension cord or a phone charging cord," Lydia said.

"The point is to use what you have and be creative," Stacy said. "You don't have to tolerate bad behavior from your stepsons."

"Thank you," Janet said. "You've certainly given me some great ideas."

The other seven women nodded.

"Good," Stacy said. "Let's wrap this up then." She turned off the projector. "We will meet again in two weeks to discuss your progress. We certainly hope to hear some good stories."

"Believe us when we say corporal punishment, if properly and firmly applied, can work wonders," Lydia said.

"But done with love and conviction," Stacy added.

"Thank you all for coming this afternoon," Lydia said. "Good luck."

At that, all eight stepmothers rose from their chairs and filed out of the meeting room, leaving Lydia and Stacy alone.

"Well, what do you think?" Stacy asked as she closed the laptop and disconnected it from the projector.

Lydia smiled. "I think we made some converts," she said. She wrapped up the remaining cookies. "Which reminds me. I need to get home. AJ left his room a mess this morning, which means a harsh spanking."

Stacy chuckled. "Sounds like you've got your work cut out for you. What will you use this time?"

"Oh, I think the big wooden spoon ought to do very nicely," Lydia said.

"Go do what you have to do," Stacy said. "And don't be too gentle about it."

"No worries," Lydia said. "I'll have him crying in less than two minutes."

"Lydia, you are an inspiration," Stacy said.

Lydia laughed and nodded. "Perhaps," she said. "But I bet I'm the only one who rooted for the stepmother in Cinderella."


Also from LSF Publications...

Spanking Stepmothers by W. Arthur

Includes the following and 4 other stories:

Double Trouble: The relatively innocent prank that Tyler and Jacob play on their stepmother backfires, and the two college boys are not too big to go over her lap for a painful spanking with a hefty hairbrush. Their stepmother is a recently retired middle school principal, a woman who stands no nonsense, a woman who knows how to spank!

Like Father, Like Son: After working abroad for a year, Jeremy returns home to live in a new house, with a new stepmother and a stepsister, as his father married Nancy while Jeremy was away. Jeremy witnesses Nancy spanking his father, and it isn't long before he gets the same treatment himself.

Spanking Stepmothers 2 by W. Arthur

Includes the following and 4 other stories:

Glutton for Punishment: Twenty-three-year-old Jason has a rude awakening when his father goes to work in Kenya for six months, leaving him with his new stepmom, Joyce. Joyce is a woman who will stand no-nonsense and she soon puts Jason through his paces, paddling his bottom hard. Yet, under her guidance, Jason enrols in community college and gets good grades needed for a university course. His stepmother helps 'motivate' his performance with strap and paddle.

It's All Fun and Games (unless you get caught): Jeremy has a riotous party while his father and stepmom are away. The house is a tip, and the air filled with the smell of cannabis and booze. Unfortunately for Jeremy, his dad is called back home owing to an emergency at work, and is horrified at the mess. He hands the situation over to his wife to deal with, who gives Jeremy a whipping with a belt.

Tyler's Road to Submission by W. Arthur

Tyler's life is rapidly spinning out of control. He has blown his inheritance and his studies, and worked at a succession of menial jobs with no prospects. Things slowly start to change when he meets Katie, a psychology student, two years into her doctorate. Realising Tyler lacks discipline and direction, Katie provides it, and as their female-led relationship progresses, she also dispenses appropriate punishments for Tyler's misdemeanours. Unused to being spanked, Tyler comes to accept it is for his own benefit, and is happy to have Katie take control. His road to submission has not been without problems, but he ultimately embraces the fact that he is a submissive husband.

A Naughty Boy by Frank Martinet

Derek is eighteen and a senior at Brentwood, a private boys academy. His planned attempt to seduce the lovely Maisie backfires as he is caught by Lauren Dour, the attractive young headmistress of Heatherly Hall school for girls. After some discussion between Miss Dour and Derek's headmaster, it is decided that Miss Dour will give the young man a good thrashing. This proves to be life-changing, and the first of many such experiences for Derek, introducing him to harsh physical punishment at the hands of the headmistress and her colleagues. Derek wrongly assumes he will get the slipper, but instead gets two dozen hard strokes of the cane. It is the first of many punishments, and over time Derek gains sexual enjoyment from being disciplined by beautiful women, and the harsher and more humiliating his treatment, the more exciting he finds it.

Strict Ladies - Book Three by Peter Martin

Women in Charge: Ben is staying with his friend Harry over the holidays. The two eighteen-year-olds go out with Harry's Dad, Mike, but return home all covered in mud to be greeted by the three women of the house - Harry's Mother Alicia, and his sisters, Angela and Kelly. The men are in disgrace. They are ordered to shower and then all three of them are spanked across the women's laps. Ben is keen to establish a relationship with Harry's sister, the 18-year-old Angela, but this can only happen if he agrees to be spanked.  Ben learns to accept that in this house the women are firmly in charge, and as a result, the menfolk usually have sore bottoms.

Boys Will Be Boys: When Gemma discovers Jake and Matt are dressed as schoolboys so they can attend a spanking party, she offers to discipline the two 20-year-olds herself. This is fine for Matt, who fancies her and wants to be spanked, but Jake doesn't want to be spanked and caned by his sister. However, when Jake's mum appears, he ends up over her lap instead and gets a taste of her hairbrush. It's not going to be a one-off punishment either!

Bob's Assistant: Bob is Managing Director of a company, and his assistant is 18-year-old Alice. Alice catches him looking at spanking pictures on the internet, and ends up caning him, even though secretly she is the one who likes to be spanked. However, when Alice's mother, a strict headmistress finds out what's been going on, she disciplines Bob herself - and he loves it!

The Spanking Court by Jack Crawford

Charles Davenport (Charlie to his friends) is a ridiculously rich, good-looking guy who enjoys a lavish lifestyle. But the world has changed, and men no longer have the upper hand. Charlie finds himself up in court for being sexist and disrespectful to women, where he receives the comeuppance many believe he so richly deserves. A painful and humiliating switching is followed by a sentence of 're-education' at the Briarwood Facility. Once at the facility, Charlie cannot buy his freedom, and has to endure endless rounds of corporal punishment and harsh discipline. The tables are truly turned as the women guards call all the shots, and sexual favours are demanded...

The Spanking Secret by Ken Burke

Ken and Sarah enjoy a fulfilling marriage, even though it is Sarah who calls the shots. Sarah is the dominant one in the relationship, very much in charge. This is fine with Ken, who has a submissive nature and needs Sarah's discipline. He is spanked regularly by his wife, and this aspect of their relationship has been kept secret for many years. But gradually, things begin to change which have a huge impact on Ken. Sarah tells her friend Liz, and later her sister, Linda... and both end up firstly witnessing Ken's spankings, then spanking his bare bottom themselves. And it doesn't stop there, as Ken's bossy mother-in-law gets in on the act too. Ken has a sore bottom, and a face red with embarrassment, yet the situation in which he now finds himself in is a huge turn on. Well content with his lot, he wouldn't change a thing!

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...

Scott and the Woodshed by W. Arthur

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...

Punished Husbands - Book One by W. Arthur

Includes the following and 4 other stories:

I Almost Got Away with It: Nathan marries Katherine three months after meeting her at a wedding. He is fascinated as she takes charge in the bedroom, but her control extends to other areas of his life too, and she explains she is a firm believer in discipline. When Nathan lies about going to a club, Katherine welcomes him home with hairbrush in hand...

Andrew's Christmas to Remember: Andrew and Marian have high-ranking careers in the military and are used to long separations, but when they retire, life takes a different turn and Andrew embraces his submissive side, the part of him that has been suppressed for most of his life. Now, his wife is the one in charge.

Behind Every Great Man: Gretchen is married to the president of a prestigious college. Behind the scenes, it is Gretchen who is in charge. A master with the paddle, she knows just how to apply it for maximum effect to punish and motivate her husband.
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