
        
            
                
            
        

    
Small Problem

By Melanie Brown


Small Problem

By Melanie Brown

Copyright 2023, 2024 Melanie Brown

Preview: “Battleskirts” copyright 2024 Melanie Brown

Published by AlephTwo

May 2024

A Division of Janglewood LLC

Line Editor: Melanie E.

Publisher: Joyce Melton

First Kindle Edition may 2024

Cover credits: Generated using leonardo.ai, edited by Joyce Melton

Cover design and typography by: Joyce Melton

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

About the Author

Special Preview: “Battleskirts” by Melanie Brown

Other Books from Janglewood Imprints


Want more great scifi and trans fiction? Check out DopplerPress' entire library on Amazon:

https://www.amazon.com/s?rh=p_30%3Adopplerpress

And be sure to search for other great releases from AlephTwo!

Want exclusive previews of upcoming books, exclusive art and short stories, or just to support future book releases from Doppler? Support us on Patreon! Search Patreon for "Erin Halfelven at BigCloset", and join today!


Chapter 1

“Be seated, everyone.”

We had all stood when Director Wilson entered the conference room. The four of us had been waiting, maybe a bit impatiently, for twenty minutes for the director’s arrival. The conference room the director had booked for our meeting was designed to seat around fifty. Well, true to everything else at BioSynthIndustrialMedical, we certainly go large.

Director Wilson shuffled some papers on the table that he had taken out of his briefcase after he sat down. He sat quietly for several minutes going through the papers in front of him while we just sat and waited. Like the other three, I had my notebook computer open, displaying important notes.

Finally, the director cleared his throat as he shuffled some papers again.

He opened a notebook PC in front of him. “Let’s get this show on the road, shall we? As you all are aware, in two hours I will go before the board at the shareholder meeting to discuss our progress in the nano-technology operations specifically the nano-machines division. We’re spending a lot of shareholder money and the board is interested in seeing some results. Dr. Kumari. Let’s start with you.”

Not hiding his annoyance at being picked on first, Dr. Kumari said, “Thank you, Director Wilson. I’m very pleased to announce a major breakthrough in our nano-particle technology. We have designed an advanced nano-machine, that we feel is six to eight months ahead of our nearest competitor.

“Our little robots, if you will, can survey a patient from the inside, diagnose on its own what is wrong with the patient and then develop a plan of action to repair whatever the problem is, all on their own. The competition’s tech isn’t capable of this yet.”

Director Wilson tapped some keys on this notebook. He didn’t look up, but said, “That’s excellent doctor. You’ve made a lot of progress in the last six months. But that capability will be tougher to sell if we’re not the first to market. How quickly can we turn this into a product?”

Dr. Kumari nodded at another individual seated at the table. “Dr. Nakagawa can address that issue.” Wilson turned his gaze to Dr. Nakagawa.

Dr. Nakagawa sat up straighter and adjusted his tie. He said, “Thank you, Dr. Kumari. All the masks and dies are already in the computer. Once this design is finalized and approved by the board, we can start cranking these nano-machines out by the millions in just a few weeks. Our fabs in Thailand are ready as soon as the project gets a green light.”

Wilson then turned to me. Despite doing this work for years, as an engineer, I still don’t like having the spotlight directed to me. “Mr. Moore. This is your project. Overall, what is your assessment on where we are in our testing? Have we ironed out that glitch that caused several test animals to die?”

I took a deep breath. Why did he have to start with that issue? “Thank you Director Wilson for this opportunity. Yes. That was a minor software glitch. After making the repair to the lab rats, the nano-machines tended to clump and cause a blood clot inside the heart. We corrected the code and that issue won’t happen again.”

Wilson chuckled. “That’s certainly good news. What else do you have?”

I turned my notebook so Wilson could see my data, I said, “The software has been working perfectly in simulations as well as lab rats. The nano-machines rally to the master bots once inserted into the body, identify the problem, say a tumor or a respiratory condition, make the necessary tissue repairs, then stand down and get flushed from the system. This will eliminate most surgery as we know it. We’ve already secured a patent on this technology.

“The competition is nowhere close to our capability. But it is very expensive. In a month, I feel we’ll be ready to begin phase one clinical trials. Our nearest competitor is within three months of performing trials. But they’re not a complete solution like ours. But if they’re first to market, it could hurt our product.”

Wilson stared directly at me. “Just how sure are you of the safety of our product? Two months ago, one of our competitors rushed into a trail and the adverse effects almost shut them down.”

I grunted. “Sir, I’d take it myself. That’s how sure I am.”

Wilson nodded. “I’ll inform the board that we’re ready for trials and should start immediately. Excellent work, everyone. I’m sure the board will be excited.”

#

“Come on in, Mr. Moore,” said Director Wilson after I knocked on his office door. It was late in the afternoon and I had been preparing to head home when I got the director’s call.

I entered his office after knocking. “You needed to see me, sir?”

He waved for me to sit. “Yes. And close the door, please. I have good news and bad news for your project.” This can’t be good, I thought.

I sat down and leaned forward. “I’m guessing you talked to the board?”

Wilson folded his hands in front of him on his desk. He said, “Yes. And they were very impressed. They loved the work all of you have put into the project. However, they rejected starting trials just yet.”

“Rejected? Why?” I asked. “It’s imperative we get started as soon as possible.”

“I agree,” nodded Wilson. “But you haven’t heard yet. NanoHome rushed into clinical trials this week with their flagship product called NanoArmy. It was a disaster. Adverse reactions to every test subject. There were several deaths as well as several lobotomies. So the board wants more testing. NanoHome has shut down development of their product for the foreseeable future.”

I sat up straight. “That’s horrible. But I can guarantee you, our product is safe. If it wasn’t for the regulations, I’d put it on the market today.”

Wilson frowned. “Well, Stan. That’s not going to happen. Research across the industry has been set back. Everyone is suddenly afraid of this tech. I agree we have a solid product. But after more extensive testing, we can apply for clinical trials again.”

I stood up and leaned on Wilson’s desk. “But we’re so close! I know it’s safe!”

Wilson frowned at me. “Go devise a suite of tests so we can prove it without a doubt to the board. You’re dismissed, Stan.”

I left Wilson’s office stewing. These idiots, I thought. We could start saving lives today! I’d trust it with my own life! I paused on my way back to my office. That’s it! I’ll prove it to them all. I hurried to my office.

#

“Are you sure about this, Mr. Moore?” asked my lab assistant. I’d spent the day following my meeting with Dr. Wilson going over my nanite code with a fine tooth comb.

“I’m very sure, Carl. I’ve calculated the dosage and loaded a syringe. The tracking instruments are already scanning. Just poke me my left butt cheek.”

Looking unsure, Carl said, “This has been cleared by management right?”

“I’m project lead,” I said, getting impatient. “You signed the form correct?” He nodded. “That indemnifies you in case something goes wrong.” Of course, there’s no authorization to do this. But we can no longer wait for the bureaucrats. We had to take action now.

Carl cautiously picked up the syringe with an over-sized needed. He sucked in a deep breath as he swabbed the injection site with alcohol. “Last chance to abort,” said Carl as he hovered the syringe over my ass. He looked over at the tracking system with the large, red button labeled “abort.” He looked at me expectantly.

“Do it, Carl. Then check for adverse reactions.” I winced as I received the injection. The solution was rather thick and ice cold. The tracking system started receiving data immediately.

Patient Age: 47 YO

Patient Sex: M

Issue: PSA level 9.7

Diagnosis: Prostate cancer likely

I already knew all that. My doctor gave me the choice of surgery or radiation. I was going to elect surgery, but even that doesn’t guarantee that all cancer cells are removed. My nanites are complete solution.

#

Carl said, “Thank God you came out of that. You were out for an hour. I was getting ready to call for an ambulance.”

I smiled weakly. “I’m glad you resisted.” My fever was gone. On one the tracker’s screen it read:

Prostate cancer removed

I couldn’t wait to verify with my doctor. This was great! The nanomachines should be already being flushed from my system. I sat up and then my vision blurred.

“Carl. What does the screen say? I can’t read it.” My vision was blurry and my eyes itched. The display read, “Issue: Impaired vision.” The next line ready, “Diagnosis: Far-sighted vision. Repairing.”

What the hell? It’s not supposed to do more than one thing. I wouldn’t mind having my vision corrected, but it’s not supposed to do that.

Everything went black. “I’m blind!” I shouted. “Oh my God!”

Carl said calmly, “Maybe it’s because the nanites are working on your eyes.”

“I sure hope so!” I said, panicked. This was crazy.

Just as suddenly, my vision returned. “I can see! Oh wow. Perfect vision!”

Carl said, “They don’t seem to be flushing, like they’re supposed to do.”

I reached up to the tracker. There’s a control to turn the bots off if they malfunction. I pressed the abort operation button several times. Nothing happened.

The screen read, “Issue: Unknown”

“Diagnosis: Unknown”

I suddenly felt feverish all over my body and sick to my stomach. Carl said, “There’s no turning them off, Mr. Moore!”

I blacked out.

###


Chapter 2

I felt like I was floating. I had no concept of the passage of time. I had nightmares of tiny bugs nibbling at my brain. Strange sounds would rise and fall. Lights would flash, sometimes dim and other times flash brilliantly bright. I also felt as if I was burning up. I struggled to wake up, but I couldn’t force my eyes open. Sometimes I felt I was falling and other times as if I was drowning. I tried desperately to suck in a breath. It was a nightmare I couldn’t wake up from.

I was falling. Spinning. Falling…

#

I awoke with a start. There was a loud slamming sound, but I hadn’t fallen. I felt as if I was lying on my back. I couldn’t move, but I heard voices. Indistinct at first. Then they started to sound clear.

Sounding like I was at the bottom of a well, I heard a female voice announce, “Doctor. The patient is beginning to wake up.”

I couldn’t move, but a very bright light was shone into my eyes. “Good reaction. Notify kin.”

“Yes, doctor.”

I tried to speak, but couldn’t.

The doctor leaned over me and I could now see him clearly. “I honestly don’t know how to ease you into your new reality. You’re in for a shock, that’s for sure.” What the hell is this big shock? How long have I been out? I can’t speak and it’s driving me crazy.

There was some commotion at the room’s entrance. The doctor said, “Mr. Moore. We’re going to bring your family in. Your wife and daughter. They’ve already seen you.”

The face of my beautiful wife Charlotte entered my view. Behind her I could see my daughter Cathy. Charlotte looked to one side and asked, “Is he fully awake? Have you told him?” Told me what? Did they have to amputate anything? Was I out for days? Years?

In the background, I heard the doctor say, “Yes… He’s fully awake. And no he has not been informed of his condition. He can’t seem to be able to speak yet.”

Charlotte looked back at me and tried to force a smile. “Welcome back, Stan. You’ve been out for three weeks…” She looked away with a questioning look. “Can I tell him that?”

Looking back at me, she said, “Yeah. You’ve been in a coma for something like three weeks. We thought we were going to lose you once or twice.” She looked at me and frowned. “You’re not going to believe what happened. Cathy. Come over here and talk to your father.” Charlotte stepped away from my vision.

My beautiful daughter came into view. She started crying. “That’s not my dad! It’s a freak! A freak!” She burst into tears and ran off. I tried to move and couldn’t. It was like my muscles were frozen. I couldn’t speak. My daughter just called me a freak and ran off. What the hell is going on? I passed out.

#

“Mr. Moore? Good, you’re awake. I’m Dr. Nettles. I apologize for what happened to you earlier. That should never have happened.” I tried again to move, but couldn’t.

Frowning, Dr. Nettles said, “Don’t try to move just yet, Mr. Moore. We’ve given you a sedative that keeps you from moving. It’s necessary for what I’m going to inform you of. We don’t want you hurting yourself.” Oh my God? What has happened to me? Have I become a monster?

Dr. Nettles said, “Mr. Moore. You’ve changed. A lot.We’ve been informed that you had yourself injected with experimental nanites… little tiny medical robots.” Dr. Nettles forced a smile. “The good news is that you’re now cancer free. However, there has been a few other changes. The fastest way to do this is for me to hold up a mirror. Brace yourself, Mr. Moore.” Dr. Nettles then slowly held up a mirror.

I tried to move, but couldn’t. I couldn’t believe what I saw in the mirror. Instead of me, I saw what looked for all the world like my own daughter Cathy last year when she was fourteen or so. Is this a joke? What I was seeing was impossible. I strained to move and passed out.

#

It didn’t make much sense to me, but I wasn’t allowed access to the code execution logs to try to figure out what went wrong. The company lawyers accused me of stealing the nanites with my unauthorized usage. So the only person qualified to study the logs was denied access for legal reasons. According to the legal team, I was in some serious hot water.

Without going into a lot of detail, which we don’t have anyway, the nanites somehow decided that I was not only the wrong age, but gender as well. I’m now a fourteen year old girl. I could be younger or older, but the consensus of the hospital’s doctors is that my new age is fourteen. That makes me younger than my own daughter.

And it’s not just that I look younger. I am younger. And I don’t just look female. I am female. So I’ve been cured from aging, being male, being far-sighted, my prostate cancer is completely irrelevant, as I no longer have a prostate or even testicles.

And, not only all that, I’ve been terminated from my job for being reckless with company intellectual property. And somehow I’m no longer a legal person. Just like that Secret Agent Man, they’ve given me a number and taken away my name. And I’ve been slapped with dozens of non-disclosure agreements.

It seems getting cured of old age is very popular if not unethical. Not to mention gender changes. They could make a gazillion dollars from both those, but they would also lose that much from lawsuits. And somehow they’re worried about how that would affect society.

So all this has to stay so very hush-hush. Several members of Congress have been told emphatically that no, we don’t have any de-aging nanobots. Nobody knows how the word got out, but the company CEO wants their head. Literally.

While in the hospital, my precious and lovely wife divorced me citing that I’m underage and she’s not into girls. So when I was discharged from the hospital, the company, in a moment of wanting to look magnanimous, put me up in guest quarters at the company offices.

Did I mention that the hospital is owned by the company? And when they announced there was going to be an inquiry, I was given use of one of the company lawyers who are of course, paid for by the company. And since this wasn’t a court of law, the lawyer was mostly there to tell me when to shut my mouth. The company’s position was that none of this happened.

#

“Come on in. Be seated. Is this everyone?”

“We’re still waiting on a member of our legal team. Oh. Here she comes.”

Director Wilson looked around the large conference room. “Okay. I believe we have everyone so let’s get this show on the road, shall we?”

I was very uncomfortable sitting right next to Director Wilson. It was like back in school having to sit next to the principal even though you’ve done nothing wrong. I sighed. Well, I’ve done something hugely wrong.

Director Wilson smiled around the room. “Thank you everyone for coming. I know everyone would like to end this ordeal quickly, but we need to give the subject the respect it deserves.

“On my right is Dr. Lee Took Dongbang, Sr. Vice President of BioSynthIndustrialMedical and CEO of the North America operations. Seated immediately to my left is the reason for this hearing. She is the former Mr. Stanley Moore. On her left, a few seats down is the former Ms. Moore and her daughter. Next is Dr. Patel, head of engineering. And lastly, we have Mr. Goddard, legal counsel and his team.”

Dr. Dongbang looked at his watch.

Director Wilson shuffled some notes around. He cleared his throat and said, “Now, the reason for this inquiry is the disposal of this small problem…”

I exclaimed, “Disposal! What?” I looked around the room, terrified.

Looking embarrassed, Wilson said, “Sorry. Poor choice of words. I mean disposition of this small problem. First order of business is to discuss the damage this girl has caused our company with her reckless disregard for the company’s rules and protocols leading as a direct result her current condition. We could have her institutionalized, but Mr. Goddard feels this would result in very bad press.”

Director Wilson paused a moment while he took a few slugs from his water bottle.

Before he started speaking again, he waved his water bottle in the air. “Anyone need another bottle? And these mints are awesome. Anyway, to hurry this along, as you can well understand, Mr. Dongbang was ready to punt this little bugger into next year. But her attorney pointed out the interesting fact, that her violation of our policies actually saved us several billion dollars.

“No. It’s true. If we had gone ahead with trials using the same version of the nanobots that Mr.Moore had used, every participant of the trial, and we were going to have at least two thousand participants, every one of them would have become fourteen year old girls in excellent health. And that would have been a disaster.

“There was an undetected bug in the nanite programming that went undetected in testing. Turns out a teen rat looks just like an adult rat and nobody verified the rat’s gender before and after testing. And nobody noticed how many cures each rat got. If it hadn’t been for Mr. Moore, we would have gone into trial that would have cost us billions.”

Director Wilson looked over at me and placed his hand over his heart. “And so we give you our sincere thank you. We would never have caught the error in time.”

I looked over at the director and quietly asked, “May I ask what the error was exactly?”

Dr. Patel stood up and shouted, “It was your sloppy programming, bitch! You hardcoded an object and with a wrong value! In the method _checkMorphAgent!”

I thought for a moment and then frowned. “The summer hire wrote that method. I thought I verified her code.” I shrugged.

Dr. Dongbang stood up. “I have to meet with a client. Carry on, director.” He then left.

After the CEO had left the meeting room, Director Wilson said, “Now that we’ve dispensed with all the technical items, we need to focus on disposing of the girl.”

I stood up and shouted, “I’m a human being you know. I object to being disposed of!”

Director Wilson frowned. “That’s not what I meant. We can’t let you continue to stay in our guest room. We can’t keep the vending machines on that floor loaded with chocolate bars. So here is the solution proposed by our legal team. After much negotiation, we seem to have reached an equable solution.”

“Nobody’s said anything to me!” I blurted out.

Mr. Goddard of the legal team said, “You’re below the age of majority. We don’t need your input.”

Wilson said, “Before I was so rudely interrupted, I was saying, we’ve reached a solution to our problem of what to do with this girl. The plan is for Ms. Moore to adopt this girl and take care of her.”

Cathy squealed, “Mmmmom! I don’t want that freak living with us!”

I stood up and shouted, “I’m not a freak! I am your father!”

Cathy folded her arms. “I can’t be older than my father! Freak.”

My former wife said, “Will you shut up, child? This is how it is!” I learned later that the company gave my wife a large sum of money to take me off their hands.

Mr. Goddard said, “Our legal team will create a person for the girl to be and all legal documents. When we’re done, you’ll have to enroll the girl into school. The girl’s name will be Amanda, which was your choice.”

“Amanda? Don’t I get a choice?”

My wife sneered at me. “No. Remember? Amanda was the name we picked if we had another daughter.”

Director Wilson looked around the room. “Alright. Looks like all business has been taken care of. This meeting is dismissed.”

#

“You’re awfully quiet, Amanda.”

“What would you like me to say?” I asked. We were all piled into my wife’s… back up… my mother’s car heading for some restaurant called Peaky’s for lunch. I was sitting in the backseat staring out the window. Cathy informed me that she gets the front seat because she’s the big sister. Whatever.

“I’m sure you have a lot on your mind,” said the person who I must now call Mom. Interesting that she kept the last name Moore. Since we’re divorced, I thought she’d revert to her maiden name. I was struck by a sobering thought. I now have a maiden name. “You’re starting a whole new life! Nobody gets to do that.”

I looked at her face reflected in the rear view mirror. “I’m grateful that you took me under your wing so I won’t be tossed into the care of strangers. Wilson had planned to hand me over the Child Protective Services.” I paused a moment allowing myself to get angry. “I’m an engineer, dammit! I’m not some fucking child!” I make just one little mistake….

Mom frowned at me through the mirror. “Watch that mouth of yours, young lady! We don’t talk like that in this family.” Maybe I should have taken the random family.

To the mirror, I said, “Sorry.” Cathy giggled. I think I’ve found the tenth ring of hell.

Mom drove her car into the parking lot of Peaky’s. Odd that I’ve never eaten here before. As she shut her door after we shut ours, she said, “Come along, girls. I’ve been wanting to try this place for ages but my curmudgeon ex-husband never wanted to.”

I frowned at her. “Are you going to do this all the time?

Mom chuckled. “Hey, if I didn’t love you, I wouldn’t have adopted you.”

Cathy turned to Mom and asked, “Does Amanda need a high-chair?” She then laughed uproariously apparently thinking she said something funny.

Mom shook her head. “Stop teasing your new sister. You two need to get along.”

Laughing, Cathy asked, “What’s the point of having a sister if you can’t mess with her?”

Mom frowned. “Just try to contain yourself, okay?”

I stuck my tongue out at her.

Pointing at me, Cathy exclaimed, “Did you see what she did?”

Shaking her head, Mom said, “Just enter the restaurant.” She then grinned at me. “You behave too.”

After we were seated and picked up our menus, it became apparent why we’ve never been here before. The menu consisted of items like hotdogs, sliders, mac and cheese, and other items I’d normally expect on a kid’s menu. The atmosphere wasn’t much better with an area of video games. Still, there were plenty of adults and few children. It was the lunch hour.

I spotted an item right away that I wanted. It was one of the more expensive menu items though. “Mom. Can I have the chicken fried steak?”

Mom didn’t even look up from her menu. “Can you or may you?”

Shit. Seriously? I sighed. “May I have the chicken fried steak?”

Grinning, Mom said, “Yes you may.”

Cathy said, “I’m getting pizza!” They have pizza? How did I miss that?

Mom opted for the chicken salad, which consisted of a salad loaded with chunks of chicken.

After a few bites of my chicken fried steak, I exclaimed, “Hey, this is better than… um… uh, this is really good.” Mom frowned at me. I looked at her and shrugged. “What?”

The lunch was pretty good. I wasn’t allowed to play on any of the video games. As we piled into the car, Mom said, “We’re going to the strip mall to get Amanda a few items she needs, like underwear.”

Cathy interrupted. “You’re not getting into my underwear, freak.”

“Cathy!” Mom exclaimed. “Be nice to your sister. We’re also going to get Amanda’s ears pierced.”

I wrinkled my nose. “No. I don’t want my ears pierced.”

Turning in her seat to look back at me, Cathy said seriously, “Trust me, girl. You want it.”

Mom laughed. “Your big sister has spoken!”

###


Chapter 3

“Oh. There you are.” Charlotte said from the doorway. I have a really tough time referring to my former wife as ‘mom’. It really grates on me. Being called Amanda also irritates me. The swiftness of me being considered as a child irritates me the most. But that’s what the psychs at my former job strongly suggested to acclimate me to my new life.

I was at my computer in the room we had originally set up as my home office. It’s going to turn into my new bedroom. She claims it’s temporary, but Charlotte has set up an army cot as my bed until we can get a real one. We could probably put twin beds in Cathy’s room, but she doesn’t want to share a room with a “freak”.

I turned around from my computer to look at Charlotte standing in the doorway. She said, “We need to talk.” She stepped into the room and sat down on an extra chair.

I frowned at her. “Talk about what? I mean, I think that ship has already sailed, ‘Mom’. I emphasized the word mom to show my annoyance.

“What would you have had me do?” asked Charlotte. “Your former employer was planning on handing you over to Child Protective Services. God knows where you would have wound up. I had to divorce you. I couldn’t stay married to a child.

“Because of all the airtight non-disclosure agreements all of us have had to sign, I couldn’t just say ‘hubby had an accident at work and this is how he looks now.’ For one, no one would buy it. And since you’re now legally a child, I have to register you Monday for high school along with Cathy or face the CPS myself.”

Scowling, I growled, “It’s bad enough that I’m now your daughter, but going back to school too? You realize how many degrees I have? I need to spend my time trying to see if this condition can be reversed!”

Looking sad, Charlotte said, “The engineers at your old job have already stated there’s no way to reverse your condition. And you no longer have access to those computers at work anyway. And you don’t have those degrees any more. That legal team has declared that you died in an industrial accident and there wasn’t enough of you left to bury in a matchbox. Services will be next Sunday. Remember? Stanley Moore is no more.”

I nodded. “Yeah, it’s all kabuki theater. I still don’t think I should be in high school for crissakes.”

Charlotte chuckled. “That’s another thing you can thank me for. The company doctors couldn’t determine exactly what your new age should be. Some thought it should be twelve or thirteen. I insisted your age be fourteen. Otherwise you’d be on your way to middle school. Even though you won’t be in the same grade, I wanted you and Cathy to at least be in the same school.”

“I don’t think I could have handled going through middle school again. Once was bad enough.” I shivered at the thought.

Charlotte said, “With you and Cathy at the same school, she’ll be able to help you navigate. It’s been a long time since you’ve been a teen and certainly never as a girl.”

I shook my head. “She hates me, remember? I’m a freak.”

Charlotte started to stand up. “I just wanted for you to understand that I adopted you out of love and a desire to keep the family together. And please start calling me ‘mom’ so we can cut down on confusion. And, with the money I’m getting from the company, we’ll turn this office into a bedroom fairly quickly. You should probably change into your night gown soon. It’s almost time for bed.”

I laughed humorlessly. “A bed time? Seriously? I haven’t had a bed time since… since…”

Charlotte laughed. “Exactly. Oh, and just like Cathy, you now have a curfew. I’ll be back later to tuck you in. And stop touching your ears. You’ll get them infected.” Grinning slightly, she exited the room.

A few minutes later, I heard a whisper from the door, “Is she gone?”

“You mean Mom?” I asked as I turned to face the source of the whisper.

Cathy entered the room. “Who else, silly.” Waving with her hand, she said, “Let’s go to my room real quick.” She disappeared from the doorway. I got up and followed her to her bedroom.

She jumped up on her bed and sat. As she sat down, she patted the covers. “Come on, get up here.” I climbed up on the bed. “First, let me apologize for calling you a freak,” said Cathy sincerely. “But you have to admit. Seeing your dad as a girl younger than you is a bit freaky.”

I smiled wryly. “I can understand that.”

I could tell she was up to something by the way she was grinning. “Mom said you and me need to bond. So I thought of this!” She held out a bottle of red nail polish. “Let’s do each other’s toes!”

I moved back a little bit. “Seriously?”

Her eyes bright, Cathy said, “Sure! It’ll be fun. And we can chat about everything while we’re doing it. Just don’t get any on the bedspread. Trust me on that.”

I was already barefoot, so I just rotated around so she could get at my feet. As excited as she was, I didn’t want to say no. Especially if we’re going to bond. She giggled as she started brushing the polish on. “I never thought I’d be painting Daddy’s toes!”

Looking over at her, I said, “You don’t remember doing that when you were four?”

Laughing, she said, “Oh yeah! I forgot! Well, I can’t call you daddy now. But you know what?”

“Chicken butt?”

Giggling, Cathy said, “Nooooo! Now that we’re sisters, we can tell each other secrets. And you can’t tell Mom!”

Smirking at her, I said, “As long as you’re not plotting an assassination, my lips are sealed.”

Cathy stopped painting my toes and stared seriously at me. “I’ve decided I love having a sister.”

#

“Hey sleepyhead,” called Charlotte as she stood at the end of my cot. Dammit. I need to remember to refer to her as Mom. Even in my thoughts.

I looked up bleary-eyed from my pillow. I mumbled, “I’m calling in sick today.”

Mom laughed. “That doesn’t work anymore, if it ever did. I need you to get up, honey. You need to take a bath. I think Cathy has some plans for you today after we get you registered for school.”

I sat up, pulling my covers back. I swung my feet over the edge of the cot and yawned. My night gown had gathered itself up around my neck. I need something else to sleep in or someone needs to show me how to wear a gown in bed.

As soon as my feet hit the floor Mom chuckled and said, “Oh, look who has pretty feet. I guess Cathy nabbed you last night.”

I nodded. “I’m not likely to do this on my own. Not yet anyway. And what are her plans for me? Not sure if I could handle any more shopping today.”

Mom straightened out my night gown. “Well, we do need to do more shopping. But first the shower. Remember, wash your hair first, then use conditioner. Don’t wash out the conditioner until after you wash your body. Then rinse out the conditioner. “We need to get you to a salon before school starts.”

I frowned. “I don’t want to go to school.”

Mom played with my hair a moment. “Hey, I’m only taking today off from work. So you’ll need to be in school. School will be fun. You’ll get to make friends. Meet boys.”

I shook my head. “Nuh unh. No way on the boys.”

Mom chuckled. “We’ll see how long that lasts. Now go shower. Scoot! You can use the master bathroom. Towels are where they’ve always been.”

I groaned and trudged off to the restroom to get into the shower. As I waited for the water to get hot, I stared at myself in the mirror. I leaned in towards the mirror. I shook my head. “That’s you, bucko,” I said to myself. I poked my breast with a finger and in a low voice I said, “Bewbs!” I shook my head. I thought that when they’re yours, they’re a lot less fascinating. Still fun to play with though.

I stepped into the shower and closed my eyes and just enjoyed the luxury of the warm water cascading down my body. I moaned with pleasure. The shower felt wonderful. After a couple of minutes, I remembered Mom’s instructions on hair washing.

When I got out of the shower, Mom showed me how to wrap my hair up in a towel. She brought me some clothes to my make-shift bedroom.

“Remember to wear a pad. I left the package out on your cot,” Mom said.

I picked up the package and asked, “What do I need these for?” I’m not stupid. I know what pads are for; I just didn’t know why I needed them.

Mom said, “The doc said he’s not sure you’ll have one since you weren’t born female but your period could start at any time. You don’t want to ruin your brand new clothes, do you? If you’d prefer, we could just go ahead and start you on tampons.”

“Tampons?” I whined. “Are you serious?”

Mom shook her head and chuckled. “Welcome to the club.”

#

I found Cathy sitting at the kitchen counter spooning some oatmeal into her mouth. Half joking, I asked, “What? No pancakes?”

Pouring herself a cup of coffee, Mom said, “You can have pancakes if you make them yourself.”

I said, “I was just kidding. I’ll make some toast.”

Cathy looked over at me. “You look nice, Amanda. Oh hey. Would you like to go see that new Tommy Kincaid movie? What’s it called? Oh. Pardon my C-4. It’s supposed to be really good.”

I shrugged. “I guess. Maybe. Mom will have to give me some money.”

Taking another bite of her oatmeal, Cathy said, “Actually, she doesn’t. My bestie, Marcia invited some of her friends to see a movie for her birthday today. It’s at the Cineplex. Mom already said it’s okay.”

I looked seriously at Cathy. “Will your friend mind paying for another person?”

Cathy just grinned. “She’ll just have to deal. So. You wanna go?”

I shrugged. “I guess so. Is Mom driving us up there?” My toast popped

Cathy tilted her bowl and let what was left of her oatmeal slide into her mouth. Grinning at me, she said, “No. My boyfriend is.”

I squinted at Cathy and asked, “Your boyfriend? What’s his name?”

Cathy giggled. “You remember Jonathan?”

I frowned. “You mean that boy I never liked?”

Grinning, Cathy said, “That’s the one!”

I frowned at Mom. “Char… Mom. Are you cool with that?”

Mom shrugged. “He seems like a nice boy to me.”

“But… but… he’s like sixteen!”

Cathy shrugged. “It’s okay da… Amanda. He got held back one year, so we’re now in the same grade.”

I frowned. “Oh. Like that makes it all okay?”

Mom started reading something on her device. “Well, finish eating you two and go brush your teeth. Both of you need to register for school.”

I frowned as I smoothed some peanut butter on my toast.

#

As we got out of the car, Mom looked around at the sky. “What a beautiful day. Being tethered to your job all day, Amada, you managed to miss most of the days like this.”

I shook my head. “And the cycle begins again.”

Along with us, there were probably two dozen groups were walking across the parking lot towards the rear of the cafeteria. All the registration activities were being held in the cafeteria. We’d walk from station to station getting information packets, having our ID pictures taken and get information about extracurricular activities and etc.

At one table, we ran into the girl’s coach. She grinned at Cathy. “Welcome back, Cathy! I was happy to see you sighed up for cheerleading again. Don’t forget tryouts are Thursday.”

Smiling wide, Cathy exclaimed, “Oh, I won’t forget coach. In fact, I’ll be bringing someone new with me.”

The coach said, “Oh, that’s great. It’s good to see new faces on the squad. Do you know if she’s here today?”

Cathy pointed at me. “She’s right here, coach. This is Amanda. My new sister.”

I rolled my eyes at Cathy.

Looking confused, the coach said, “Pleasure to meet you, Amanda.” She turned to Cathy and asked, “New sister?”

Before Cathy could respond, using the cover story my company’s legal team developed, I said, “I’m actually her cousin.” I suddenly looked sad. “I lost my parents and everything I own to a fire. Cathy’s mom was nice enough to adopt me and brought me into her home.”

Looking uncomfortable, the coach said, “Oh. I’m very sorry to hear that. I’m sure things are going to work out for you. So, are you interested in cheerleading?”

Cathy interrupted. “Of course she is! I’ll make sure she arrives at the tryouts.”

The coach smiled. “Well then, we look forward to seeing you both at the tryouts.” She then turned her attention to another girl.

Cathy got an excited look on her face as she ran to another girl, leaving Mom and I behind. “Marcia!” she shouted. “Happy birthday!”

Marcia, surprised along with her mother exclaimed, “Cat! You better be coming to my party this afternoon!” Marcia noticed me and did a double-take. She pointed at me. “What? Who?”

Cathy laughed. “I’d like you to meet my new sister, Amanda.”

Looking really confused, Marcia said, “She looks just like you! How is that possible?”

I said, “I’m actually her cousin, but her mother adopted me.” I really don’t like having to lie, but nobody would accept the truth.

Marcia asked, “Are you coming to the party this afternoon?” I nodded. “Cool! Hey, I gotta run. See you then.”

Mom said, “I think we’ve done everything we need to do. Let’s head home.”

A group of boys around one end of a table that had sports displays were making a lot of noise. One of the boys pointed at us and exclaimed, “Holy crap! There’re two of them!” Moments later we were surrounded by five or six boys, who I had to assume were all football players. It was embarrassing having all these boys looking at us.

One of the boys looked at Cathy and asked, “Hey Cat! Who’s this chick. She looks almost just like you!”

Another boy laughed. “Yeah, but prettier.”

Cathy laughed. “Guys, this is my new sister. I’d explain, but we have to go.”

One of the boys said, “I call bullshit on her being your sister.”

Cathy giggled. “Well, it’s true. See y’all later.” To me, she said, “Let’s go.” She turned and started running to catch up with Mom. I ran after her.

After we’d caught up with Mom, Cathy gave me a sly look. “Looks like you’ve got the attention of the football team.”

I frowned. “One more item to check off the bucket list.” Cathy laughed.

#

Watching Cathy pace the floor was making me dizzy. “What’s keeping him? Jonathan should have been here by now.”

I shook my head. “Relax already. It’s not even two o’clock yet.”

Cathy sat on the couch next to me and looked at me. “How’s my make-up?”

I chuckled. “It’s perfect. Just like it was thirty seconds ago. Relax before you become a nervous wreck.”

“Why aren’t you wearing make-up?” asked Cathy. “Mom said it was okay. I started wearing make-up when I was thirteen.”

I shrugged. “Because I don’t want to? Just seems like extra trouble to me.”

Cathy shook her head at me. “I keep forgetting you’re new to all this. You’re not a dad anymore. You need to stop thinking like one.”

I was so tempted to say “Oh you mean not liking that hoodlum, street racing piece of crap you have for a boyfriend? That kind of dad thinking?” But I held my tongue. At least now I can monitor her more closely.

The doorbell rang and Cathy jumped to her feet. “He’s here!” She rushed to the door, but before opening it, she shook out her hair and smoothed her skirt. She took a deep breath and then put on a smile. She opened the door.

“I have a package for Charlotte Moore? Can you sign this?” I’ve never seen anyone deflate so fast. Frowning, she signed the device being held by the delivery man. The delivery man said, “Thank you.” He left the box on the porch and walked away.

Cathy looked over at me and scowled. “Can you believe this?” She knelt to pick up the package and brought it in after closing the door. She set it on the dining room table and shouted, “Mom! You got a package!”

Shaking her head, she sat next to me. “Where the hell is Jonathan?”

Mom called from her bedroom, “Can you bring the package to me please?”

“Sure Mom.” Cathy picked up the box. It seemed a bit heavy. She carried it off to Mom’s room.

As soon as she left the room, there was a knock at the door. I looked around to see if anyone else heard the knock. I sighed and got up.

Opening the door revealed a grinning Jonathan. He said, “Hey babe!” He quickly pulled me to him and gave me a deep kiss. Holy shit! I just got kissed by a boy! It left me dazed for a moment.

“Jonathan! What the hell?” screeched Cathy from behind me. I just stood there with a goofy expression.

Looking confused, Jonathan stepped back from me. He looked from me to Cathy behind me. “What the hell is going on? Cat?” He pointed at me. “Who are you?”

Cathy stepped past me and angrily demanded, “Why are you kissing my sister!!”

Still looking confused, Jonathan said, “Sister? You don’t have a sister!”

Cathy chuckled. “Oh, that’s right. You don’t know yet. You’ve already met my sister. Her name is Amanda.” She gave my shoulder a rather lackluster punch. “Stop kissing my boyfriend!”

I shrugged. “I’m a victim of circumstances!” With a wry grin, I said, “You must be Jonathan. It’s a… a pleasure to meet you.” Why did I enjoy that?

Grinning broadly, he said, “Jonathan Goodall, at your service!” I giggled.

Cathy said, “I think we need to head out for the Cineplex.” Pointing at me, she exclaimed, “You ride in the backseat!”

“Where are we going again?” Jonathan winked at me.

Cathy noticed the wink. She punched his shoulder and said, “Marcia’s birthday party, you goof!”

Jonathan put his arm around Cathy’s waist as we all started walking to his fire engine red Dodge Challenger Hellcat. No wonder I hated this kid. “Are you going to explain how you suddenly have a sister?”

Cathy waited for Jonathan to unlock the passenger door. She said, “I’ll explain at the theater. That way I only have to say it once.”

#

There was a crowd standing around a table with two boxes of pizza on it in the Cineplex. Cathy pointed, “There’s Marcia!” Where she pointed were five boys who I guessed were all football players and seven girls who I was sure were all cheerleaders.

Marcia came running up and almost hugged me, but hugged Cathy at the last moment. “Girl! I was beginning to wonder if you were going to show up!”

Cathy laughed, “Of course I was going to show up!”

Marcia looked over at me and asked, “Is this really your sister?”

Cathy nodded. “Yep.”

Marcia touched my arm. “Well come on. Let’s introduce her to all the cool kids.”

Cathy looked around. “Oh? Where are they?”

Marcia shook her head. “I can unfriend you, you know.”

As we approached the table with the pizzas on it, all five boys stared intently at me. I was amazed at just how uncomfortable it was. I felt bad that at one time years ago, I participated in staring as well.

Marcia almost shouted as she said, “Hey, everyone! I want to introduce you guys to the new member of our group. Guys, meet Amanda. Cathy’s new sister.” Then pointing she told me the names of each boy and girl. The girls all came up and hugged me. The boys just grinned and stared.

One of the boys, who should run for class president, asked Cathy, “How can you have a new sister that’s the same age as you?”

Cathy laughed. “She’s a year younger than me! My Mom adopted her.” We then recited the cover story on how I got adopted.

This was really crazy. By the time Marcia’s mother came around with everybody’s tickets, I was surrounded by six burley young men, including Cathy’s boyfriend. They were all talking and joking with me. One boy in particular wouldn’t meet my eyes when I looked over at him. If I remember, his name is Chad. Shaggy, sandy blond hair, piercing blue eyes, great physique and why the hell is repeating this description getting me all hot and bothered?

Anyway, having the attention of six young men was insane.

Chad was standing several feet from me. He looked like he was going to say something when one of the girls pushed through the line of boys and said, “Chad! Sit with me, please! Please, please, please.”

He looked away from me and said, “Well, okay, Becky. Let’s go.”

I sat next to Marcia’s mother. And that was fine. The movie was absolutely hilarious and quite exciting. Funny how I never realized just how cute Tommy Kincaid was. He has a lot of great one-liners too. One joke that was a bit rude was where near the end of the movie, they blew up a movie theater showing a Nathan Adams movie.

As we all walked out of the theater, everyone seemed to be in a good mood, joking and talking. Jonathan had his arms around both Cathy’s and my shoulders. Cathy had invited me to come to dinner with her and Jonathan as long as I kept my lips to myself. I felt something shoved into my hand, but when I looked around, I didn’t see anyone near us.

I stopped walking which of course caused Cathy and Jonathan to stop as well. I looked at what had been shoved into my hand and my blood went cold.

Cathy asked, “Girl, what’s wrong?” It was a used movie ticket, but had writing on it. I handed it to Cathy. She immediately burst into giggles. With a wide grin she said, “This is great!”

On the paper was printed, “CHAD” along with a phone number.

###


Chapter 4

As we got into Jonathan’s car, Cathy looked at me and asked, “Are you going to call him?”

I shook my head. “No. I mean, why would I? I don’t know him and he’s a boy.”

Cathy laughed as we seated ourselves in the car. “That’s why you talk to him. To get to know him. He seems to be interested you. And you like him.”

I frowned at Cathy. “What do you mean, I like him? Like I said, I don’t even know him. I wouldn’t know what to say to him.”

Cathy shook her head at me. “You can start with ‘Hi. My name is Amanda. We met at Marcia’s party.’ You go from there. And don’t tell me you don’t like him. I saw you looking. He’s cute and not seeing anyone that I know of.”

“I wasn’t looking!” I denied. “He kept standing in front of me.”

Cathy grinned knowingly at me. “Yeah, right. I believe that. Not.”

Jonathan interrupted Cathy, “If I may interrupt this dazzlingly brilliant conversation, I need to ask if you two are okay with Taco Bueno? I’m buying.”

Cathy chuckled, “Dude, if you’re buying, let’s go to Gladstone’s!” Gladstone’s was the most expensive restaurant in town. It even had a tie requirement for men. And I’d bet women weren’t allowed to wear pants. They went out of their way to be exclusive.

Affecting an air of sophistication, Jonathan felt the collar of his t-shirt and announced, “I seem to lack the necessary accouterments to dine at that fine establishment.” He looked down his nose at Cathy and announced, “And for you my good woman, those jeans will not suffice.”

Cathy laughed. “I guess we’re stuck with Taco Bueno then. What do you say, Amanda?”

I didn’t look up from studying Chad’s phone number. “Actually, Dolby’s is just as good as Gladstone’s but without the dress code.”

Cathy made a face. “That sounds like some place geeks and engineers from some tech company would go to.”

I looked up to grin at her. “Hey, that’s right.”

Jonathan started to drive out of the parking lot. “Taco Bueno it is.”

Cathy narrowed her eyes at me. “You better put that number in your purse before you lose it.”

I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if I lose it. I’m not calling. And besides, I don’t have a purse.”

Shaking her head, Cathy said, “We’ll have to fix that. I’ll tell Mom. Want me to put it in my purse for safe keeping?”

I said, “No. I’ve got it.”

Before turning around to look out the windshield, Cathy flashed me a wry grin.

I looked down at the piece of paper I was clutching in both hands. I should just toss this paper out the window. That would be littering. I asked myself, what could Chad want? I was convinced he was going to ask me to sit next to him at the movie until that bitch Becky butted in. Why would I think that? I don’t care who Chad sat next to. He’s a boy. Until a few days ago, I was a forty-seven year old man with a family. Chad’s just a boy. A cute boy, but a boy nonetheless.

I looked out my car window. The summer evening sun was starting to cast long shadows. Why is this phone number causing me such inner turmoil? I should just toss it out the window. I don’t owe this Chad person a call just because he pushed his phone number into my hand.

I grunted a laugh. The joke’s on him anyway. I don’t have a cell phone or a purse to carry it in. Why can’t I have usable pockets? Is it a conspiracy by Big Purse? I had a cell phone. It was company owned. I carried it in my pocket. Pocket! Hear that Purse Industrial Complex? Men are too smart to carry purses.

The company took my phone away. Cheap-johns couldn’t pop for one lousy phone! What does Chad want? Hi Chad. It’s me Amanda. Did you need something? Be sure to smile because the person on the other end can detect it.

“Earth to Amanda.”

It took me a moment. I looked over and saw Cathy holding my door open. “Space Cadet Amanda would you like to join us for dinner?” She giggled.

I started to exit the car. “Sorry. I was just thinking about something.”

Cathy grinned. “About Chad?”

I frowned. “Don’t be ridiculous.” She laughed.

As we entered the restaurant, Jonathan announced, “You girls order whatever you want. I’ve got it.”

I patted my useless pockets. “That’s good as I have no money.”

Cathy frowned at me. “Amanda. Boys pay. That’s just the way it works.”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure that’s universal.”

Jonathan shook his head. “It don’t matter. I’ve got it. You guys go find a place to sit.”

While we were waiting, a group of girls came in and sat across the room from us. Cathy jumped up. “Oh. There’s Janet. I need to go talk to her.” She hurried across the room.

Jonathan nudged my arm with his elbow. “So. How do you like having Cat as a sister?”

Leaning my head on my palm, I grinned at him. “It’s definitely a trip. I’ve never had a sister before, so I’m learning new things constantly.”

Watching Cat, Jonathan said, “I’ll be honest with you. You dodged a bullet joining that family when you did.”

I gave him a curious look. “How so?”

Jonathan took a deep breath. “Her dad… or both y’all’s dad, not sure how that works in this case, but anyway. He was a total dick. I’m serious. He ignored Cat. He hated me. The only thing important to him were those little buggers that eventually killed him. Good riddance I say.”

I sat up and frowned. “That’s a mean thing to say. I heard he was a loving, dedicated father who was trying to help the world.”

Jonathan smirked. “Who told you that shit?”

I shrugged. “Mom.” Actually, nobody told me that. I told me that.

Jonathan chuckled as he started to get up to get our food. “She was blowing smoke up your ass for some reason. Cat’s father was a loser and history will thankfully forget him.”

I narrowed my eyes as I watched him walk from the table. Did I say I hated this boy? Well now I despise this little shit. Sure I devoted my life to my project. But it was to provide Charlotte and Cathy with a better life. How dare this street racing, vulgar bully call me a loser! He probably can’t even spell nanite, much less create one.

Cathy came hurrying back when Jonathan return to our table with our food and drinks. She seemed excited about something. As she unwrapped her burrito, she poked me in the arm. “You know what Janet just told me?”

Shrugging, I said, “I have no idea.”

Her eyes sparkling, “Chad’s been asking about you. Isn’t that awesome?”

I hunched my shoulders. “No. It’s not. I don’t want some boy asking about me.”

Looking confused, Cathy said, “Don’t you get it? One of the hottest guys in school is interested in you?”

“So?”

Looking like she might explode, Cathy said, “Let’s step into my office.” She started to stand up.

“Your office? What are you talking about?”

Scowling, Cathy said, “Amanda, I need help with my make-up.”

I studied her face a moment. “You look fine to me.”

Anger crossing her face, Cathy whacked my shoulder. “Just come in the bathroom with me for a minute.”

Jonathan chuckled as I stood up.

She took my hand and pulled me into the girls’ restroom. Once inside, she checked each stall. Then she pulled me up to the mirror and growled.

“Dad! Listen to me. I’m the only one here who knows you haven’t been a girl your whole life. You really need to cut out this shit of acting like you don’t know about boys and not understanding why one would like you. I know why you’re being skittish around boys. But no one else will.

“You need to become the teen girl you are. You’re in it for the long haul. You’re embarrassing yourself and me. Nobody is saying you have to like Chad, but react like a girl. Not like my Dad.”

I waved my arms around and giggled, “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God! Chad likes me? Oh! Oh! I can’t believe it! Oh, oh, oh!”

Cathy gave me a cold stare. “I don’t know you.”

I laughed. “Okay. I’ll stop. I’ll try to behave.”

Shaking her head, Cathy said, “Let’s go back to the table.”

When we got back to the table, Jonathan asked, “What was that about?”

I shrugged. “What?”

Cathy said, “It was nothing.”

Jonathan shook his head. “I’ll never figure women out.”

I took a bite of my cooled off burrito and asked, “What can you tell me about Chad? I want to know something about him before I call him.”

Cathy squinted at me. “You’re gonna call him?”

I nodded. “After we get back home.” I asked, “What can you tell me about him?”

Cathy grinned. “He’s gorgeous, but you know that. He’s smart. I think he’s taking calculus, so you two should get along. He’s my age and grade. Of course he’s on the football team. Jon, what does he play?”

Jonathan looked thoughtful for a moment. “Tight end, I think.”

Cathy finished off her burrito. “That’s all we know. When are you calling him?”

“Precisely nine thirty-seven.” I frowned. “I don’t know. Before ten. How’s that?”

Cathy grinned. “That’s good enough. I know you’ll like him.”

#

I looked at the clock. It was nine thirty. Cathy and I had discussed with Mom the necessity of me having my own phone. She agreed and we’ll be going up to the phone store and getting me one as soon as she got off work.

I looked back at the clock. It was nine thirty. Sheesh. Is the clock broken? A moment later the number one flipped the zero. I relaxed a bit. Why am I nervous about calling some boy. I’ve called senators and CEO’s of corporations. Calling a high school boy should be easy peasy.

But it’s not.

What if he’s not at home? What if he blows me off saying he’s too busy? What if my mind goes blank? And… and… what if… what if he doesn’t like me?” I smirked to myself. “Of course he likes me. He wants me to call him.

What if he asks me out? Not likely on a first call. At least not when I was a teen boy. I’m getting myself worked up again.

I looked at the clock. It was nine thirty-two, I was going to wait until nine forty-five. I should just call now.

I picked up the handset for the home phone. I took a deep breath and pressed the “Talk” button and I heard the dial tone. I took another deep breath and started tapping in the phone number. It rang twice. This is a waste of time. He’s not going to answer.

“Hello?” said a pleasant woman’s voice over the phone. Oh my God. Who’s that? I disconnected the call. I slapped the palm of my hand against my forehead. You idiot. It was probably his mom. She’s going to think I’m just some silly girl. I took another breath and pressed the re-dial button. Nothing happened. What is wrong with me? I pressed the “talk” button and then the “redial” button.

“Hellooo?” answered the same pleasant woman. I froze.

Again, the woman asked, “Hellooo?”

Finally I was able to say, “Hi. Is… is Chad there?”

The woman giggled softly. She said, “Yes he is. Whom may I say is calling?”

I froze again. I couldn’t remember my name. Have I gone insane? I said, “Sta…” Shit. I almost said Stanley. What the hell is my name?

The woman laughed. “Hello? Who is calling?”

Finally, I said, “Sorry. This is Amanda.”

Over the phone, I heard the woman shout, “Chad! Amanda is calling!” I heard her giggle.

I heard Chad shout back, “Cool! Thanks Mom.” I should hang up now.

Over the phone came Chad’s voice, “Amanda! Hey. I’m so glad you called.”

Not sure what to say, I said, “Hey Chad. I got your note. So. What’s up?”

“I heard you talking at Marcia’s party where you and Cat said you were adopted. I wanted to let you know you’re not alone. I understand what you might be going through because I’m also adopted.” I certainly wasn’t expecting that little confession.

I said, “Well, that’s certainly a surprise. It’s certainly a life changer.”

Chad exclaimed, “Yes! It is. It’s a huge change. I wanted to tell you how sorry I was that you lost everything in a fire. That is so devastating. I mean, how do you pick up the pieces after something like that?” I really hate having to tell that lie, but the truth would be hard to swallow for most people. At least that’s what the legal team told us.

I said, “I feel very fortunate that Cathy’s mom was able to take me into her family, especially after the tragedy of losing her husband.”

Chad said, “I’m sure that was real relief for you. I lost my parents to a car accident when I was nine. I was put in foster care and that was awful. My fosters threw away or sold all my stuff. I suffered for a year under that.”

“How awful!” I exclaimed. “But you got out from that?”

“Yeah. The best day of my life was when they decided they didn’t want me anymore.” I could hear the tears welling up in his voice as he spoke about his experience. “And then everything turned around when I got adopted. That’s why I wanted to talk with you. You have this terrible loss and you don’t know what to do. But then you find yourself in a loving family. I really thought my life was over until I got my new family.”

“I’m glad you reached out to me, Chad. It’s nice to know there’s someone who can understand what I’ve gone through.” I felt a tinge of shame for lying.

“It’s too bad you never got to meet Mr. Moore.” Chad said, changing direction.

“Did you know him?” I asked. Until Marcia’s party, I’d never seen Chad before.

Chad said, “Not personally. He came out to our school and gave a presentation once. He talked about all the great things his company hoped to achieve. He seemed like a hero to me. Saving lives, eliminating cancer and disease, fixing broken bodies and all that with tiny robots! Can you imagine such a world?” I think I love this kid.

I sighed. I could have been a hero. I could have been on TV. Everyone would know my name. I said, “Too bad he died in that explosion.”

Chad said, “Yeah. Some of my friends and I came up with a theory about that. We think an international cabal of doctors fearing he would put them out of business had him assassinated.”

Well, that’s certainly more exciting than just being stupid. I like Chad’s version of what happened. I said, “I guess we’ll never know.”

“And all his work was destroyed as well.” Chad said, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to drag things down.” I hadn’t heard about my work being destroyed. Dollars to donuts it’s not and they plan to not credit me for my work.

I said, “I’m sure their computers had backups.” And the explosion story is also a lie.

Chad said, “You seem really nice. I enjoyed talking to you.”

“I enjoyed talking to you too, Chad,” I said sincerely.

Chad then lowered the boom. “Do you think maybe you’d like to go out sometime? Maybe a movie? There’s a new movie out that you might like. It’s a romance and action flick. It’s called Racing Hearts. But we don’t have to go to that one. What do you think?”

A date? Well shit.

###


Chapter 5

I just sat in my office chair, stunned. How the hell did I wind up with a date with a boy. A boy I barely know. This coming Friday. I… I can’t date a boy.

“Hey Amanda!” whispered a voice from my doorway. “Did you call him?”

I nodded. “Yes I did.”

Her eyes bright with excitement, Cathy said, “I want to hear everything! Come to my office!”

I frowned. “We have to go all the way to the girls’ restroom at Taco Beuno?”

Cathy scowled at me. “You’re not a dad anymore. Knock it off with the Dad jokes, okay?”

I sighed heavily as I got up and followed my new sister to her bedroom. We both climbed up on her bed.

“You know,” sighed Cathy. “You need to get a real bed in your room so we don’t always have to use my room.”

“I have a bed.”

Cathy frowned. “It’s a cot. We can’t both fit on that. What did I tell you about Dad jokes?”

I laughed. “Okay, Miss Bossy.”

“Okay. Knock it off,” exclaimed Cathy. “What did Chad say to you? I heard you scream five minutes ago. Come on girl. Spill it!”

I took a deep breath. “He was very nice at first. He told me that he was adopted and offered to help me get through any problems I might have being adopted. He offered sympathy for what happened to my family.”

Cathy narrowed her eyes at me. “What happened to your family? Oh, never mind. The cover story. Well, that’s certainly very sweet of him. I didn’t know he was adopted.”

I shrugged. “Well, it’s not exactly something you go around announcing.”

“We did.”

I gave Cathy a cold stare. “You had to explain suddenly having a new sister.”

Cathy continued on, “What else did he say? Was that it?”

“He told me how he became an orphan. He lost both parents in a car accident. He told me how bad his life was before being adopted.”

Cathy knitted her brows. “That’s so sad. I would hate to lose my parents.”

Again I gave Cathy a cold stare. She waved her hand dismissively. “You don’t count. I mean, it’s not like you’re gone, gone. Anything else?”

I grinned and said, “Apparently, I as my alter ego, gave a presentation to the school, explaining the work we were doing. Honestly, I’d forgotten about that.”

“Oh!” interrupted Cathy. “I remember that assembly. I think most of the school slept through it.”

Frowning, I said, “Thanks. Anyway, he said how he thought it was terrible that all my work was lost when I died. He considered me a hero. You don’t even consider me a hero.”

Looking like she was insulted, Cathy exclaimed, “I do too!”

Chuckling, “What’s funny is that he thinks I was assassinated by an evil cabal of international doctors.”

Looking confused, she asked, “Were you?”

I gave Cathy an odd look. “I’m not exactly dead and no. The removal of my alter ego was due to stupidity. Though I like his idea better. I might use that.”

From Cathy’s doorway, Mom grinned. “What are you two conspiring about now? You know it’s well past bedtime for both of you.”

Grinning broadly, Cathy exclaimed, “Amanda has a boyfriend! And a date!”

Looking surprised, Mom said, “Well that was fast! Who’s the lucky boy and when is this date?”

I sighed. “I wouldn’t say I have a boyfriend. I talked to a boy tonight and he surprised me by asking me out.”

Flashing me a smile, Mom said, “You don’t always have to say yes when I boy asks you out, you know.”

Looking exasperated, I exclaimed, “Somehow I said yes without realizing it.”

Cathy slapped my leg. “You be careful girl! Or you might wind up being married!”

Feeling ill, I said, “You’re kidding, right?”

Mom frowned. “You need to be careful. You don’t want to wind up getting pregnant.”

In a shrill voice, I exclaimed, “I’m not having sex!”

Folding her arms, Mom asked, “Anyway. Who is this boy and what day is the date?”

Cathy’s eyes widened with excitement, “I don’t think you’ve met him, Mom. His name is Chad. He’s really nice. He’s gorgeous. He’s on the football team and he’s very smart.”

Mom grinned. “Sounds like Amanda hit the jackpot. Goodness. We’re going to have to get you a nice skirt and top. And heels.”

Cathy piped up, “I’ll learn her about make-up!”

Mom rolled her eyes. “You’ll teach her about make-up.”

Cathy laughed. “That too. She’ll need a little make-up for cheerleader tryouts.”

I sighed. “I don’t want to wear any make-up.”

Cathy scrunched up her face. “You can’t go on a date with a naked face!”

Mom looked frustrated. “Again. What day is the date?”

I sighed. “Friday night.”

Mom nodded. “Okay. I’ll make an appointment Friday afternoon at the salon. Cathy. Can your boyfriend take her up there? She’ll get her hair and nails done.”

Cathy grinned. “Do I get an appointment too?”

Mom chuckled. “You little mercenary. Fine. You too.”

Cathy laughed. “Great. And I’ll do her make-up after the salon. You don’t want Mom to teach you how to wear make-up. Nobody wants their mom to teach them about make-up. Trust me.”

Mom frowned deeply. “Watch it buster! You’re treading on thin ice. When are the tryouts again?”

“Thursday morning at nine. I was going to go over a few routines with Amanda tomorrow,”

Mom shook her head. “This is crazy. Everything’s in a rush! Okay you two. Time for bed.”

#

I sleepily wandered into the kitchen. Mom was dressed and holding a coffee mug. Cathy looked as if she was eating a Pop-Tart in her sleep. I sat at the kitchen table without getting anything just yet.

Mom downed what was left in her mug and announced, “Girls, I’m leaving for work now. You two behave and try to not destroy the house, please. And… listen! I’m not kidding. No boys in the house.”

I managed a grin. “Okay, Mom. We’ll have our orgy in the back yard.”

Mom frowned. “You’ve been told to knock it off with the dad jokes.”

Cathy laughed. “That doesn’t sound like a dad joke. That sounds like a plan!”

Mom shook her head and gave us both a kiss on the forehead. “You two behave. I’ll see you this afternoon.”

I waved. “Bye Mom. Have fun doing whatever mystery job you pretend you do all day.” I looked over at Cathy. “I had no idea what she did when I was married to her.”

“Bye!” and she walked out the door. Cathy descended into a fit of giggles.

I got up to make some toast. “What’s the plan today, dear sister?”

Looking serious and pointing at me, Cathy said, “Cheer practice, my little sister. And you will enjoy it!”

“Why do I have to be a cheerleader? Shouldn’t it be my choice?” I asked waiting patiently for my toast.

Getting excited, she said, “It’s tradition! All the women in our family have been cheerleaders. There’s me. Mom was a cheerleader both high school and college, Aunt Maggie, and … and I’m sure there’re more.”

As I started smoothing peanut butter on my toast, I asked, “Does it hurt when your brain cells start to die?”

Cathy gave me a curious look. “What? Nooo. You don’t lose brain cells to be a cheerleader. In fact, just like any school sport, you have to keep your grades up. Should be easy for a former mad scientist like yourself.”

“Okay. I’ll give it a shot.” At least it will keep me from thinking about my impending date with a boy. We moved to the backyard where we had a lot of room and a lot of soft grass to fall on.

#

It took me a little bit to get over my self image of being a forty-seven year old man and force my mindset into a fourteen year old girl. I was terrified of attempting a summersault. I was never able to do one even when I was a child. I was always afraid of breaking my neck. After a bout of verbal abuse from Cathy, I was finally able to do one.

With the summersault in my arsenal of stunts, I attempted a cartwheel. My confidence was high and I jumped into the attempt only to crash and burn the first few times. We practiced for almost an hour of going from one stunt to the other. My confidence started running high.

Then Cathy started a new tact. I had to learn every yell and cheer our school had. Some of our cheers are synched with the band so she had a recording on her phone of the pieces the band played.

We both collapsed on the grass and stared up at the puffy clouds in the sky. After both of us were breathing hard for a couple minutes. Cathy shouted, “By Jove I think she’s got it!”

I giggled. “You think so?”

Cathy laughed. “I know so, girl. You’ve got the cheers down, you’ve got the energy and most important, you’ve got spirit!”

Cathy sat up and looked at her phone. “We both should probably take a shower. In an hour, Jonathan is going to pick me up for lunch. Wanna come?”

I sat up on one elbow. “If I want to eat, I guess so. Oh wait. I don’t have any money.”

Cathy rolled her eyes. “Boys pay. Back in ancient times, when you dated a girl, who paid?”

I grinned. “I did.”

Cathy giggled. “See? Okay, hit the shower.”

#

I was laying on the floor watching TV. I had on a bra and panties underneath a t-shirt and some rather short shorts I borrowed from Cathy. In fact, I think I got on to her for wearing these very shorts because they’re too short. And now I’m wearing them. While on the floor, I was barefoot.

“Your boyfriend seems to have a penchant for being late,” I said with just a bit of disgust.

Cathy looked at me from the recliner. “Where did you learn a big word like ‘penchant’?”

I frowned. “I picked it up in my mad scientist days. And weren’t you told not to sit in the recliner with your feet up like that?”

Cathy shrugged. “That was Daddy’s rule. He’s dead.”

I shook my head at her. “Shouldn’t the spirit of his rule still apply?”

Cathy giggled. “Spirits can’t ground me.”

I was about to comment when the doorbell rang. Cathy jumped up exclaiming, “I’ll get it. You and your lips stay on the floor!”

She opened the door revealing Jonathan standing on the porch. Cathy stood on her tiptoes and kissed him. Maybe it shouldn’t, but it still bothers me to see her kiss that street thug.

Jonathan grinned as he looked at me on the floor. “Well crap, man. I was expecting to get another smooch with Amanda.”

Cathy pouted. “You’re terrible!”

Jonathan laughed. “That’s why you love me, baby. You girls ready to eat?”

Not moving from the floor, I said, “I was ready half an hour ago.”

Jonathan shrugged and then bent down to kiss Cathy again. “Let’s go.”

As I stood up, Jonathan followed me with his eyes. He grinned and said, “Nice shorts.” He gave me a thumbs up. Maybe I should change my clothes? I stepped over to the TV where I’d left my sandals and turned off the TV.

Cathy locked the front door. Jonathan put his arm around her waist. He said, “You know, I’m getting tired of Taco Bueno. What say we go to Burrito Extreme instead?

With a big smile, Cathy exclaimed, “I’m for that!” They both turned away from me before I could say anything. I guess I’m just excess baggage.

In the backseat of Jon’s car, I was starting to go deaf. I shouted, “Hey! Can you turn the music down?”

Jonathan laughed as he turned down the volume bit. “Sorry. I forgot you were back there.”

The parking lot looked like a street rod convention. Apparently this was the bad boy hangout. Jonathan slid his arms around both our waists as we entered the restaurant. Well, more precise, he had his hand on Cathy’s ass.

Several boys wearing black t-shirts and jeans and boots were gathered around several tables. One of the boys waved and shouted, “Hey Goodall! Back here!”

Jonathan waved back and shouted, “Just a sec.” Other guests in the restaurant seemed to be annoyed by the shouting.

After we ordered and Jonathan paid, he once again put his arms around both of us and herded us back to where his hoodlum friends were gathered.

One of the boys looked over at us and waved his arm at us. “Hey, Goodall. How do you rate two chicks?” I guess I’m a chick now.

Jonathan smiled broadly. “Dude. What can I say? Chicks dig me.”

Another boy pointed at both Cathy and I. “Are they twins? They look just alike.”

Moving his hands to both our shoulders, Jonathan said, “They’re sisters, but a year apart.”

One boy, who was staring intently at me asked, “Are there any more?”

Jonathan gave us both a squeeze. “Nope. Just these two.”

The boy who was staring, said, “That’s not fair you have both.” He looked at me. “Hey babe. Why don’t you come sit with me?

Cathy laughed. “Amanda has a boyfriend. On the football team.”

Laughing, the boy said, “I don’t care. Come on babe, sit with me.” He took hold of my arm.

I stood still and looked down at this boy. I said, “Excuse me?”

He looked at me sideways like who the hell is this girl? He let go of my arm and said, “Amanda is it? Amanda I would love to have the pleasure of your company for lunch.” I really wanted to tell him to go fuck himself, but he did turn around and ask politely. I still think he’s a jerk, but I wanted to reward his politeness. I still hesitated and he added, “Please?”

I smiled. “Well, since you said the magic word…” I took the seat next to him. He smiled and leaned on his elbow.

He studied my face a moment. “My name’s Owen Cameron, by the way.” He looked from me to Cathy and back to me. “It’s amazing. You two are almost identical.”

I grinned at him. “We’re actually cousins.”

He shook his head. “Cousins? Identical cousins?”

Cathy said, “We laugh alike and walk alike.”

Nodding, I said, “At times we even talk alike.”

Owen made a motion like his head exploding. He shook his head saying “You could lose your mind.”

Jonathan handed us each our burritos. He then sat next to Cathy, but still close to me. He laughed and said, “Yeah. I have to be super careful which one I kiss.”

Cathy scowled at me. “You can say that again.”

Owen chuckled pointing at me. “Hey, I can take this one off your hands for you.”

I scowled at him and said, “I’m not something you can trade.”

“I was joking. You’re a feisty one.”

I held up my burrito. “Can I just eat in peace?”

Grinning, Owen said, “Be my guest.” I sighed and shook my head.

When Cathy and I had finished eating, I said to Cathy, “We should probably head back soon. Did you see the time? Mom will be home in a few hours.”

Cathy said, “Oh, do you think you could ask one of these boys to take you home? Jonathan and I want to drive around a bit.” She winked at me.

“I don’t think that’s…”

Owen tapped my arm. “I’ll take you home, babe. I was going to show you my car anyway.”

I frowned. “Mom’s not going to like you just going for a drive like that. And I think I’ll just get a ride share.”

Cathy frowned at me. “Get your mind out of the gutter. We’re just going to go for a drive. And what are you going to pay for your ride share with?

Owen stood up. “Hey babe, I got you covered. I’ll show you my car and then I’ll take you home.” I really didn’t like being called ‘babe’.

Cathy asked, “You got your house key, right?”

I grunted. “I’m wearing it like a necklace since I don’t have any pockets.”

Cathy sighed. “We’re getting you a purse today!” She and Jonathan stood up. “Okay. We’re all set. See you in a bit.” Jon took her hand and pulled her from the restaurant.

Owen spread his palms out. “Are you ready? Let’s go.” I really didn’t like the idea of riding with Owen, but I sincerely doubted he’d harm me.

We walked out and up to a midnight black Chevy Camero. I said, “Pretty.”

Owen chuckled, “Oh, it’s more than pretty. The engine is not stock. Wanna see?”

I shook my head. “I wouldn’t know what I was looking at anyway.” Even as a guy, I wasn’t all that interested in cars. I was always interested in robotics.

Looking slightly deflated, he said, “You should ride with me on a race sometime.”

I shook my head. “Sorry. I’m not interested in street racing.”

Owen shrugged. He clicked a button on his key fob. “Door’s unlocked. Hop in.”

As I slid into the passenger seat I was impressed with the interior. “Leather seats. Nice!”

Owen grinned as he got behind the steering wheel. “Cool, huh?”

I ran my hand along the dashboard. “This must have cost a fortune.”

Owen nodded. “I had to earn part of it and Dad bought the rest. The new engine was all on me.”

I grinned at Owen. “All this just to impress girls?”

He shrugged. “It works. And I’ve won some races.”

Owen started up his car and I felt the rumble through the seat. I settled back into the leather of the seat and asked, “So. What does the future hold for Owen Cameron? This is your senior year, right? Going to college?”

Owen shook his head. “Nah. School’s boring and for losers. I’m considering dropping out. There’s a shop that really wants to hire me. Okay, what street do you live on?”

I told him the street and house number then asked, “What does your dad think about you dropping out?”

We rumbled out into the street. Owen grunted. “I haven’t told him yet. It’s none of his business what I do anyway.”

“He bought you this nice car,” I said, looking out the tinted window on my door. “Don’t you feel obligated?”

Frowning at me, Owen said, “Not really. But hey, even if I finish school, college offers nothing for me. Just more books and shit. I want to get away. Be on my own, you know? Experience life before I get old.”

We rode in silence for a few minutes. I looked over at Owen and thought, where the hell would I be right now without a college education? I laughed. Probably still a man.

Owen glanced over at me. “What’s so funny?”

“I was just thinking about something.” We were approaching the street I lived on. “You don’t have to go to college. You can join the military.”

Owen laughed. “And get shot at? No thanks.”

I shrugged. “You can join the Air Force. They’re non-combatant.” I thought of my Dad spending the war chasing girls in Japan and other exotic locations,

“Sheesh,” frowned Owen. “You sound like my old man. Here’s your street. Which house?”

I pointed through the windshield. “Third house down from the stop sign, with my Mom’s SUV parked in the driveway… Oh no.”

Owen asked, “You in trouble?”

I sighed. “Probably.”

“Want me to keep driving?” grinned Owen.

I chuckled as I considered the idea. “I think that will only make matters worse. Just let me off here.”

Instead, he drove his car into the driveway. “Here you are, safe and sound. At least for the moment. Seriously, Amanda. I would love to take a beautiful girl like you out sometime.”

“I’ll think about it,” I lied. “Thanks for the ride home.” I closed the car door and waved as Owen backed out into the street and drove off.

I looked at Mom’s car parked in the driveway. She’s not supposed to be home yet. She didn’t specifically tell us to stay home all day. But I’m willing to bet she’s not happy that neither Cathy nor I’m not home. No point in waiting. I took a deep breath and entered the house.

Mom looked up from whatever she was doing at the kitchen table. “Where have you been young lady?”

I stepped up to the kitchen table and said, “Cathy and I decided to go get some lunch.”

Mom looked back at the mail order catalog she had been thumbing through. “Oh, I see. Where did you go?”

It bothered me that I was feeling nervous as if I was in some kind of trouble. “Burrito Extreme.” I knew it would be the next question, so I said, “Jonathan drove us up there.”

Mom nodded. “And who was that boy I just saw you with? Do I know him?”

I sat down in one of the kitchen chairs. “His name is Owen. I don’t think you know him.”

“I see. Did he pick you up in that hot car of his?”

I gave Mom an odd look. “I didn’t even see his car until he brought me home. He was at Burrito Extreme.”

Mom idly flipped another page of her catalog. “Isn’t that a street racer hangout?”

I shrugged. “Beats me. I’ve never been there before.”

Mom closed the catalog. “Stop acting stupid, Amanda. This boy is a street racer, isn’t he?”

I picked up the salt shaker and started fidgeting with it. “I guess so.”

“I couldn’t get a good look at this boy. How old is he?”

I was tempted to lie because I thought this round of questioning was stupid. But I was sure Mom could guess his age right down to the hour of his birth. I took a deep breath and answered, “He’s a senior this year.” I didn’t add, “unless he drops out.”

Mom shook her head. “What’s with you, Amanda? I was expecting you to be the responsible one. But here you are hanging out with a boy who is not only a street racer, but too old for you. And then you let your daughter run around loose. I forbid you from ever seeing that boy again.”

I narrowed my eyes to slits. “Ummm, Mom? What did you just say? I don’t have a daughter. I’m fourteen. You… you and that damnable legal team ensured I was stripped of any parental responsibilities and rights. I’m now a child. You’re the one with responsibilities. Not me.”

Mom’s nostrils flared as she sucked in a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I misspoke.”

I threw the salt shaker across the kitchen. “I’ll say! And what the hell do you mean by saying I’m not allowed to see a boy who’s a street racer? You’re letting Cathy date a street racer!”

Mom stood up, knocking her chair over. “You don’t talk to me like that, young lady! And you have no say in who Cathy dates. They’re both the same age and that was before you were adopted!”

Scowling, I shouted, “But her father opposed it!”

“Her father’s dead! What he wants doesn’t matter anymore.”

A lump instantly popped into my throat. I felt tears well up. “So that’s it, is it?”

“That’s it.”

The front door slammed open and Cathy shouted, “Hey, everyone, I’m h… um…”

“I hate you!” I shouted and ran to my room and slammed the door closed. I tossed myself onto my cot and started crying uncontrollably.

I must have fallen asleep. The windows were dark. Since I hadn’t eaten I felt a little hungry. I closed my eyes and clutched my pillow tight. I heard my door creak open and Cathy whispered, “Amanda? You awake?”

In the darkness, I just said, “Yes.”

I heard Cathy enter my room and sat on the edge of my cot. “What did you fight about? Mom is in her room crying.”

I shrugged in the darkness. “It was nothing. Just something stupid,”

“Boys?”

I grunted a laugh. “Yeah.”

In a soft whisper, Cathy asked, “Owen?”

In a quiet whisper, I answered, “Yeah.”

Cathy twirled my hair a moment. “I’m so sorry. That was all my fault. For what it’s worth, Mom never stays mad long. I’ll let you go to sleep. Don’t forget tomorrow are the cheer tryouts. Night.” I heard her softly close the door.

A while later, the sound of my door opening woke me up. I didn’t move and pretended I was still asleep. I felt someone entering my room. I was sure it was Mom. She carefully pulled a sheet over me. She carefully brushed my hair from my face and kissed my forehead.

She sighed and sounded like she was about to cry again. Very softly, almost under her breath, she said, “I miss you so much, Stan.” I heard my door softly close.

###


Chapter 6

“Go away,” I mumbled, sticking my head further into my pillow.

“Amanda!” hissed my annoying sister. “You need to get up!”

I pulled the pillow over my head. “Just go away.”

Cathy began tugging on my arm, trying to pull me off my cot. “You have tryouts in a couple of hours! Not only do you need to eat something, we have to do your make-up.”

With one eye, I looked up from my face-embedded pillow and snarled, “You’re kidding, right?”

From my room’s entrance, Mom shouted, “I’m about to leave for work and you need to get up, Amanda!”

I sighed as I sat up. “I don’t want to be a cheerleader. Let some bimbo have my spot.”

Cathy tugged on my hand. “There’s only one bimbo taking your spot and that’s you. Now get up!”

I stood up from my cot and made a vain attempt to scratch a place I no longer had. I yawned. “I need to take a piss.”

Mom stepped inside my room. “That is not how we ladies say that.”

I yawned again. “How many different ways is there to say you need to take a piss? I’m doing it here on the floor if someone doesn’t get out of my way.”

Cathy stepped aside. “Okay. But hurry. I made some breakfast for us. You need your energy. After you eat, take a bath and shave everywhere.”

Mom announced, “Okay girls. I’m going to work now. I need to talk to you privately for just a second, Amanda.”

I sighed. Yes by all means let’s extend our fight from last night.

When I stepped from the bathroom to go to the kitchen, Mom said, “Amanda. I’m sorry about last night. I didn’t mean to yell at you.”

I pulled loose strands of hair from my eyes. “And I didn’t mean it when I said I hated you. I just don’t like being told what to do.”

Mom stepped into the restroom and applied her lipstick. “That is something you need to get used to oh daughter of mine. Adults have to make decisions and you won’t like all of them. Like you can’t see that boy anymore. And that’s final. Now go eat your breakfast and I’ll see you this afternoon. We still need to get you a phone.”

As she walked away, I exclaimed, “I don’t even like him.”

Cathy asked, “You don’t like who?”

I waved my hand in the air. “You know. That annoying Owen guy.”

Cathy stuck something in her mouth and talked while chewing. “He’s cute. But you’re right. He’s annoying. You shouldn’t be hanging out with him anyway. He’s too old for you.”

“That’s what Mom said.”

Cathy frowned at me. “Stop talking about boys and go eat. Quit goofing around.”

I wandered into the kitchen and was surprised to find a plate of scrambled eggs and a few strips of bacon. It wasn’t a huge amount. We didn’t want to be weighted down, but it sure smelled good. I finished off my small allotment of breakfast and headed towards the bathroom.

Cathy handed me a small, pink razor as I headed into the bathroom. She commanded, “Shave everywhere. And no, I don’t mean your head. I know you were going to ask that. But don’t take too long.”

Actually, I was going to ask that. I guess my former dadness precedes me.

Freshly bathed and shaved, I stepped back into my room, towel wrapped around me. Cathy had laid out the underwear I should wear along with a plain white t-shirt, pair of shorts in a solid color, in this case blue. There were short white socks trimmed in pink and tennis shoes.

Cathy poked her head in my door. “As soon as you’re dressed, come to my room and I’ll do your make-up.”

I gave her a salute and said, “Aye-aye captain!”

A few minutes later, I was sitting on Cathy’s bed. Wearing a look of grim determination, Cathy slid a small table next to me. On the table were various cosmetics.

I sighed. “I honestly don’t want to wear make-up.”

“I’m not going to do a lot. For try-outs, they don’t want girls wearing a ton of make-up anyway. See how I look? That’s what I’m going to do to you.”

She then started to smooth on a light amount of foundation. At first I pulled back when she went to apply mascara. She laughed.

“Girl, it won’t be too long before you won’t be able to go outside without at least mascara on.” She giggled.

And lastly, my lips were coated with pink lip gloss.

Cathy stepped back and held up a mirror for me. “There. You’re gorgeous.”

I rolled my eyes. “I look just like you.”

Giggling, she said, “That’s what I said! Wait. Don’t get up yet. Fix your hair in a pony tail.” Putting my hair into a pony tail was a skill I mastered fairly quickly in my new life as a teen girl. From her dresser behind her, Cathy picked up a large bow in the school’s colors.

Grinning, she said, “And like placing the star atop the Christmas tree, I’ll attach your cheer bow. I’ll let you have one of my old ones. Quit fidgeting. You have to wear the bow to try-out and you’ll definitely have to wear the bow as a cheerleader. There. You’re all set. Jonathon will be here any minute to drive us up there.”

I shook my head. “Shouldn’t you have a license by now?”

“It’d be nice, wouldn’t it?” She frowned. “After my next birthday, I can get my learners permit. But I can only drive with a licensed driver with me.”

I stood up, noticing for the first time really, that I was a tad shorter than Cathy. “I think my old license is somewhere in Mom’s room.”

Laughing, Cathy said, “I don’t think that’ll work.” The doorbell rang. “He’s here. Let’s go.” She dropped a compact, the mascara bottle and the lip gloss into her purse. “We’re getting you a purse today for sure.”

I followed Cathy out of her room and into the living room. She pointed at the couch. “You and your lips can wait here.”

I shook my head. “That kiss wasn’t my fault, you know.”

“You didn’t try to stop it.” She turned from me to answer the door.

Jonathan stood in the morning light on our porch. “Hey. It’s my two favorite girls! Ready to go try-out?” Cathy still had to try out, though she was pretty-much guaranteed a spot.

I said, “I really don’t want to try out.”

Cathy frowned at me. “You’re all set. What’s your problem?”

Actually, I really didn’t want to be a cheerleader, but I said, “I’m afraid I’ll screw up and everybody will laugh at me.” And that was also true.

Cathy walked up to me and said, “Everyone who tries out is afraid they’ll mess up. I’m even afraid. You just have to have faith in your abilities.”

That surprised me that Cathy would admit that she has fears too. I guess I can’t let her show me up.

I stood up from the couch. “Okay, let’s go.”

#

I was surprised at the number of girls on the field. Some portable bleachers had been set up next to few mats. Cathy had told me earlier that there were thirty girls trying out to be a cheerleader.

There were a few girls from last year that the coach wanted to cut, which kinda seemed mean to me. Only twelve of these girls would be selected. Marcia, as squad captain, was a shoe-in as well as Cathy. Despite what Cathy keeps telling me, I have no allusions to getting on the squad. They really should give my spot to a more deserving girl.

Cathy and I walked up to the girls coach. “Hey, Coach. Amanda and I are here. You can go ahead and check off two boxes.”

The coach chuckled. “You know I can’t do that. Go find Marcia and get checked in.”

From behind us, Jonathan let out a low whistle. “It’s like a smorgasbord. Blondes, brunets, redheads. What to choose. What to choose.” Cathy folded her arms and glared at him. He shrugged and said, “I can dream, can’t I?”

Using her unnecessary bullhorn, the girls coach announced, “Alright girls. Let’s get lined up. We’re about to start the try-outs. Remember we’re here to have fun. Audience, please hold your applause until everyone has finished. Okay. Wendy, you’re first up.”

While the first few girls got up to try out, I looked around. The girls lined up were reciting the cheers with their eyes closed, a few stood with that thousand mile stare, a few, like Cathy stood with absolute confidence, one girl was crying, but most were like me. Scared and wanting to go home. Not far away were the sounds of football practice.

When Cathy was called, I admit I was amazed at what my sister could do. Every tumble and cartwheel done with precision, no hesitation on the yells that were called out clear and crisp. All performed with a dazzling smile. There was applause when she finished.

After writing some notes, the coach looked up and smiled in my direction. “Amanda sweetie. You’re up.”

I took my position and drew in a deep breath. I put my hands on my hips and recited, “Ready? Okay.” I then went through all the stunts I learned from Cathy. I wasn’t sure how well I was performing them but Cathy had a big grin. I went through my list of cheers and then performed a few short routines. I ended with a back flip and landing with my arms outstretched. I was shocked to hear when I got a similar applause. Cathy gave me two thumbs up.

When all the try outs were completed and the girls coach, Marcia and some woman I thought might be the assistant coach were conferring on notes, I noted two boys suited up for football practice, holding their helmets, starting to get up from the stands. I recognized one of them and pranced… yes pranced, up to him.

“Hey, Chad!” I cooed. “Did you come to watch us try out?” I stood next to him and was dwarfed by his size. Of course some of that was due to padding. For some reason I had a silly grin on my face.

Chad ruffled my hair. “I sure did. I think you did great! You’re sure to make the squad.”

I grinned at him. “Let’s not count our pom-poms before they… uh… something.” I giggled.

Touching my arm, Chad said, “We need to go. I’ll see you tomorrow!”

I said, “It’s eleven thirty. You want to do something for lunch?”

Shaking his head, Chad said, “Sorry babe. We have to get back to practice.” He bent down and gave me a quick kiss. Chad kissed me. I couldn’t believe it.

When I walked back to Cathy she wasn’t looking too happy. I asked, “What’s wrong? Everything okay?”

Looking upset, she said, “No. It’s not. Jonathan just left. He got called into work.”

I shook my head. “Just great. He’s our ride.”

Cathy sighed, “I’m sure there’s a few friends here we can catch a ride with.”

The coach said through her megaphone, “Attention everyone. The judges have made a decision. Here are the members on this year’s cheer squad…”

We were all sweating bullets, even Cathy, as the coach read down the list. The last two girls announced were Cathy and me. We hugged and started jumping up and down and squealing. I’m a girl. I’m allowed to squeal.

Cathy giggled, “I knew you’d make it! That’s so cool! We’re going to be cheerleaders together!”

Marcia shouted, “Pizza party at my house Saturday night! Cheerleaders only!” She looked at me with a frown and added, “No boyfriends.” What did I do?

As the crowd started to disperse, with some girls happy and some crying, a boy walked up to us. Cathy looked over at him. “What’s up Owen?”

Owen stepped up close to us. “I couldn’t help but hear that you two needed a lunch ride and a ride home. I’m offering my services for both.” He grinned toothily.

Cathy shrugged. “I am getting hungry.”

I shook my head. “Why do you keep trying to get me in trouble? My mom said I’m not allowed to see you.” I frowned at him.

Owen laughed, “Well close your eyes!” When he just got a stony stare from me, he looked down at his feet. “So, what’s with the prohibition? I don’t think I’ve done anything.”

Cathy chuckled. “You’re too old for her.”

“Too old?” Owen then affected an old man’s voice. “By cracky, you younguns just don’t know how to have fun is all! I just got my Social Security check and dagnabit I want to share it with someone.” He then teetered around.

Despite myself, I found his antics amusing and I let my frown slip. Owen stepped up close to me and pointed at my face. “Now don’t smile. Don’t you dare smile!” He laughed as he continued to point, “You better not smile! Is that a smile?”

I finally couldn’t hold my frown any longer and laughed. Owen grinned and said, “There’s that pretty smile.”

I looked around and the area had pretty much cleared along with all our options to get a ride. I started to think maybe Owen did that on purpose.

Cathy looked around her and folded her arms. “Well crap, Amanda. Looks like we’re stuck with Owen if we want to ride.”

Owen put his hands on his hips. “Well, isn’t that just terrible. Amanda will have to see me. Should be okay since your sister is here to protect you. What do you say we do something different and go to that place called Peaky’s. Have you been there before?”

Cathy said, “That have good pizza.”

I shrugged. “They have great chicken fried steak.”

Owen grinned. “I think I’m up for some chicken fried steak as the lady recommends.”

#

Owen dropped us off at our driveway. Thank heaven Mom wasn’t home yet. I’m beginning to suspect that Mom works for the NSA and knows everything.

We had a great lunch. All three of us got chicken fried steak. A highlight of the lunch was Owen announcing to us that because of me, he was going to finish school. I’m sure it was really threats from his dad, but I didn’t mind taking credit for a good deed. We then went for a drive around town.

While waiting for Mom to come home, I sat at my desk and went to YouTube on my computer. Back when I was a man, which is getting harder to believe was real, I’d relax my brain by watching videos of show tunes. I like show tunes. So sue me.

After watching a video about what the wind is called, a video I hadn’t seen in a while popped up on the queue. I always found the video amusing though I never gave it much thought. It was from a musical about World War II, specifically South Pacific.

After I clicked on play, and instead of being amused, I started to feel uncomfortable. I supposed it’s true that there’s nothing like a dame. But the song has taken on a different perspective now. I’m the dame. Me. And the lyric about how they don’t get relief bothered me. I don’t want some sailor getting his relief all over me. I’m not sure I can listen to this song the same way again.

I heard the front door as it opened and then closed. Mom called out, “Girls! I’m home. Come here and give me a hug.”

I slid off the office chair I was sitting on and hurried to the living room. Cathy was already there giving Mom her requested hug.

Grinning, Mom asked as we walked into the kitchen, “So tell me! How did the try-outs go?” Mom started making herself some coffee. Funny. She drinks it all the time and even when I was an adult, I didn’t care for it.

Cathy exclaimed, “We both made the squad! It was great!” She took a sip from the Peaky’s cup left-over from lunch. She was supposed to have disposed of the evidence.

Mom beamed. “Congratulations, you two! That’s wonderful! Now we’ll have to see about getting Amanda a uniform.”

Instead of looking at Cathy, Mom looked at me and asked, “You guys went to Peaky’s for lunch?” There was no denying it with Cathy’s brazen soda cup. And my spider sense was tingling to make me suspect she somehow knew anyway. Okay. I really don’t have a spider sense, but I was married to this woman for seventeen years.

I giggled. “Yep. And we all got chicken fried steak!” Crap! I just made a tactical error.

Mom looked puzzled. She looked at Cathy and asked, “Oh? Who all were we all?”

Also looking puzzled, Cathy said, “Um, me, Amanda and Jonathan.” She lied. She lied directly to Mom’s face. That conniving little … um, sister. She didn’t even hesitate. Nothing in her eyes. This was master level lying.

Mom nodded. “Sounds good. I’m going to relax a minute, then change so we can go get Amanda a phone.”

“And a purse!” chimed in Cathy.

If I still had parental authority, I’d be angry at Cathy’s falsehood. But as a sibling, my respect just went up a notch. I went back to my once-upon-an-office to watch more videos. I had fund a Japanese girl band called Moxie that I enjoyed listening to.

After spending some time watching videos and consuming a bottle of green tea, I needed to get up and take care of business. And, if we were going to get me a phone, we should probably go fairly soon.

I had to pass by Mom’s bedroom. Her door was partially open. I wasn’t going to snoop until I heard her say to someone on the phone, “I never realized before just how hard it is to raise two teen girls… I know, right…. Yeah. I thought the new daughter would be a quiet little lamb. Yeah, her name’s Amanda. But holy cow, Robin, she’s totally boy crazy… I know…. I know.…

“Well, she got mixed up with some older boy. School hasn’t even started yet, right? … Anyway, she’s riding around in this kid’s muscle car…yeah, he’s a street racer… Anyway, she’s riding around with this kid who looks to be eighteen or nineteen…. yeah, she’s fourteen. So I tell her, honey, that boy is too old for you. I forbid you from seeing him. She blows up at me, tells me she hates me and storms off to her room. Yeah, a full wall-eyed temper tantrum.

“This morning, things have calmed down, but I made it clear. You can’t see this boy. Well, this afternoon… oh both Cathy and Amanda made cheerleader. Thanks. Though I think this will probably make the boy problem worse. Anyway, I saw that they went to Peaky’s for lunch. I asked who they went with and Robin, can you believe it? Those little brats lied to me! Yes. To my face!

“Cathy said they were with her boyfriend, but a coworker saw them there at lunch and she asked me if Cathy had gotten a new, older boyfriend. Well, you don’t have to add two and two together to get five to know what was going on. I know!.... Right.… Well, I didn’t catch them red-handed, but next time I find that she’s disobeying me, bam!

“I’m lowering the boom on her. I’ll take her phone away… well, she doesn’t have one yet and ground her. At least two weeks. No I don’t. Punishment is supposed to hurt and I’m tired of her defying me. I don’t know why she likes that boy anyway… hah! That’s probably true. He’s cute and older. A parent defying combination if there ever was one… And good talking to you too….”

Holy shit! I hurried back to my room and pretended to be watching show tunes on YouTube. If I was larger and more male, I’d beat the Shinola out of Owen.

There is nothing you can name that is anything like a dame….

###


Chapter 7

I got my phone. Wasn’t quite the one I wanted, but it has most of the features I thought I needed and I can actually make phone calls on it. Cathy assured me this is the trendier phone that all the girls at school were getting. Heaven forbid going against the grain. The case is a pretty, metallic pink. Well, it’ll get me started. Hopefully I’ll be able to upgrade later when Cathy’s not around.

And then we went purse shopping. Oh.my.God. I had no idea there was so much to consider in buying a purse. I was blown away just by how many purses were available. And at just this one store. We didn’t just get me one purse. Oh heavens no. I now possess four purses.

At the urging of Cathy, for my main purse I got a pink patent leather bag with pockets for my phone, my keys, money and God knows what else. A white and a black purse for different outfits for dates and a large cloth bag that I could stuff the other three purses into. Cathy said it was a good start.

And on the way home, Mom did something she rarely does. We stopped to pick up some Chinese takeout. Last time I had chicken fried rice I was still a man. It’s bothering me that my memories of being a man are getting fuzzy. What bothers me even more is that in my childhood memories, I’m a girl. Those nanites really did a number on me. Mom was strangely quiet during the whole expedition.

As Cathy distributed the food around the kitchen table and got the soy sauce out of the fridge, Mom just stood by the table wearing a rather dour expression. She cleared her throat. “I hate to do this, but I have an announcement for you girls.”

I speared a piece of chicken on my fork and looked up. “An announcement? Can we finish eating first?” Her tone of voice indicated that this wasn’t going to be a fun announcement.

Mom shook her head. “No. This has been eating me ever since before we left the house.” I glowered at my rice. Well shit. We’re about to be hit with whatever was in the phone conversation that I had heard bits of. I hadn’t had a chance to discuss Mom’s conversation with Cathy before we left.

Mom frowned. “I’ll just be blunt. Why did you girls lie to me about your lunch? The fact you lied is worse than what you lied about.”

Cathy looked up confused. I said, “Mom, we told you were we went. We even had the cups to prove it.”

A thundercloud slowly grew above Mom’s head. “Oh, I know you were at Peaky’s. A coworker saw you two there. That’s not the lie. The lie is who you said was there with you. You were there with that boy I’ve already told Amanda several times she’s not to see. And yet she defies me.

“I never expected this type of behavior from you. Honestly, I don’t know what you see in that boy. But it ends today. So for being with that boy and then lying about it. I’m grounding both of you for two weeks starting tonight.”

I stood up suddenly, knocking some of my rice onto the table. “Mom! That’s not fair! I have a date tomorrow!”

Cathy exclaimed, “And we have that cheerleader party Saturday!”

Mom shook her head. “Not anymore.”

“This is so unfair! I didn’t even lie to you!” I exclaimed.

Mom scowled at me. “You were still with that boy. I will not have you defy me!”

Cathy stood up and slapped her palm on the kitchen table. “Stop it Mom! You’re being terribly unfair to Amanda! I’m the one who lied. I lied to try to protect Amanda. I didn’t know you were spying on us.”

Mom stood up and shouted, “How dare you take that tone with me, young lady. So you think it’s okay to lie as long as you don’t get caught?”

I wished I could roll up into a tiny ball. Cathy shouted, “Mom. Will you please listen? Amanda wasn’t with Owen. She doesn’t even like him. He volunteered to give us a lift. That was all.”

I said quietly, “I think Owen is an annoying pest. I mean, he’s nice to me, but I’m not trying to get his attention.”

Mom looked coldly at Cathy. “Why did you lie to me?”

Cathy stood straighter. “I told you why. I was afraid if you knew it was Owen who had lunch with us, you’d unfairly blame Amanda. And you did.”

Mom looked sternly at me. “Amanda, are you honestly not interested in this boy?”

I was ready to explode. “Honestly, Mom. I have no interest in Owen. He likes me for some reason, but I keep telling him to go away.” I scowled at Mom. “Am I going to have to shoot him?”

Mom frowned. “I don’t think we have to go that far. Are you really not interested in that older boy?”

“No!” I exclaimed. Then I thought what does no mean in this context. I exclaimed, “Yes!” Mom gave me a confused expression. I said, “I am not interested in any way shape or form in Owen! Sheesh. I’m not even interested in boys!”

Looking shocked, Cathy said, “Not even Chad?”

“He’s different!”

Cathy laughed.

Looking sheepish, Mom said, “I guess I owe Amanda an apology. I’m sorry I doubted you, Amanda”

I smirked. “It was almost worth a gender change to hear an apology from you!”

Mom frowned. “You better watch it. I might change my mind.” Mom folded her arms. “And you’re still not allowed to see that boy.” She then left the kitchen.

I picked up an eggroll to try to salvage my dinner when Cathy came up to me with a grin and high-fived me. She exclaimed, “Alright! We’re a team!”

I shook my head at Cathy. “I think the real lesson here is to tell the truth from the beginning.”

Cathy shrugged. “Whatever.”

#

“Is anybody getting out?” asked Cathy.

“I’m not going in first,” I exclaimed from the back seat of Jonathan’s car.

Cathy laughed. “What do you think is going to happen?” We had been parked outside the beauty salon Mom uses for a couple of minutes.

“I’ve never been in a place like that before,” I said worriedly.

Cathy shook her head in amazement. “Jon. Just park over there and come in with us. You can just sit in the lobby to wait.”

Jonathan shook his head. “Nothin’ doin’. In five minutes, I’ve seen three men enter, but no man has come back out.”

Cathy laughed. “Dude, are you serious?” She touched his hair and grinned. “You could use a new do.”

Jonathan swatted her hand away and said, “Just call me when you’re ready for pickup.”

Cathy looked incredulous. “What do you think happens in there?”

“I don’t intend to find out. Just call.”

Cathy shook her head. “Come on Amanda. We’re going to be late.”

I climbed out of the back seat of Jonathan’s car. Cathy stuck her head in the passenger window. “I’ll call you in about two hours, okay? You sure you don’t want to come inside to wait?”

Jonathan shook his head, “Naw, I’m good. Just call.” With a chirp of tires, he sped away.

Cathy looked at me and laughed. “Boys are goofy.” She started walking towards the salon. I just stood there.

“Why do I need to go in there?” I asked seriously. “I’ve washed my hair recently.”

Cathy folded her arms and stared at me. “Seriously girl? You’ve got split ends and they’ll add more body to your hair. Now let’s go inside, you goofball.” She held the door open for me. “Age before beauty.” She giggled.

I frowned at her. “You’re older than me.”

Cathy said, “Not in real years.” She laughed. I sighed and entered before her.

We walked up to the counter where a woman who stood behind it smiled at us. “You two must be the Moore girls.” She grinned. “I swear. You two are the spitting imagine of your mother.”

Cathy just said thank you. But that thought has made me think more than once about that. It’s impossible for us to share DNA but I look just like Mom when she was a teen.

The woman smiled at us. Looking at her computer screen, she said, “I think they’re ready for you now. Follow me.” We followed her back into the deep reaches to the inner sanctum of the female world. My imagination danced wildly with all the femininely diabolical horrors that would befall any man unlucky enough to find themselves trapped in these feminine chambers.

Jonathan was right. I hadn’t seen one male since arriving at the interior. What more could be done to me as I’m already a woman?

“Amanda?”

“What?” I blinked a few times.

Cathy laughed. “Girl, where is your brain at? They’re going to wash your hair here.”

I smiled weakly. “Sorry. I was just thinking.”

Cathy grinned. “Well, stop it. You know you’re not allowed.” She giggled.

I stood up a little straighter and mumbled, “Yeah, right.”

I was led to a chair where I had to tilt my head back far enough to where I thought my neck might break. A woman proceeded to wash my hair. She asked me a bunch of silly questions and seemed excited when I mentioned going on a date that evening.

After that, while another woman fussed with my hair, someone else fussed with my finger nails. I had to admit that I enjoyed being fussed over. I was told they had a spa at the facility that sounded wonderful, but it wasn’t on my options today.

Cathy was already finished and waiting in the lobby when I came out. She stood up and grinned when she saw me. “There she is!” she exclaimed. ‘I love your hair. I really like that nail color.” She opened her purse and extracted her cell phone. “I’ll give Owen a call to come pick us up.”

Cathy laughed. “Did I say Owen? Sorry, I meant Jonathan.”

Scowling at Cathy, I said “You’re not funny.”

To avoid another situation, Mom had prepared us sandwiches for lunch and put them in the fridge. Jonathan was on his own. He decided to hang around while we ate. He nibbled at the Chinese leftovers.

Cathy frowned at Jonathan as he chowed down on some General Tso’s chicken. She said, “You’re free to go. We’re just going to do make-up and other girlie things to get Amanda ready for her date.”

Jonathan popped another blob of chicken in to his mouth. “You sure? You might need me to run up to the store for something.”

Cathy shook her head. “I think we’re good. And Mom was saving that chicken for her. Babe, it’s not like I don’t want you around, but I have to focus on getting Amanda ready. We’re going to be talking about make-up and clothes. I think you’ll be bored.”

Jonathan looked disappointed “But you have a better TV.

Looking stern, Cathy demanded, “Will you just go? Mom doesn’t like boys being over here when she’s not here.”

Eating one last piece of chicken, Jonathan said, “Okay, okay. I’ll go. Give me a call if you need anything.”

Cathy grinned and made a shooing motion. “We’ll be fine.”

Jonathan finally begrudgingly got up and left the house.

Cathy sighed. “It’d be impossible for you to try on different outfits with a boy around.”

“Why different outfits?” I asked.

“You want to make sure you picked the best one.”

I shrugged. “It’s just a movie. Possibly dinner. What’s the big deal?”

“Because it is a big deal!” exclaimed Cathy. “You want to look like you spent hours getting ready just for him. And after he sees you, you don’t want him to even think of another girl.”

“It’s just a date.”

Cathy frowned at me and declared, “No such thing. You want them all to be memorable. Come on. Let’s check out your closet.”

#

“Is this all you got?” demanded Cathy as she tossed one of my short skits on the reject pile for the second time.

I shrugged. “I haven’t had time to accumulate very many clothes. Why don’t we look through your clothes?”

Cathy frowned. “You’re too small. How the hell did you get to be smaller than me?”

I leaned hard backwards in my chair and folded my arms. “That’s out of my control! Take it up with the nanites!”

“I will!” shouted Cathy as she picked up my black miniskirt for the fourth time. “Don’t you have any other sexy skirts?”

I grabbed the skirt from her grasp. “This is a date, not a Whitesnake video!”

Cathy took a deep breath and said, “Okay, okay. Everybody calm down a minute.”

I frowned at Cathy. “It’s just the two of us.”

Ignoring me, Cathy took the skirt from my grasp and set it down in front of her. She picked up a tank top and held it against the skirt. “This skirt and tank go well together.” She picked up one of my high heel strappy sandals and held it in the air. “These heels will go with anything you have.” She then picked up a pair of earrings from my earring box. “I love these earrings.”

I waved my hand. “Mom said it was too early to take my studs out.”

Cathy waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, what does she know?” She looked at my scowl and said, “Okay. Those studs can stay in one more week. And then those suckers are coming out!” She held up a necklace made from a fine chain. “I’ll let you borrow my necklace and these bracelets.”

She looked over at me and grinned broadly. “Okay girl. We’ve nailed your outfit. Time to do your make-up. Come over here and sit still.” As she opened the bottle of foundation, she said, “You really need to learn how to do your own make-up. Let’s get started.” She glanced at my clock. “Oh my God! Chad will be here in a little over an hour!”

Cathy went to work on my face like a woman obsessed. She worked quickly, but accurately. Somehow she managed to not poke me in the eye with the mascara brush. She’d occasionally brush my hair out of the way.

Just as she was finishing, Mom came into my room. “Hey girls. I’m home. I didn’t miss Chad did I?”

Cathy laughed. “Well, considering both your daughters are still here, I’d say no.” Cathy took a few steps back from me and asked, “What do you think?”

Mom grinned at me. “You’re quite the artiste, Cathy. Amanda you’re gorgeous.”

I smiled weakly at Mom. I felt ridiculous, to be honest. Wearing make-up and a short skirt and high heels. I felt silly.

Mom glanced over at the clock next to my bed. “Isn’t Chad supposed to be here by now?”

Cathy said, “I’m sure he’ll be here any second. Mom, go wait for him in the living room. I’ll hold Amanda down in her room to give you a chance to chat with him.” Mom nodded and left my bedroom and shut the door.

We didn’t have long to wait until the doorbell rang. Mom unnecessarily shouted, “I’ll get it!”

Cathy and I both held our ears against the door so we could listen in.

Mom opened the door and acted surprised. “Hello?”

In a shy voice, Chad said, “Um, hi Ms. Moore. Is ah… Is Amanda here?”

Mom giggled, “Oh! You must be Chad. I’m sure she’s almost ready. You know how girls take forever.”

Chad said, “Um, yes Ma’am. Oh, I brought these flowers for her. I didn’t know what to get. Do you think she’ll like them?”

Mom said, “She’ll just love them! Have a seat, Chad. I’ll check on her.” We heard Mom approach my room.

We opened the door slightly when Mom rapped her knuckles on the door. Grinning, she said, “Oh, honey, he’s a sweetie. Give me at least five minutes alone with him.”

Cathy looked at me and said, “Breathe, girl.”

This was insane. I’m going out on a date with a boy! It’s been eighteen years or so since I was last on a date. And that was with a girl. I tried to listen in to what Mom was asking Chad, but I couldn’t hear anything.

Finally we heard footsteps approaching the door. There was a knock and we heard Mom say, “Honey? Chad’s here.”

Cathy grinned at me. “It’s show time! Look. Don’t worry. You’re gorgeous! He’s going to just love you.”

Scared out of my mind, I opened my bedroom door and stepped out into the living room.

###


Chapter 8

I took a deep breath and stepped out of my room. I looked up and smiled slightly at Chad. My eyes went from the floor up to Chad’s face. Not sure when my tastes changed, but he really is a gorgeous boy.

Chad stood as I stepped into the living room. He grinned and said, “Hey, Amanda. You’re very pretty today.”

I smiled and said, “Thank you. So are you.”

Chad chuckled and grinned at me.

Feeling my face turn red, I said, “Oh! I meant to say handsome!”

Chad laughed. “I don’t think anyone’s called me pretty before.” I thought that Chad was definitely pretty. Should I let it bother me that I was somewhat over dressed compared to Chad? Chad had taken a shower, put on a clean t-shirt and jeans, while I had gotten my hair and nails done, put on a nice, sexy skirt with a pretty top, and wearing my best, well only, high heels and spent time getting my make-up perfect.

We hadn’t left the house yet and my investment in the date was already much higher than Chad’s. Thinking back on my dates with Charlotte, I at least wore a buttoned shirt. Different times, I guess.

I stepped close to Chad. He grinned and presented the small bouquet of flowers to me. Except for a few hospital visits, nobody had ever given me flowers before. He said, “I got you these. I hope you like them. I didn’t know what flowers you like.”

I took the flowers and inhaled their fragrances. “These are beautiful, Chad! I tend towards pink roses, but these are perfect.” I blinked a couple of times. When did I favor pink roses? When did I become fascinated with cute boys? Do I still have nanites floating around in my brain?

Mom reached out for the flowers. “Here, honey. Let me put these in a vase for you.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Mom had a mile wide smile as she took the flowers. Her reaction to Chad is certainly different from her reaction to Owen.

We stood around for a moment of embarrassed silence. Then Chad said, “Well, my Dad’s waiting, so we probably should go.” I had to think for a moment. Chad’s too young to have a driver’s license. For some reason I stupidly thought all boys magically can drive a car. This is a different set of dating dynamics.

I smiled at Chad. “I’m ready!” He slid his arm around my waist. I got a tingle at his touch.

Mom held out my white purse. Cathy had decided the while purse should be my casual date purse. I took a quick inventory of the contents to find it was already pre-loaded with a compact, gloss, some “mad” money and a cell phone. Mom said, “Don’t forget this.”

As I closed the purse, I said, “Thanks, Mom.”

Chad took my hand. A boy holding my hand was such a new and unexpected experience. I liked it. It gave me a sense of security.

Mom gave Chad a stern look. “It’s Friday night so you need to have her home by eleven.”

Chad grinned and said, “Yes, ma’am.” Being told I have a certain time to be home by ruffled my feathers a bit. But then, I’m not forty-seven years old anymore. With a tug from Chad’s hand, we left my house. It’s official. I’m on a date. With a boy. Oh my God.

Mixed thoughts flowed through my mind as we approached the car. Kids really don’t drive roadsters anymore. I half expected a modern muscle car with wide tires sticking out past the wheel wells and a rumbling exhaust. But Chad isn’t driving of course. So it made perfect sense to approach a brick red Dodge Journey with a middle-aged man at the wheel. Brick red is such a dull color.

As Chad opened the back door for me to enter the car, he said, “Dad, I’d like you to meet the prettiest girl in school, Amanda Moore.” I slid across the seat to sit directly behind Chad’s dad.

Chad’s dad said, “Nice to meet you, Amanda. You’re all Chad talks about.”

“Dad!”

I looked at Chad and giggled. I looked at his dad and said, “Nice to meet you too, Mr… Mr…”

His dad chuckled. “You can call me Mr. Daniels.”

I giggled again. “Nice to meet you too, Mr. Daniels.” I grinned at Chad as he slid across the back seat. The actual back seats were folded to make storage space. He put his arm behind my shoulder and playfully poked my nose.

As he drove away from my house, Mr. Daniels said, “Chad’s told me a lot about you. I’m sorry to hear of your father’s recent passing.”

I sighed and said, “Thank you.”

Chad leaned forward and said, “I think he was assassinated by an international cabal of doctors mad that he was going to put them out of business!”

Mr. Daniels looked taken aback. “How awful! Is that true? What was your dad’s job?”

I poked Chad in his ribs. “Will you stop? His job title doesn’t make sense to most people. Basically he was a mad scientist trying to play God. He actually died from hubris and stupidity. Besides. That’s Cathy’s dad. My parents died in a house fire.” Am I being too hard on myself? If I hadn’t been stupid, I’d still be a man and not on a date with Chad. Okay, stupid isn’t always bad.

Obviously embarrassed, Mr. Daniels said, “Ah. Well, I’d stick with the international cabal story.” I nodded.

After that, the rest of the drive to the Cineplex was in silence. Chad held my hand the whole way. We parked temporarily at the front of the Cineplex. Chad jumped quickly from the car and ran around to my door. He opened my car door and extended a hand to assist me out of the back seat. Navigating in a miniskirt and high heels was a bit more difficult than I thought it would be.

As I stepped away from the car and into the mob of kids gathering around the theater entrance I heard Mr. Daniels call to Chad. “Hey, sport. Come here a second.” He lowered his voice as Chad leaned into the driver’s window, but I could still hear. “She’s a sweet little girl. You need to hang on to her.”

Chad grinned. “That’s the plan. I’ll call you when we’re ready to be picked up.”

Mr. Daniels said, “You kids have fun.” Narrowingly avoiding running over a few kids, Mr. Daniels drove away.

I felt so exposed in my high heels and miniskirt! I’m used to wearing more clothes than this when out in public. Every boy was staring at me. But most girls seemed to be dressed like I was. The way the boys dressed ran the gamut from holey t-shirts to ties.

I gratefully took Chad’s hand when he offered it to me. It’s been awhile since my last date and I wasn’t a girl then. I’d forgotten how much dating was a spectator sport. I gripped Chad’s arm tightly.

As we entered the Cineplex, the noise level rose even higher. Why are kids so damned noisy? I looked unsteadily around. This place was packed. Well, it was a Friday night. And I definitely wasn’t used to having boys stare at me. I held Chad’s arm more tightly.

Someone in the crowd waved and I heard “Chad!” Chad waved back at someone and we headed in that direction. We arrived at a table with three teen boys accompanied by three teen girls.

One of the boys shouted as we got close, “Hey Chad! We just ordered pizza. Want to join us?”

Chad looked down at me. “Is that okay?”

I really didn’t want to get in a mob, but I nodded and said, “Sure.” I wondered if other girls just agree with their dates even if they don’t want to. The boys all gave me huge grins.

Standing behind me and holding my shoulders, Chad said, “Guys? Have you met Amanda?”

The boys grinned sappily at me and all three said, “Hey, Amanda.”

One of the girls said, “She’s our newest cheerleader. I saw you at the tryouts. I’m Wendy. I’m on the squad too.”

I nodded towards her. “Oh yeah. I remember you.”

One of the other girls folded her arms and rolled her eyes. “Oh great. Another cheerleader.”

Wendy chuckled. “Don’t mind her. I watched your performance at the tryout. I think you’ll do great.”

I smiled at her. “Thanks.”

Chad put his arms around me. “I know she’ll do great.” He kissed the back of my neck. Nuzzling my cheek, Chad said into my ear. “Hey, grab us a couple slices of pizza.” Pecking order established. I sighed.

I asked, “Meat lovers or spinach?”

Chad made a face. “Meat lovers, of course!” I giggled as I turned to pick up a couple paper plates.

I shook my head as I placed three slices of meat lovers pizza on a plate. I put a small slice of pepperoni on a plate for me.

“Thanks babe,” said Chad as I handed him his plate. He turned back to talking to his friends about the upcoming football game next Friday. The first game of the year.

My feet were already starting to hurt a bit, so I sat at the table with the other girls. That struck me as funny. The “other” girls. When I was a teen boy, I was petrified by girls.

Wendy gave me a knowing look. As she took a sip from her bottle of water, she asked, “So. Where did you and Chad meet? We haven’t had a game yet.”

I swallowed my bite of pizza and said, “We met at Marcia’s birthday party.”

Wendy nodded. “I meant to go to that. But I was out with my boyfriend instead.”

I looked over at the boy I’d seen her with. “I can understand that.”

After several minutes, I looked over at Chad and the other guys and said to myself aloud, “Do they ever stop talking football?” I was never into sports.

The girl who was less than thrilled to see another cheerleader said, “No.”

Checking the time on my phone, I asked, “Anyone know when the movie starts?”

“What movie?” asked Wendy.

I said, “That Tommy Kincaid movie Shoujo Commando Izumi.”

Wendy said, “Same movie we’re going to. Starts in about forty minutes. After the movie, you want to go bowling with us?”

I shrugged. “That’s up to Chad.”

Wendy frowned at me. “It’s your date too, you know.”

“I honestly don’t know what his plans are,” I said matter-of-factly. Wendy just nodded.

As if on cue, Chad turned to me and said, “Hey babe. We should probably get in the snack line before it’s too late.”

I frowned at him. “I was beginning to wonder!”

“Sorry, babe!” He bent down and kissed me. I shook my head. I thought to myself, if you think a kiss is going to just fix everything… well, okay. I’ll let it slide this time. And the jury is still out on being called a babe. I have to admit I like Chad’s kisses.

We hurried over and got in line. Naturally we were sandwiched in-between several of his football friends. And not just the ones we had pizza with. Maybe it’s a bad idea to date a football player. He wrapped his arms around me, pulled me close and rested his chin on the top of my head. I know I’m being wishy-washy, but I think I need to give it more time.

Chad kept his arms around my waist as we picked out a tub of popcorn and large drinks for each of us. I wasn’t sure what to think as he kept getting congratulated on his choice of girl. They’re talking about me as if I wasn’t there and an award or something.

Finally we headed towards the auditorium. Our specific seats were already bought and fortunately, none of Chad’s friends were close by. I didn’t want an audience as I snuggled against him. Is my desire to be close to Chad genuine or a product of left-over nanites? And does it matter?

Chad didn’t even hesitate about sliding his arm around my shoulder. I smiled at him as I snuggled into the crook of his arm. He pulled me closer. I felt a slight feeling of annoyance thinking of all the time wasted as a man when I could have been enjoying being held by a cute boy. I gotta get these left-over nanites turned off.

The movie was fun and action-packed. Tommy Kincaid was hilarious. Then the action slowed down and the movie slipped into a love scene. I could no longer handle it. I looked up into Chad’s eyes. He smiled and bent his head towards me. His warm, soft lips touched mine. I moaned softly and pressed my lips harder into his. His tongue slipped between my lips and I sucked on it. Oh my God! To think I’ve been missing all this. Why didn’t I invent these nanites sooner?

I didn’t notice when the house lights went up and with some pissed off clean up people waiting on us to finish necking. Chad nudged me a few times. “I think we need to go, babe. It’s 10:30 anyway.”

“Okay. If we have to.” Holy crap. I was in such a dreamy state. I totally couldn’t have cared less about my curfew. She’s not my mom! She’s not even my wife anymore. Curfew smurfew.

Laughing as he tried to stand me up, Chad said, “Let me call Owen to bring the car around.”

I suddenly stood up straight. Terrified, I shouted, “Owen!?”

Chad chuckled. “Cathy told me to say that.”

Frowning, I said, “I’m going to kill her!”

Chad laughed. “Let’s get you home first.”

All the way home, I clung to Chad. We kissed and cuddled. It was crazy how I felt. Would all that desire for Chad die off after he went home? I guess I’m about to find out. Actually I hope it does. I don’t want to pine for Chad if he’s not around.

Mr. Daniels drove up to the curb outside my house. He grinned and said, “Five minutes to spare!”

“Thank you so much, Mr. Daniels!” I squealed.

Chad stepped out of the car and hurried over to help me out. “I’ll walk you to your door.”

I grinned at Chad as I took his hand and he escorted me to my front porch.

I threw my arms around Chad’s neck when we reached the porch. “Thank you for the wonderful time, Chad! I really enjoyed it. Just curious though.”

Chad grinned at me. “What about?”

Referring to the movie, I asked, “Where did that girl keep getting all those bazooka rockets?” I giggled as I stared into Chad’s eyes.

Laughing, Chad said, “You’re not supposed to ask those questions. I’m glad you had a good time though. Would you like to go out again?”

My arms still around Chad’s neck, I said, “Oh, I’d love to!”

There was a pause of several seconds as we just stared at each other. Then Chad leaned his face towards me. I closed my eyes as his lips touched mine. I felt such an incredible tingle as we kissed. I didn’t want this moment to end. Chad ran his fingers through my hair. I gasped for breath.

Chad’s dad honked his horn a couple of times.

Chad pulled away and smiled at me. “I think my dad is ready to go.”

I waved towards the car. “Tell him it’s okay for him to leave.”

Chad laughed. “No, goofball. He has to take me back home.” Chad disengaged from me.

“Good night, Chad. Thanks again!”

Chad bent down and kissed me once more. “Good night, babe. Catcha later.”

I stood on the porch in a pink stupor and watched Chad walk back to his car and then drive away.

As I entered the house, Mom was standing by the couch tapping her foot and arms folded. “You’re late.”

My mood destroyed, I shouted, “I am not! We were five minutes early!”

Mom swatted at my hair. “The curfew is inside the house by eleven. Not standing on the porch for half an hour sucking your boyfriend’s tonsils.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” I said with a scowl. “I’m an engineer. You have to explain these things.”

Mom rolled her eyes when I said I was an engineer. She swatted my backside. “Go to bed.”

I frowned. “Yes ma’am.” I hurried down the hall towards my room. Cathy met me in the hall outside my bed room.

She laughed. “Yeah, Mom caught me with that same nonsense about being in the house. But hey girl. Dial it back some. You’re just fourteen.” She looked over my shoulder. “Mom’s looking at us. Tell me everything tomorrow, okay?” She ruffled my hair and ran to her room.

I grinned as I shut my bed room door. What an incredible night I had. I sat on my cot and fell right to sleep.

###


Chapter 9

I was trying to enjoy watching some music clips from The Sound of Music (yes, I still enjoy show tunes) when I felt someone lightly slap my arm. I turned around and it was Cathy of course. I paused the video and removed my headphones.

Before I could ask her what she wanted, Cathy frowned at me and said, “Why are you watching that crap for? I want to hear about last night.” She commandeered the mouse and closed YouTube.

“I was watching that!” I complained.

Cathy shook her head at me. “You’ve seen it a billion times. Now tell me what happened last night!”

I set the headphones down on the desk and folded my arms. “You’re very rude. And outside of watching a movie, nothing happened last night.”

“Bullshit!” Cathy pulled the spare chair closer to me. “You two obviously hit it off.”

“It was just a date. Dinner and a movie,” I shrugged. “Pretty standard.”

Cathy frowned. “Seriously? That’s it? What did you eat?”

“We had pizza with some of Chad’s friends,” I said. “One of the friends was Wendy.”

Cathy nodded. “I’m glad you got to meet her. She’s a lot of fun. What movie did you see?”

I had to think for a moment. I said, “Oh. It was that Tommy Kincaid movie Shoujo Commando Izumi.”

Cathy said, “I heard that’s pretty good. How did you like it?”

I gave Cathy a wry smile. “Well, I didn’t see all of it.”

Cathy suddenly grinned. “Ah ha! I knew it! I have to say, Amanda. You took a deep dive into being a girl last night. I don’t think there’s any going back for you.”

I laughed. “I don’t think there’s any going back anyway! But yeah, I’m definitely into boys now.”

“So, no sex?”

I frowned at Cathy. “I’m only fourteen. I’m not that into boys!”

Cathy giggled. “So he didn’t show you his thing?”

I frowned. “Don’t be gross.”

Cathy giggled again.

Mom stuck her head in my room. “Hey girls. I’m leaving for work for a bit this morning to do a little catch up. Listen. I’ll only be there until noon. Be thinking what you want to do for lunch.”

Cathy suddenly blurted out, “Can we go shopping after lunch? Amanda really needs her own make-up.”

Mom nodded. “Good idea. Especially if she’s going to have more dates like last night. By the way, Amanda. You need to tone it down some. You’re only fourteen.”

I rolled my eyes and sighed. “Okay, I get it.”

Cathy giggled.

#

Sitting in the backseat of Mom’s car, I looked through the shopping bags that held our make-up purchases. “Do I really need all this? Some of this stuff I doubt I’ll ever wear. Like this.” I pulled a very red lipstick from one of the bags. “I’m not going to wear this! I’m not crazy about wearing lipstick anyway and this is like way too red.”

Cathy frowned at me. “Mom wears red lipstick almost every day.”

I frowned back at Cathy. “Well, she’s Mom. She looks good in it and it goes with her business attire.” I dropped the lipstick back in the bag. “And, as a former male, I can tell you there ain’t no guy who wants to kiss a girl with that red lipstick.”

Cathy shook her head. “Whatever. The bottom line is that the cheerleaders will require you to wear it sometimes. So chill. It’s not like me or Mom is going to hog-tie you and force you to wear it.”

Mom chuckled. “That’s not a bad idea.”

Cathy said to me, “She’s joking. Right?” She looked over at Mom.

Mom just shrugged.

Cathy grinned at me. “Anyway, you’ll have some time to practice with it before the pizza party tonight.”

Mom drove her car into a parking space at a Whataburger. “Anybody hungry?”

Cathy and I both shouted “Me!” at the same time and started to get out of the car. We ran to the entrance while Mom followed at a more normal pace. We waited for Mom and then pushed open the door for all of us to enter. A few minutes later we’d placed our orders and sat down to wait.

A group of boys near the back of the restaurant finished their lunch and started walking towards the front. They stopped and one of the boys stepped up to our table.

“Hey Amanda! I just wanted to congratulate you on making the cheer squad.”

I looked up and sighed. There were five boys grinning at me. I said nervously, “Thanks, Owen.” I looked over at Mom and she was started to look pissed.

Owen said, “Congrats to you too, Cat. But everyone knew you’d make it.” Owen looked over at Mom and grinned. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Moore. You have two very lovely daughters.”

Mom didn’t smile. She folded her arms and frowned. “Thank you. Now, this is the last time I’m going to ask you. Stay away from my daughters.” She pointed at Owen. “I’m serious.”

Owen smiled. “Okay. I get it. But I’m not a threat to anyone.” Owen grinned at me. “Hey. See you around.”

About that time our food was brought out to us.

I looked worriedly at Mom. “That’s not my fault. I didn’t even know he was here.”

Clearly miffed, Mom took a deep breath. “Just stay away from him, Amanda. Can you do that?”

Feeling exasperated I said, “I’m trying to!” Cathy just grinned at me.

Cathy then said, “Come on, Mom. You can’t get onto Amanda for this. It’s not her fault Owen happened to be here. And she can’t help it if he likes her.”

Mom scowled at Cathy. “I understand that. I’m just trying to impress upon her that she needs to stay clear of this boy.”

Cathy shook her head. “I think she gets it Mom. If you don’t stop badgering her, you’re just going to make Owen more appealing.”

Mom took a bite of her fish sandwich. “Thank you Dr. Phil.”

#

Cathy gave me an approving nod. “You got it, girl. Unless you just want to, you don’t need to practice putting on make-up anymore.”

I frowned at Cathy. “Good. I was getting tired of doing it. Why bother though. There won’t be any boys at the party tonight. Supposedly.”

Cathy stood up from sitting at my computer. She’d been watching videos while I practiced with make-up. She said, “You don’t just wear make-up for boys. You do it for yourself too. You want to look nice just because.”

I stood up to step away from the table with cosmetics scattered across the surface. I shrugged. “I guess so. Cat. Why do you think Mom picks on me so much? I mean, I just don’t get it.”

Cathy leaned up against my desk and folded her arms. Shrugging, she said, “I’m not sure, but I’d bet it has to do with the fact that she didn’t raise you and used to be married to her. You’re unpredictable to her. So she exerts some force on you by saying you can’t see Owen. She knows it’s bullshit to say Owen’s too old for you because really, you’re older than he is. She’s trying impress some authority on you and make you know your place now as a teen.”

I studied Cathy for a moment. “That’s an impressive guess.”

Cathy grinned and said, “And I asked Mom about it last night while you were on your date.” She chuckled at me. “She wants you to know she has parental authority over you. Owen really is too old for a fourteen year old girl and Mom wants you to know it.”

I frowned. “She can stop. My mental state isn’t at fourteen. And Owen isn’t going to talk me into anything. Inside I’m still a mature adult.”

Cathy laughed out loud. “I wouldn’t count on that, Amanda. You’re more teen than you seem to realize.”

I stuck my tongue out at her.

#

“Who’s picking us up?”

“Sandy,” said Cathy. “She’ll be here in about an hour.”

“Have I met her?” I asked as I applied my lipgloss.

Cathy narrowed her eyes. “You haven’t met her, met her. You saw her at the try outs. I don’t think anyone introduced you two. She’s dating Marcus, our quarter back. He’s hot.”

As I checked my make-up, I asked, “Is there a cheerleader who’s not dating someone on the team?”

Cathy whacked me on the back of my head. “Me! Doofus.” She looked at her fingers as if she was counting. “Oh. Ariel’s boyfriend is on the gymnastics team. He’s pretty buff.”

Mom stepped into Cathy’s room where we were getting ready. She said, “I know this is a girls only party, but listen guys. Your curfews are still in effect. Are you listening?

Cathy rolled her eyes. “Yes Mom. We have to be back by twelve thirty.”

Mom frowned. “Excuse me?”

Cathy feigned being embarrassed, “Oh, Sorry. I meant eleven. It’s a Saturday, Mom. We should get to stay out until two or three!”

Mom laughed. “In your dreams! How do I look?”

Cathy grinned. “You look beautiful, Mom!” Mom stepped back into her bedroom.

Cathy and I were both wearing a high school t-shirt and shorts.

I narrowed my eyes at Cathy. “So, Cat. What’s up with Mom? She’s more dressed up tonight. She’s wearing a skirt. And more eye make-up than normal. And she’s wearing those diamond stud earrings I got her for her birthday two years ago. Is she going somewhere?”

Cathy bit her lower lip and sighed. “Mom didn’t want to tell you. She has a date tonight.”

I felt like I got hit by a brick. “She what? I mean seriously? She has a date? Like with a man?”

Cathy smiled. “Yes. With a man. She knew it would upset you. That’s why she didn’t tell you.”

I sat down on Cathy’s bed. “Shouldn’t she… I mean… Isn’t it kinda early? Shouldn’t she still be in mourning or something?”

Cathy laughed. “You’re not dead.”

“You sure?” I asked. “I mean… I read it in the news. There’s a service for me tomorrow! Shouldn’t she wait until I’m in the ground and all?”

Cathy frowned at me. “Your company is putting out a press release. Not much of a service if you ask me. Besides, you should be happy for her. I mean, you’ve already been on a date before you were buried. Why can’t Mom?”

I huffed at Cathy. “That’s different. She’s wearing jewelry I bought her. For another man!”

Cathy shook her head. “You’re dead, Dad. You can’t dictate what she can and can’t wear.”

I sat up straighter and scowled. “Do I even know this son of a bitch?”

Cathy scowled back at me, placing her fists on her hips. “He’s your ex-best friend. They’ve been plotting this moment for years.”

I stood up and almost shouted, “Seriously?”

Cathy shook her head. “Of course not. Don’t get your panties in a wad, Amanda. You don’t know the guy. He’s from Mom’s work. So chill.”

Before I could say something else, the door bell rang. After a moment, Mom shouted, “Hey guys. There’s a girl here to pick you up.”

Cathy looked excited. “Must be Sandy. How do I look?”

I chuckled. “Gorgeous as ever. How about me?”

Cathy grinned. “You look gorgeous too. Grab your purse and let’s go.”

We ran out and got quickly into Sandy’s car. “Hey guys!” Sandy called as we got inside, Cathy riding shotgun.

A flash of light distracted me and I looked behind me. Pulling up into the driveway as Sandy drove out into the street. It must be Mom’s date. Holy shit! It’s a Porsche! My WIFE is being picked up for a date in a Porsche that’s not being driven by me!

“Cat! Cat! Do you see the car of Mom’s date?” I almost shouted as I pointed behind us.

Cathy grinned. “That’s pretty.”

#

I stewed all the way to Marcia’s house. She’s with another man right in front of me! If I wasn’t considered to be dead, I might consider a divorce. Oh wait. We already are.

Cathy looked over the seat at me as we stopped by the curb of Marcia’s place. “Are you still moping? Be happy for Mom. She cried when you were out with Chad!” Sandy gave Cathy a curious look.

I sighed. “You’re right. You’re right. That past is more than dead and buried.”

Cathy jumped out of Sandy’s car. Turning to me, she said, “Come on you old party pooper. Let’s get some pizza!”

I grinned at Cathy. “Let’s go.”

We each got a hug from Marcia as we entered her house. Wendy and Ariel were already there looking through DVDs. Marcia’s mom was filling cups with soda in the kitchen. I’m sure Marcia’s dad was where I’d be… at some bar waiting for the coven to clear.

Marcia took my hand and pulled me into the kitchen. “Mom. This is Amanda. She’s our newest cheerleader. She replaces Janet.”

Marcia’s mom smiled at me. “Very nice to meet you.” She then looked from Cathy to me. “Oh my. Are you two twins?”

Cathy grinned. “She’s my adopted sister! A sister from another mister!”

I laughed. “No. It’s not like that. We’re actually cousins.” I didn’t bother to recite the cover story.

Marcia’s mom grinned. “Well, you two are certainly very lovely.”

Marcia said, “Amanda is dating Chad. You remember him? He was at the church picnic in July.”

Smiling, Marcia’s mom said, “Oh yes. He’s a very nice boy. And very handsome.”

Grinning, I said, “I think so.”

Marcia’s mom announced, “Girls, we got soda and paper plates in the kitchen and pizza out in the living room. Help yourselves.”

I followed Cathy out to get pizza after we had retrieved paper plates. I started looking through the pizzas. Pineapple… gak. Avacado… gak. Spinach… double gak. Black bean and olive… gak. I turned to Cathy, “Where’s the meatlovers?”

Cathy shrugged. “I think I saw pepperoni over there. You should try the spinach. It’s good.”

I frowned. “I’d rather kiss Owen.”

Cathy giggled. “That can be arranged.”

I found the pepperoni that hadn’t been touched yet. I started to load up, but noticed nobody was getting more than two slices. I sighed. I don’t know if I can survive being a cheerleader. I stopped at two slices and found a spot on the floor next to Cathy.

Marcia opened the DVD player as she inserted a Blu-Ray disc inside. She said, “Okay. My house and my party. And I just love Nathan Adams. So we’re watching Hey! That’s my brain!”

Ariel grinned. “That’s my favorite!”

Wendy wrinkled up her nose. “Isn’t he dating a ten-year-old?”

Marcia frowned. “That a vicious rumor started by that Kincaid guy. She’s really like fourteen or something.”

I laughed. “That’s better? Does that mean I have a chance?”

Cathy laughed.

Marcia pressed the play button. “Here we go.”

Wendy said from the kitchen. “We have popcorn too.”

The movie started and the girls all cheered.

The opening scene of the movie was the hero played by Nathan blasting down a beach highway driving… driving a damned Porsche! Just like the one my unfaithful wife was currently riding in. I closed my eyes and slapped myself. I shouldn’t think this way.

Cathy gave me an odd look. “You okay?”

I took a deep breath. “Yeah.” She obviously considers me dead. I guess I am as far as it goes. I’m still here though. I might look different, but dammit I’m still here! I shouldn’t let this eat at me. I couldn’t even drive that Porsche since to the world I’m not old enough to drive. She’s probably pissed because I didn’t buy a Porsche when I had the chance. I was trying to save money.

Under my breath, I said quietly, “I can’t believe she’d go on a date…”

Cathy hissed in my ear. “Is that still bugging you? I nodded.

Cathy grabbed my arm and jerked me to my feet. “Come with me!” she growled. She pulled me from Marcia’s house to her front yard. I pulled my hand from her.

Scowling, I growled, “What are you doing?”

Cathy pushed me and I almost fell. She hissed, “You stupid girl! Look, little sister. Daddy is dead and gone, forever. Forever! You might have his soul or whatever, but you are not Dad! Like it or not, you’re a fourteen year old girl! Mom isn’t married to you. Not to you. Get this through your thick skull, Amanda! You are not Dad and Dad isn’t you. As sad as we all are that Dad is gone, Mom is now free to see whomever she wants. Nod if you understand.”

I sighed. “I get it! I get it!”

Marcia’s mom stuck her head out the door. “Is everything alright, girls?”

Glaring at me, Cathy said, “We’re fine. Amanda just had a sudden case of the stupids.”

Looking worried, Marcia’s mom asked, “Are you sure you’re okay, Amanda? Do you need anything?”

I took a deep breath. “Do you have any aspirin? I have a headache.”

She said, “Sure thing, sweetie. Come back inside.”

After knocking back a couple aspirin and washing them down with soda which I remember my mom telling me not to do, I sat down again next to Cathy. All the girls gave us strange looks. Cathy whispered a growl in my ear, “Thanks for embarrassing the fuck out of me!”

I whispered back, “Sorry.”

Things settled down again as we all got involved in the movie. A couple girls gave me an odd look when I laughed when the Porsche went off a cliff and exploded. We all managed to have a good time watching movie. It was actually pretty good. Nathan Adams is quite a good action hero.

While the credits were rolling, Wendy stood up and announced, “It’s almost ten. I should probably go. I told my mom I’d be back by ten thirty. Ariel, did you want to ride back with me? I know it’s still kinda early.”

Ariel stood. “Yeah, I should probably go too.”

Sarah looked at me and Cathy. “Sorry guys. My Mom told me to come straight home.”

Cathy nodded and then turned to me. “I’m calling Jonathan. He can come pick us up.”

Maria said, “Well, this party sure ended quickly.” She giggled. “Thanks guys for coming. Hey. Don’t forget. Monday afternoon we have our first practice. School starts Wednesday.”

Sarah waved as she went out the front door. “Bye everyone.”

After a ten minute wait, Jonathan texted Cathy he was outside. Cathy and I both gave Marcia a hug before leaving her house.

Jonathan was standing outside his car, leaning on it as we approached. He raised his arm and said, “If it isn’t my two favorite girls!”

Cathy ran up and kissed him. “It’d better be only your one favorite girl!”

He kissed her back and said, “You two look just alike. I thought I’d play it safe.”

As Cathy got into the passenger seat, she shook her head at Jonathan. “You’re goofy.”

Opening the rear door, I asked, “Don’t I get a kiss?”

Cathy shouted, “No!” I just laughed. Jonathan gave me a curious expression.

Jonathan started his car and said, “Marcia lives in a ritzy neighborhood.”

Cathy rolled her eyes. “Sorry that we don’t live in a mansion.”

I frowned. “Yeah. Cat’s dad couldn’t even afford to buy a Porsche.”

Cathy scowled at me from the front seat. “Will you stop?”

Jonathan grinned. “What’s that about?”

Shaking her head, Cathy said, “Amanda’s being stupid.”

There was a sudden bang sound under the hood of Jonathan’s car and the engine stopped. Several status lights turned on.

Fighting against the dead power-steering, Jonathan managed to get his car to the curb. “What the hell?” Jonathan slapped the steering wheel. He popped the hood latch and got out of the car. After lifting the hood, Jonathan shouted, “Shit!”

Sticking his head through the open car window, Jonathan said, “I can’t believe it. The timing belt broke. I’ll have to get a tow. I hope a valve didn’t go through a piston.”

With a gift for understatement, Cathy said, “So we’re stuck?”

Jonathan frowned. “Yep. I would say so. I’ll have to call Dad to come get us. We can’t ride in the tow truck.”

I shook my head. “Perfect.”

#

We all stood there in the late summer night and watched the tow truck take Jonathan’s car away.

Cathy asked, “How long did your Dad say he’ll be? I don’t like standing out here in the dark.”

Jonathan shrugged. “He said as soon as he finished his bowling game. He didn’t think it’d be long.”

“We’re going to miss our curfew.” I said with a worried voice.

Cathy said, “I’m sure Mom will excuse this.”

A midnight black Chevy Camero pulled up beside us and the window lowered. A familiar voice said, “Hey guys. What’s up?”

Jonathan bent down to look into the window. “Hey Owen. The timing belt on my car broke so we’re waiting for my dad to come pick us up.”

Owen said, “Man, that sucks. That’s an expensive repair. How long have you been waiting?”

Shrugging, Jonathan said, “Not long. About twenty minutes I guess.”

Owen asked, “Why didn’t you just call a ride share?”

Jonathan chuckled. “No money, dude. I don’t get paid until next week.”

Owen shook his head. “Bummer.”

Cathy said, “Owen, I’m going to stay with Jonathan. Do you think you could take Amanda home?” I asked myself, what are you doing, Cathy? Mom will kill me.

Owen said, “I don’t mind if she doesn’t I know your Mom doesn’t like me.”

Cathy said, “She won’t be back home for a while. Amanda’s afraid she’ll miss curfew.”

Leaning across the seats to look out the car window, Owen said, “I’d be more than happy to take Amanda home. Up to her though.”

“I don’t know…” I said, unsure of what I should do.

Cathy said, “Oh go ahead, Amanda. Mom will never know.”

Owen asked, “Aren’t you afraid of missing curfew, Cat?”

Cathy laughed. “I’m not in constant hot water like Amanda.”

Owen asked, “Yes or no, Amanda?”

I sighed. “Okay. As long as you take me straight home.”

Owen grinned. “Sure thing. Hop in.”

I hesitated a moment, then got into Owen’s car. I must be crazy.

Cathy waved and shouted, “See you in a bit!” as we drove away.

I positioned myself as far as possible from Owen. He looked over at me and laughed.

“I’m not going to attack you, girl. Hey, I know your mom doesn’t want you to see me. That’s fine. You are just a kid.” We stopped at a red light.

“Then why do you keep bugging me?” I asked, relaxing some.

Owen chuckled. “You’re beautiful and I wanted to go out with you. I didn’t really think about our age difference.”

I grunted. “I didn’t really notice myself. But Mom sure did.” Still in my old mind set at the time, I thought I was too old for him. But I’m hardly forty-seven anymore.

As he pulled away from the red light, Owen said, “Look. Since you’re not interested anyway and your Mom hates me, how about a truce? I like you, and still want to be friends. I’ll stop trying to force myself into your life.” He held out his hand. “What do you say? Friends?”

I hesitated a moment. I then smiled and shook his hand. “Friends.” I hope that’s not a mistake.

Owen grinned at me.

A few moments later, Owen’s cell phone rang. He looked at it curiously and then answered it. “Hey dude. What’s up? … Seriously? … Now? Okay, I’ll be there.” He disconnected the call. He looked over at me and frowned.

“Hey baby. I need to make a detour. You won’t miss curfew, I promise.” I immediately started to get a bad feeling.

“What? I just want to go home.”

Owen turned his car onto tenth street, which eventually leads out of town.

Owen said, “I know. This really won’t take long. There’s a race I can’t miss on County Rd Twenty-five in Hereford.

Suddenly feeling worried, I said, “That’s the next county. Can’t you just take me home?”

Owen bit his lip. “Not enough time. Have you ever been to a street race?”

“No. And I don’t want to. Take me home.”

“It’s a blast. Trust me, you’ll love it.” I noticed we crossed the county line while exceeding the speed limit.

Then something started flashing on Owen’s phone. I looked at and saw an animated image of Admiral Ackbar with the words “It’s a trap!”

“Ah shit!” exclaimed, Owen. “We need to get out of here. There’s no race.”

Before he could turn around, the area was lit up with red and blue police lights. A car appeared behind us and they hit their siren.

“Shit shit shit,” said Owen as he pulled his car to the side of the road.

“What the fuck, man?” I exclaimed. “What’s going on?

Frowning deeply, Owen said, “It’s a set up.”

After Owen had stopped his car, a police officer rapped on my window. “You need to get out of the car, miss.”

I opened the door and hesitantly stepped out. “What’s wrong, officer?”

The officer gruffly grabbed my hand and started putting handcuffs on me. “You’re under arrest, miss. Your boyfriend is charged with transporting a minor across county lines with the intent of having sex. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you. You have the right to an attorney…” I stopped listening.

“Are you nuts?” I exclaimed. I later learned they charged Owen with that since they jumped the gun on trying to arrest people on illegal street racing. This road is used a lot by teens for a little hanky panky.

I cried, “No! No. You can’t do this!” as the officer pushed my head down so he could force me into the back of his patrol car.

I wondered if Mom would be upset.

###


Chapter 10

Feeling miserable, I sat in the waiting room of the Hereford Sherriff’s office. I wasn’t alone. There were two other girls with me, sniffling and crying. They’d been picked up like me in a stupid sweep by the sheriff’s department.

A county judge had ruled that it really wasn’t illegal to be underage and just drive into the county. When they had sprung their trap, nobody was doing anything illegal. But they still held us and tried to find any charge that would stick. So me and the other girls were waiting for a parent pick up.

My only plan for when Mom shows up is to turn on the water works. That always worked for Cathy when she got into trouble. But she’d never been arrested.

I’d never been so humiliated and violated in my life. They prodded, poked, swabbed and examined every inch of me looking for some telltale evidence of sperm so Owen could be charged with statutory rape. As far as I know, he was sent home with his dad picking him up a half hour before. I overheard when he was being released that his car was still impounded. The Hereford Sherriff’s department was definitely out to generate some revenue that night.

I finally saw Mom enter the waiting area along with some man. I guess it was her date. Oh terrific. What an impression for her boyfriend… picking up her daughter from jail. I saw Mom point at me and scowl. They walked to the central desk to get me released. I got the crying started again, but it probably won’t work.

The officer at the desk had my purse, of which they had removed the contents to put in a baggy. They also took my earrings and the three bracelets I was wearing and put them in a separate baggy. What did they think I was going to do? Mom put the baggies in her purse and put my purse under her arm. She put a report they gave her in her purse.

The man said something to Mom and started walking towards me. He shook his head at me and said in a snarky tone, “How is your little cry for attention going? Was it worth it?”

That pissed me off. I stood up shaking and snarled at him, “I was just violated in ways you couldn’t possibly imagine. You don’t know anything.” I burst out crying at the memory of how I was touched.

Mom stepped up next to us. I pointed my thumb at the man and asked, “Who’s the comedian?”

Mom frowned at me. “Don’t you think you’re in enough trouble as it is, young lady? Mr. Carlton and I were just about to enjoy some adult beverages to top off our evening when I got a call from this sheriff’s department. He was kind enough to volunteer to bring me here to retrieve you.”

I must have looked an absolute mess with all my crying so I’m sure I’m making a wonderful first impression. I’ve already decided I don’t like this schmuck.

“I’m really sorry I ruined your date,” I said still crying.

Looking at Mr. Carlton, Mom sighed. “I don’t know what to do with this child. I’m at my wit’s end.”

Mr. Carlton said, “A few weeks at Juvi Hall might straighten her out.”

I scowled at him and said while crying, “I’m a victim of circumstances, not a criminal.”

Mom grunted a laugh. “Her crime is that she just won’t stay away from this one boy who not only is a bad influence and street racer, but a rapist as well.”

I angrily blurted out, “He’s not a rapist! Owen may be an asshole, but he’d never hurt me. Read the report they just gave you. He didn’t do anything.”

Mom sighed. “We’re not going to settle anything standing here. Michael, could you take me and my child home? I apologize the evening went this way.”

Michael said, “Oh don’t apologize. I have a teen son who’s always pushing the limits. Let’s go to my car.”

When we arrived at his car, Michael opened the door for me and slid the front passenger seat forward so I could get into the back seat. I ran my fingers down the door frame of the Porsche. “Nice car.” Michael didn’t say anything.

After we got home, Mom sent me straight to my room. She took my phone and she even confiscated the power cable to my computer and put it inside her purse.

Mom growled at me, “I’m too tired tonight to deal with your nonsense little girl. We’ll talk tomorrow.” She slammed the door to my room closed. I sat down on my cot and cried.

#

I was lying on my cot, still awake when Cathy snuck into my room. She whispered to me, “Can’t stay long. I don’t want to get caught. Look, sis. I tried to explain things to Mom. She didn’t care. She took my phone and sent me to my room. It wouldn’t have been so bad if you hadn’t had to get yourself arrested. She’s grounded me from seeing Jonathan for a week. Talk to you tomorrow.”

I cried myself to sleep.

#

I lay on my cot awake as the morning light streamed through the blinds of my room’s window. I sighed as I heard the latch on my room’s door click. A moment later it clicked closed.

“I know you’re not asleep, Amanda. We need to talk.”

Gritting my teeth, I slid my legs off the cot. When the hell am I going to get a decent bed? I sat up and glared at Mom. She’s treated me unfairly so much lately, I just don’t give a shit anymore.

“What’s to talk about, Mom?” I asked dourly. “Cathy told you what happened and you don’t give a shit.”

Scowling, Mom sat in the chair across from me. “How dare you, you insolent child!”

I jumped up and shouted, “How dare you! Why don’t you try showing me some respect? I’m tired of being treated like a child. I’m an adult, for God’s sake. I was married to you for chrissakes. Stop treating me like some little girl!”

Still scowling, Mom said, “Sit down, Amanda. I treat you like a child because you are a child. I was married to someone named Stan. He was a brilliant engineer and researcher. He was going to change the world and put an end to dangerous surgeries. And then he got selfish and now he’s dead. Deader than a doornail. Little girl, you are not Stan. You may have his memories, but you’re a child. You think you’re a mature adult? That’s really funny.

“Let me buy you a clue. You’re not. You are a very immature little girl. You make dumb and silly decisions. Like last night. Why did you get in the car with that Owen boy? A mature adult would have called me instead. I’ll tell you why. You have a crush on him.”

I jumped up again, “Bullshit! That’s just nuts!”

“Sit down, Amanda,” said Mom in an even voice. “You have a crush on that boy. I saw it in your face when he ran into us at Whataburger. Your expression was unmistakable. Face it. You’re a young teen girl and he’s an attractive, older young man. You have a crush on him and my attempts to restrict you just makes him more attractive to you. Cathy was right. That’s not the way a mature adult would act. But it is how a child who think she’s in love would act.”

Frowning, I said, “You’re crazy if you think I’m in love with Owen.”

Mom shook her head. “Do you ever say no to him? That could be dangerous.”

“That’s ridiculous!” I said with a tinge of anger. “He can’t talk me into anything. I may have changed form, but Charlotte, I’m still your husband!”

“No you’re not, Amanda. You have Stan’s memories. If you’re so mature and can resist Owen why did I have to pick you up at jail in another county?” Mom folded her arms. “You don’t notice things, but I do. Like you and Cathy sitting on the floor doing hair and nails. And giggling at pictures of cute boys. So yes you’re a child. And there’s nothing wrong with that. In fact, you should embrace it.”

I sat on my cot, stunned into silence. Oh my God. Is she right? No. I don’t believe it. Obviously I have the body of a young girl. The docs at the company were probably right that I’m closer to twelve than fourteen but Charlotte didn’t want me to go to middle school. That explains my more juvenile behavior.

The nanites actually modified my brain which is both incredible and horrible at the same time. I’m me, but not me. I really don’t have the level of control I thought I did. I didn’t identify it that way until she said it, but I do have an attraction towards Owen. There’s something about bad boys. But I do love Chad. Wait. Do I? It sounds silly when I say it inside my head.

Oh my God. I’m having an epiphany. Or is it just a complete and utter breakdown of my identity. Stan is no longer a person that exists. My identity of Stan has just evaporated. He’s gone. I’m Amanda. I am she.

I suddenly threw my arms around Mom in a huge hug. “Oh, Mom! I’m so, so sorry! My mind is suddenly clear. Stan is just a memory….”

Mom smiled at me and looked into my eyes intently for a moment. She said, “He is gone. I can see it.”

Mom returned my stuff to me and told me to go help prepare lunch.

###


Chapter 11

That afternoon, Cathy and I were sitting at the kitchen table playing Go Fish. After a few minutes of play, Cathy looked at me funny. She cocked her head to one side and said, “There’s something different about you.”

I giggled. “I don’t know what it could be.”

Mom stepped out of her room speaking on her cell phone. “Thanks again, Dr. Patel. I did what you suggested and now she seems…” Mom glanced over at us in the kitchen. “I’ll have to talk to you later. But thanks again.” She disconnected her call and went into the living room and turned on the TV.

“What has Mom done to you, Amanda?” asked Cathy. I thought for sure she was going to ask if I had any threes.

I looked curiously at Cathy. What an odd question. Mom hasn’t done anything to me. “What are you talking about?” I asked. “It’s your turn. Are you going to play?”

Cathy shrugged “You seem different somehow. Your natural snark is missing.” She looked down at the cards she was holding. “Do you have any threes?”

I frowned as I pulled my threes cards from my hand and tossed them to the table. “I just knew you were going to ask that!”

As she put her newly formed book of threes onto the table, Cathy asked, “Are you sure Mom hasn’t given you any medication lately?”

I thought for a moment, annoyed at being distracted from figuring out which cards I need to ask her about. “Oh. Last night on the way home, she gave me some aspirin. Said it would help me relax. They were odd though. They were round pills, not tablets and she removed them from a blister pack she had in her purse. Other than that, nothing. Do you have any kings?”

Cathy frowned. “She gave you pills? Don’t take any more pills from Mom for now. Go fish.”

I frowned back at Cathy as I pulled a card from the deck. “Are you suggesting Mom is trying to poison me? Hey, I know I screwed up big time last night, but poisoning me seems kinda severe.”

Cathy shook her head. “Of course Mom wouldn’t poison you. Even if she hated you, she wouldn’t want to lose those payments from your former employer. I know that sounds cynical, but it’s true. But they do pay a lot.”

Feeling confused, I asked, “What employer? I’m fourteen. I don’t have a former employer! And what money are you talking about?”

Narrowing her eyes at me, Cathy said, “The company with the stupid long name where you worked on that nanite project?”

I felt my headache returning. “Nanites? What are those?”

Cathy frowned. “You know. Those little robots that changed you into a girl?”

Despite the headache, I laughed. “That’s gotta be the stupidest thing you’ve ever said! I’ve been a girl my whole life! I need to get some aspirin. My headache’s come back.”

Cathy slid out of her chair. “Let me get the aspirin for you.” She stepped over to the kitchen cabinet over the pantry where we keep some common medicine.

I frowned. “I’m perfectly capable of getting aspirin myself.”

Cathy opened the cabinet door. “Humor me.” She pulled out the aspirin bottle and twisted off the bottle’s cap. She dumped some of the bottle’s content into her palm. “What the hell?” She stepped back over to me and held out her hand.

I started to reach for the pills in her hand, but she pulled her hand back. “Are you going to let me have the aspirin or not?”

Cathy shook her head. “No. Not yet.” Pointing at her palm, she asked, “Is this what Mom gave you last night?” I nodded. “I’ve never seen aspirin pills like this.”

She stepped over to the kitchen’s entrance and shouted, “Mom! Can you come here a minute?”

Mom stepped around the corner and into the kitchen. “What is it, honey?”

Shaking the aspirin bottle and holding out her hand, Cathy demanded, “What is this?”

For a heartbeat, Mom was taken aback. “It’s aspirin, honey. Amanda has been getting headaches lately.”

“Bullshit!” Cathy’s eyes narrowed. “What is this crap? What did you do to my sister? Look at her! She’s a zombie!”

I folded my arms. “I’m not a zombie!”

Mom scowled at Cathy. “Don’t take that tone with me, young lady! Hand me those pills.”

Shaking the bottle, Cathy said, “Nuh uh. What did you do to Amanda?”

“Give me those pills!” growled Mom. Why was Mom acting this way?

Before anyone could react, Cathy dumped the pills down the drain of the kitchen sink. “No!” shouted Cathy. “What do these pills do? Fess up, Mom!”

Looking deflated, Mom said, “Okay, okay. Look. I was just trying to help your sister. Don’t you want a normal sister?”

Pointing at me, Cathy said, “She was normal! I want my sister back. I don’t know who this is. What did you do?”

Mom sat down at one of the stools in the kitchen. “I thought this would make her better. Amanda’s been out of control lately. I went back to BioSynthIndustrialMedical where your father worked and talked to a Dr. Patel.

“I told him what was going on with Amanda. He suspected Amanda was suffering from a conflict in her brain from who she used to be and who she is now. He gave me an experimental behavior modification drug he’s been working on. After seven days of dosing, the change would become permanent.”

Cathy looked wild-eyed from me back to Mom. “Holy shit, Mom! You were drugging your own daughter? How much of this crap have you given her?”

Mom scowled at Cathy again. “Give me a break! You saw how uncontrollable she’d become. Defying me with that Owen boy. Getting arrested was just the icing on the cake. I’ve had the pills for two weeks but was hesitant to use them. I gave her the first dose last night on the way home from the sheriff’s office.”

“Oh my God, Mom!” shouted Cathy. “I can’t believe you’d drug your own daughter! And and… what if I’d taken it by accident? Would I become a zombie too?”

Tears starting to flow, I sat at one of the kitchen stools. “What did you do to me? How can I ever trust you again?”

Looking over at Cathy, Mom said, “I asked Dr. Patel about that. He said it should just make you more submissive. They haven’t started clinical trials yet. And Amanda, I feel terrible. I was desperate. The effects of your one dose should wear off by the time you go to cheer practice.”

Crying, I ran to my room. As I passed Mom, I shouted, “I hate you!”

Cathy said sourly, “You earned that one, Mom.”

#

“Has everyone stopped hating me long enough for me to take you guys to cheer practice?” Mom asked loudly from the kitchen. I was with Cathy in her room getting dressed and putting my make-up on. I frowned when I heard Mom’s voice.

Through the closed door, I shouted, “We were going to take an Uber!”

Mom opened Cathy’s bedroom door and stepped into the room, arms folded. She sighed. “How many times do I have to say I’m sorry? I’ll never do that again. But Amanda, you had driven me to my wit’s end. Michael still felt a two week stint at Juvi would straighten you out.”

Wrinkling her brow, Cathy asked, “Michael?”

Looking over at Cathy, Mom said, “My date the night of Amanda’s crime spree.”

I rolled my eyes. I could feel my mind was clearing up. “Did you read the report? I didn’t do anything wrong!”

Cathy shook her head. “They only thing a week or two at Juvi would teach Amanda would be how to hot-wire a car.”

Mom shrugged. “He’s gotten results from doing that with his own teen son.”

I frowned at Mom. “Oh. Father of the year material.”

Mom took my hands. “Amanda, can you ever forgive me? I made a huge mistake, but I didn’t know what to do.”

I suddenly remembered her name. “Charlotte, you were going to erase my memory forever! That’s pretty damned serious!”

Mom lowered her head. “I know. I know. I feel awful about it.”

Cathy grinned at me. “You owe me big time, sis. You’d be a brain-fried zombie if it wasn’t for me!”

Mom looked over at Cathy and grunted. “Dr. Patel said her memories are likely to fade over time anyway. The pills just sped up the process so Amanda could be more like a normal girl.”

Cathy poked Mom’s shoulder. “Amanda is a normal girl. You just won’t treat her like one.”

Mom looked at me. “I’ve apologized every which way from Sunday. Can you ever find it in your heart to forgive me?”

I folded my arms again. “I don’t know, Mom. What you did was pretty evil. How can you make it up to me?”

Mom shrugged. “I’ll make chicken fried steak for dinner.”

I grinned at Mom. “Okay.”

###


Chapter 12

“Well, you sure sold out easy. What Mom did to you was unforgivable.”

Mom had just dropped us off at school for our first cheer practice. And I fully admit that I’m scared to death. I’ve never done anything like this before. I hated having to give presentations at BioSynthIndustrialMedical about my nanite progress.

I shrugged. “I had to, Cathy. Yeah, what she did was terrible and thank you for foiling her plan.” I waved at Chad across the field who was already at football practice. “If I hadn’t ‘sold out’ as you put it, what would we wind up with? The animosity would have festered and boiled over and would have damaged the family. I let her off the hook easy, but she still has to forgive herself, which may take a while. Plus, I like Mom’s chicken fried steak.”

Cathy shook her head. “You could have at least cashed in on her guilt. You could have milked that for much more than just dinner.”

I sighed. “I could have. But now it’s over and behind us and we can now move forward. You have to admit, I did give Mom a lot of grief. She felt she had to do something. But she chose poorly.”

“You’re a teen,” giggled Cathy. “It’s your job to give your parents grief!”

I held the door open for both of us as we entered the back end of the school to get to the girl’s gym. “Well, I hope when I have kids, they don’t act like me.”

Cathy stopped us as we entered the hallway. “Whoa. You don’t think you’re going to have babies, do you?”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “As everyone kindly keeps pointing out, I’m a woman now. I don’t necessarily want children, but isn’t that a function of being a woman?”

“Mom doesn’t think you’ll have children since you are basically a manufactured female,” said Cathy earnestly. “Me. Mom and pretty much every girl is born with a lifetime supply of eggs. You weren’t born as a girl.”

We both nodded to three of the cheerleaders heading for the gym. We should probably have this conversation elsewhere. “I was told I was fully functional.”

Cathy bit her lip. “I know Mom had you start wearing tampons. Have you started your period?”

I shook my head. “No. I’ve been dreading it.”

With a wry grin, Cathy said, “Switch to pads just in case, but I bet you won’t have a period. Lucky bitch.”

Frowning, I said, “Okay. I’ll switch to pads. In a way, it’s disappointing to not be fully female.”

Cathy shook her head at me. “You know there are women who can’t have babies, right?”

Nodding, I said, “Yeah. But it’s still disappointing.”

Grunting a laugh, Cathy said, “Hey, just be happy you won’t have to deal with the monthly visitor.” She lightly patted my back. “Let’s get to practice.”

We joined the other girls sitting in a circle on the gym’s floor. We were still waiting on two girls to arrive. About a minute before they would have been considered late, they finally arrived and joined us on the floor. The girls sat around and chatted about how their summer had been going while we waited for the coach.

The coach finally strutted into the gym from her office, looking at a clipboard. She stepped near the circle of girls on the floor and looked up from her clipboard.

She grinned and said, “Good afternoon you guys. Looks like everyone remembered to show up. Welcome to a new school year. I’m Coach Renwick as most of you know. We’re going to have fun this year, but we’re also going to work hard. We’re going to start with a run around the field.” There were groans around from the girls. The coach grinned. “Come on girls. Let’s shake out that summer lazy. We have a busy semester coming up.”

Pointing at the floor, Coach Renwick said, “Line up here, in this order.” She then read off the list on her clipboard. When she got to Cathy and me she stopped and did a double-take. “How can you two not be twins? You look just alike.” She looked at me and said, “I do hope you’re the good sister.” Grinning, she said, “I don’t think I can handle two trouble-makers.”

Cathy laughed and said, “Amanda was arrested this weekend on sex charges.”

Frowning, I whacked Cathy’s shoulder. “Will you knock it off?” I looked around, and everyone’s eyes were wide and staring at me. “It was all a mistake!” I exclaimed. “The charges were all dropped.”

Sandy gasped, “Cat’s not joking? You really were arrested? Like finger printed and everything?”

I rolled my eyes. “It was a big mess. The charges were all dropped.”

Wendy shook her head. “None of my business, but your boyfriend Owen is bad news. He’s such a trouble maker.”

I sighed. “Owen isn’t my boyfriend! And yes it isn’t any of your business. Sheesh!”

Ariel pulled her phone from her pocket and started to punch buttons. “I gotta see her mug shot! It should be online. You said Hereford, right?”

Coach extended her hand towards Ariel. “You know the rules. Hand me your phone.”

Looking shocked, Ariel said, “I just wanted to see her mug shot!”

Still extending her hand out, Coach said, “Give. No phones during practice.”

Ariel reluctantly handed her phone to the coach.

Coach Renwick smirked. “We’re going to have another wild semester.”

Marcia winked at me. “Looks like we have a real life Bonnie and Clyde going to our school!”

I’m going to get dizzy from rolling my eyes so much.

If we hadn’t done so already, all of us fixed our hair into a ponytail as we walked briskly towards the track. I didn’t look forward to running but my energy surprised me. My forty-seven year old brain expected to pass-out from a coronary, but I was just winded from a lack of exercise. The return of my youth is just wonderful.

We started running and I began to pass Cathy. She glanced over at me and said, “Pace yourself, Amanda. This isn’t a race.”

I looked over at her and grinned. “I know. I’m just enjoying all this energy. This time last month I’d already be wheezing.”

Cathy laughed. “Yep. You’re definitely not an old man anymore!”

I slowed down slightly. “Did you think of me as an old man?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. You were Dad. You know, the old man.”

I frowned. “I was only forty-seven. That’s not old.”

Rolling her eyes, she said, “You were graying at the temples.”

“I thought it made me look distinguished.”

Cathy shook her head. “It made you look old. Sis, it doesn’t matter anymore! You’re fourteen! Stop being a butt.” She increased her speed and started to pull away from me.

Cathy’s right. I need to stop dwelling on the past. That’s over. My company even gave Mom a candle in my memory. I think a free dinner at Gladstone’s would have been better. I have seen Mom sitting front of the lighted candle and crying. I can’t tell if she’s crying for the old me; the one that’s dead and gone, or the new me that’s being a pest.

“Hey watch it!” shouted Wendy. Lost in thought I apparently drifted into her.

“Sorry!” I called out. “I wasn’t paying attention.”

Sounding a bit pissed, she said as she passed me, “Dream about Owen on your own time.”

“Owen? What are you…” and that’s when I noticed Owen sitting in the bleachers watching us. When he saw me look in his direction he waved. I stupidly waved back. Why won’t he leave me alone? He knows I’m dating Chad. I turned my focus back on running.

After arriving at the gym, Cathy said in a disapproving voice, “You need to tell Owen to buzz off before you get arrested again.”

I punched her in the shoulder. “I didn’t ask him to show up.”

“Well, I think Mom might actually kill you if you’re caught with him again.”

“She won’t,” I growled as we entered the gym.

The rest of the afternoon, we went over all our yells and routines. I still remembered them from the tryouts and Coach was impressed.

When were finished, Coach had us all sit in a circle on the gym floor. Coach Renwick smiled as she said, “Great job today, girls. I think we’re going to have a great season. From what I’m hearing, we have a good team this year with a chance for state. That means out of town trips for us. I should have a schedule in a couple of weeks.

“I’d suggest not making any plans for Thanksgiving and Christmas. I know that’s a problem for some of you but there’s always that chance we’ll be of town those days. Three years ago we had a state play-off the day after Christmas and that was across the state. See you tomorrow,” We all started to get up and then Coach said, “Oh! I almost forgot. Everyone needs a uniform before Friday. Uniforms are available at Buck’s Sport Shack at Eastside Strip Mall. See ya tomorrow.”

While changing our clothes in the locker room, I grunted a laugh and said to Cathy. “It’s funny. When I was in high school I tried a couple of times to sneak into the girl’s locker room to get a peek. And now I’m here, it’s all kinda meh.”

Cathy shook her head. “My dad the perv. I don’t think you should repeat that.”

“Well, duh!” I grinned. “Who’d believe it anyway?”

Ariel walked by, hefting her gym bag on her shoulder. “Believe what?”

Cathy laughed. “That Amanda was once a man attacked by an army of robots and changed into a girl.”

Ariel shook her head. “Do I look stupid? Nobody would believe that. See ya.” She walked out of the gym.

Feeling the blood drain from my face, I snarled, “What the hell are you doing?”

Cathy shrugged. “You’re right. It is unbelievable.” She giggled as I took a swipe at her.

#

“The uniforms are back here, Mom.” Cathy called out as she ran through the store.

“Come along, Amanda,” said Mom. “Let’s hope they still have uniforms left.”

“I was just looking at stuff,” I said.

“You don’t need any of that.”

I sighed and then sped up my pace.

Cathy was already looking through the uniforms when I caught up. “Why can’t I just wear one of your older uniforms?”

Holding up a uniform in front of me, Cathy said, “For starters, after my first year they switched from a uniform that looked like a mini-dress to a two piece. And then the next year they decided they didn’t like the color scheme. Plus, your girls are a lot smaller than mine.” She grinned.

“Cathy,” asked Mom. “I think this is the correct size. What do you think? We can’t go too late. I want to take this uniform over to Ms. Naherin to get your name sewn on.” Mom grinned. “You’re going to look adorable.”

I took the uniform from Mom and held it up to look at it. “Holy crap this thing is skimpy. I didn’t actually let Cat go out in public in this?”

Cathy laughed. “You weren’t around then, Amanda. As a girl, you would have found them to be totes adorbs.”

I grunted a laugh. “I doubt it. But when I was a teen before, I’d find these pretty hot.”

Cathy pointed at me. “Did you realize Dad was such a perv when you married him?”

Mom held the uniform and chuckled. “That’s how I met your father. He was trying to look into a window for the girls’ gym.”

Cathy laughed. “It must be kismet or something. Shoes, Mom. She needs some shoes. And don’t forget the pom-poms.”

Mom looked at Cathy with a curious expression. “Kismet?”

Grinning, Cathy said, “You know… a divine retribution!”

I frowned. “I really don’t think looking in a girls’ gym warrants a divine retribution.”

Laughing, Cathy said, “I don’t know. Becoming a teen girl definitely fits the crime!”

As I tried on a pair of shoes, Cathy continued. “I mean, think of it. The nanites could have just as easily made you some muscle dude. But they didn’t!”

I shook my head at Cathy. “Subtracting mass was their only option. The bots had no way to add mass. So knock it off.”

“Just admit it, Amanda. It’s fate!”

###


Chapter 13

Cathy and I spent the better part of Tuesday fretting about school starting Wednesday. This wasn’t the typical I don’t want summer to end type of fretting. For me it was Oh my God I have to return to school after all these years? It just isn’t fair. And it’s not! I have degrees in physics, math and engineering. And now Mom insists I join the pimple brigade. Well, thankfully I don’t have pimples. But still.

Mom insists I wear a skirt and make sure I shave everywhere. Having to roam the halls again surrounded by noisy teenagers is too much. And Cathy teasing me about being surrounded by boys. A lot of boys. That is intimidating.

Sitting through classes is going to drive me insane. So I wouldn’t be too bored in math class, I tried to sign up for Calculus. I wasn’t allowed because I have to take Algebra I first. I also have to take physical science. Needless to say, I wasn’t happy.

We were also either stuck at the house or we had to rely on Mom for transportation. Cathy’s boyfriend’s car was still out of commission. We couldn’t even call Owen if we were willing to risk Mom’s wrath because after his car was impounded, his Dad sold it. And Mom was at work during the day.

Cathy held up a top and a skirt. “What do you think, sis? Do you like this combination or…” She dropped those items on the bed and picked up another skirt and top. “… this one? I’m kinda favoring the first one.”

I looked up from laying on her bed and said, “Then do the first one. What do I know? Does it matter?”

Looking offended, Cathy shouted, “Does it matter? We’re talking first day of school here. You gotta make that great first impression.”

I laughed. “What first impression? It’s not like you haven’t gone to this school before.”

Frustrated, Cathy asked, “What kind of girl are you?”

I grunted a laugh. “I’m sorry the nanites didn’t give me a fashion sense while they were transforming me.”

Sitting on her bed with me, Cathy asked, “So what are you wearing tomorrow?”

Shrugging, I said, “Probably the outfit Mom left out for me. It’s on my cot.”

Nodding, she said, “That is cute. Maybe I’ll just ask Mom.”

I nodded back at her. “Good choice. Now that we’ve solved that, any idea what we’ll do for lunch?”

“I’m going to have to call Marcia or somebody about getting to practice. Mom can’t take off early today.”

I sat up on the bed. “Why don’t you call her and see if she wants to pick us up for lunch?”

Cathy frowned. “Why did you get a boyfriend who can’t drive yet?”

I shook my head. “I wasn’t really given a choice. Why can’t Jonathan borrow his mother’s car?”

Cathy sighed. “It’s a mom-mobile. He hates driving it.”

I laughed. “Who cares? It’s wheels!”

Cathy looked down her nose at me. “You’ve been a dad too long. Jon would lose street cred if he drove that thing.”

I sighed as I slid off Cat’s bed. “Well, there’s a can of Beenie Weenies in the kitchen with my name on it. I’ll just have that.”

Cathy waved her arms. “Wait. You don’t have t go to that extreme. Let me call Marcia.” She picked up her cell phone and punched a few buttons. After a moment she said, “Hey Marsh. What be the haps? … Yeah, we’re stuck for lunch ideas.” There was a longer pause and she looked over at me. “Want to go to Caine’s?”

I nodded. “Sure. I like chicken.”

“Great!” Cathy disconnected her call. “Marcia will be here in about five minutes.”

“At least give me a chance to do my make-up!” I squealed.

Cathy laughed. “That’s funny. It didn’t take you long to be worried about make-up. Don’t worry. You won’t scare any small children.”

A few minutes later, we were picked up by Marcia, Wendy and Sandy. It was a tight fit in Marcia’s back seat.

As we got out of the car, Cathy asked, “Hey Marcia. Will you be able to give us a lift to practice?”

Marcia sighed. “Sorry. I have to leave early to take Stewart to football practice.”

Sandy said, “You guys can catch a ride with me.”

Cathy let out a sigh. “Thanks!”

We weren’t quite expecting such a large crowd. And mostly boys. And cute ones at that.

Cathy poked me in the ribs. “Down girl. You’re spoken for, remember?”

“I can still look,” I said grinning. Cathy laughed.

We were getting in line when three boys I didn’t know stepped up to Cathy. They were all wearing black leather motocycle jackets.

The tall one with dark brown hair and crystal blue eyes said, “Hey Cat. Do you mind if me and the guys join you for lunch?”

Cathy laughed. “Trying to improve your image?”

The boy chuckled, “Maybe. Hey, a biker gang gots to have biker chicks, right?”

Marcia grinned. “You can join us for lunch if you want, Douger, but you’re gonna be barking up the wrong tree. All of us have boyfriends.” She then turned to give her lunch order.

Douger sighed. “True. I know all of you… except…” He pointed at me. “Except this chick that looks like Cat.”

We all took a step forward as Marcia completed her order and stepped aside. I asked, “How do you know I’m not Cathy?”

Douger grinned. “Slight differences, but do you have a mole on your left tit?”

I don’t but she does and it’s not like it’s in open view. “How do you know about her mole?”

Douger’s grin got wider. Cathy suddenly looked worried. She stepped towards me and announced, “Doug! Have you met my sister Amanda?”

Still grinning, Douger said, “Nice to meet you, Amanda. So, do you have a mole…”

I cut him off, saying, “No!” I looked over at Cathy and asked, “How does he know about,..”

Looking embarrassed, Cathy said, “Everybody knows.”

Douger frowned, “Hey. You told me that was an exclusive club.”

The cashier asked, “Hey. Who’s next here?”

Cathy shouted, “I am!” and jumped past Douger and me.

Douger stepped up next to me. He looked at me with his gorgeous blue eyes. He said, “Amanda, eh? I think I’ve heard about you. Adopted? Do you like bikes?”

Sandy laughed. “You’re too late. She has a boyfriend.”

Douger shrugged. “So? He’s probably some little dweeb. Do you like bikes?”

Sandy said, before I could, “She’s dating Chad.”

Douger’s grin dropped a bit. “Chad the football player?”

I grinned and nodded.

Sandy stepped up to give her food order.

Looking at me, Douger asked, “Cheerleader?”

I nodded.

Frowning, Douger said, “What’s the deal with cheerleaders and football players?” He then flashed another wide grin. “Challenge accepted!”

I shook my head at him. “You’re funny.”

One of his friends laughed. “Yeah. A real laugh riot.”

Lunch settled down when we all stopped talking about Cathy’s mole. Well, I’ll be asking her about that later.

#

We heard the other girls laughing as Cathy and I entered the gym. When they saw me, they all burst out laughing again. The coach hadn’t arrived yet.

Frowning, I set my fists on my hips and demand, “What’s going on?”

Cathy and I were waved over to the group. Ariel held up her phone. “Look! I found it. Your mug shot!”

Wendy laughed, :”You look like shit, girl!”

I scowled at Ariel. “I’d been crying. You’d look like shit too if you’d been subjected to the searches I’d received.”

Marcia’s phone suddenly started playing Foggy Mountain Breakdown. She grinned. “Trying to make Bonnie here feel more at home.”

The coach stepped out of her office, scowling at us. She looked at me crying and said, “Okay girls. Hand over the phones. And apologize to Amanda. You got her crying, guys. It’s not funny. You can get your phones back after practice.”

Marcia handed her phone to the coach. “I’m very sorry Amanda. I wasn’t thinking.”

I stood and coldly watched the phones being handed over. How could they bring up those horrible memories and think it’s a joke? Coach told me to go home. Of course I couldn’t, so I just waited outside and watched Chad practice.

###


Chapter 14

I sat on the steps for the door leading to the gym. I drew my legs up and wrapped my arms around my lets and rested my head on my knees. I got angry with myself for letting the tears flow. I shouldn’t let them get to me. I sucked in a deep breath. They’re still my friends, the only ones I have so far at school. But just really thoughtless friends. They’re just kids after all. Yeah, I’m just a kid too, but I do have a different perspective.

It calmed me to watch the boys during their practice. My eyes easily followed Chad’s frame. He really is quite handsome. And well built. I felt a smile grow slowly on my face. My sobs changed to a giggle as I thought about how my life has changed. It wasn’t that long ago that I’d have different emotions watching these boys practice. My eyes would always come back to Chad.

Why do I like him? I giggled when I thought that I had really spent more time with Owen than Chad. I shook my head. Well, it wasn’t because I want it. True, Owen is cute and funny and it wasn’t his fault I got arrested. Okay. Back up. Yes, it was his fault. I wouldn’t have been arrested if he’d just taken me home.

I watched several of the boys high five each other and start clowning around as their practice ended. Several broke into a run towards the gym. I’m about to get trampled, I thought. I stood up and leaned against the wall.

A few of the boys who ran past me and slammed the gym doors open said, “Hi Amanda!” They didn’t give me time to greet back. At first I was taken aback because when I was in school previously, it was rare for me to be greeted by anyone and certainly not the football team. I grinned when I realized it was because I’m a cheerleader. Everyone will know me this time around. Is that good or bad?

I didn’t have long to ponder as Chad ran up to me and flashed me a dazzling smile. “Hey babe. You waitin’ for me?” He placed a couple fingers under my chin, lifted my face up and then kissed me. I closed my eyes and felt the kiss all the way down to my toes.

A coach ran up and shouted as he passed us, “Daniels! You can play with the girls later. I need everyone in the gym!”

Chad grinned at me. “Catch ya later!” He then darted through the gym doors. I followed through the gym doors and headed towards the girls gym

Approaching the girl’s gym, Marcia and Cathy were just walking out. When they saw me, they stopped walking and turned towards me.

Before I could react, Marcia reached out and hugged me. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Amanda. We didn’t think and thought we were just being funny. Coach read us the riot act and we all feel ashamed. I hope you can forgive us.”

Cathy looked at me with penetrating eyes. “We all make mistakes, right Amanda? I know I have. I’m sure you have. My dad made a loo-loo of a mistake. So let’s all forgive so we can all be friends again. Do you agree?”

I took a deep breath and sighed. “I suppose if I don’t forgive this, then the adhesion of the cheerleaders will be irrevocably broken. So I’ll be the bigger man… er woman and forgive you. Let’s not bring this up again.”

Marcia threw her arms around my neck again. “I’m not sure about such big words, but I’m glad you forgive me and well, all of us.”

Cathy said, “Coach ordered everyone to delete any saved copies of your mug shot.”

I sighed again. “Good. I never want to see that picture again!”

Cathy chuckled. “Yeah. Wendy wanted to try to get it to be the picture in the year book.”

Scowling, I said, “I will kill her!”

Cathy laughed. “Cool your jets, sis. Ain’t gonna happen Has to go through too many people.”

“Amanda, she didn’t mean it,” said Marcia. “Let’s just forget this ever happened.”

Cathy looked down at her phone. “Come on, Amanda. We gotta split. Mom’s waiting for us out front.” She then grinned at me. “And today is your turn at kitchen duty!”

I shook my head. “This day just keeps getting better.”

#

I had just finished watching one of my favorite show tunes on my computer when the doorbell rang. I just ignored it since I figured Mom would get it. And she did.

“Amanda! Chad is here to see you!”

What is Chad doing here, I thought. It was just turning six o’clock. The summer sun was still bright in the sky. As we passed each other, Mom said, “Make this quick, honey. We need to get started on dinner.”

I nodded. “Okay, Mom.”

I walked up to Chad standing in the door way. “Hey Chad!” I said brightly. “What’s up? I have to help with dinner in a minute.” I leaned out the door frame. “Where’s your Dad?”

Chad grinned. “Oh, I just rode my bicycle over here since it was so nice out. I wanted to give you…”

Interrupting, I asked, “You have a bicycle?”

Grunting a laugh, Chad said, “Doesn’t everyone? Anyway, I wanted to bring you this.” He held up a thumb drive.

Grinning broadly, I said, “We should go riding sometime.” I looked at his hand that he was holding up. “Whatcha got?”

“It’ll be easier to show you. Can we go to your room?”

I stepped aside so Chad could enter. As I closed the door behind him, I said, “Sorry, but this needs to be quick.”

We entered my room and he walked up to the computer. I closed the door behind us to keep down the noise. Ten nanoseconds later, the door opens and Mom says, “This door stays open.” She walked away.

Chad laughed. “Yeah, my sister has to keep her door open as well. But anyway, check this out.” He inserted the thumb drive and the computer began to access it.

Looking curiously, I asked, “What’s on it?”

He clicked on a file. “I remember you telling me you like J-Pop and anime. This drive is just loaded. This is one of my favorite girl bands.” The word Moxie filled behind the girls who started play. “I especially like Haruna.”

I closed my eyes and smiled at Chad. “This is so cool. Thanks bunches. Now I have something new to annoy Mom with!” Chad laughed.

Through my open bedroom door drifted my Mom’s voice, “Honey, we need to get dinner started.”

I chuckled. “I need to get dinner started.”

Grinning, Chad said, “I guess I need to go. See you at school.”

His phone beeped. He looked at it a moment and then asked, “What the hell is this?”

He showed me the picture on his phone. It was my mug shot.

###


Chapter 15

“What is this? Is that you?” asked Chad.

I sighed. “Do me a favor and delete that please?”

“Is it you?” pressed Chad.

I hung my head and sat roughly on my cot. “Yes. That’s my mug shot from when I got arrested this weekend.”

Chad sat on my chair at my computer. “Arrested? Holy shit Amanda. What did you do? Rob a convenience store? What?”

I felt tears welling up again. “I didn’t do anything! And now my mug shot will be all over school!”

Not willing to let a sleeping dog lie, Chad pressed on. “Amanda, why did you get arrested?”

I sighed. “You know that cheerleader party Marcia had? Well, Cathy called Jon to come pick us up. On the way home, his car broke down. Unfortunately, Owen shows up and offers to take us home. Cat decides to stay with Jon, so I get in the car with Owen. He’s supposed to take me straight home. You know how Mom doesn’t like him? He’s supposed to take me straight home but he decides to take a detour over to Hereford County to watch a street race.”

Nodding, Chad said, “Oh yeah. I heard the sheriff’s department set up a sting operation to catch street racers. Something about them screwing things up.”

I laughed humorlessly. “No shit. I was basically arrested for being fourteen in Hereford County. They arrested Owen for trafficking an underage girl, me! for sex. They searched me in cavities I didn’t even know I had trying to find any of Owen’s sperm so he could be arrested for statutory rape. It was horrible. Finally, a county judge took one look at the arrests and dismissed all charges.”

Chad’s eyes were as big as saucers. “Oh my God, girl!”

I sighed. “You probably hate me and want the thumb drive back. I don’t blame you.”

Chad grinned. “That’s awesome! I’m dating a woman with a checkered past!”

I chuckled. “Well, living through it wasn’t quite as funny as it probably sounds.”

Chad wiped a tear away from my cheek. “I agree this sucks and anyone looking at this picture of you would get the wrong impression.” He popped up the keyboard on his phone. “I’m going to text everyone on the team, including Coach, asking they not only not share the picture, but delete it too as it unfairly hurts a squad member. I’m reminding everyone of their oath to protect the squad.”

I gave Chad a weak smile. “Thanks. I feel so humiliated.”

He leaned over and kissed me. “Hey. You’re my girl. Nobody messes with you.” We both stood up and hugged. I wasn’t sure how I felt about being claimed as someone’s girl.

“I need to help Mom with dinner. Thanks for the thumb drive.”

Chad nodded. “I need to get home too. And hey, if you get lost tomorrow at school or confused, look for someone on the team. We’ll help you.”

I walked him to the door and stood on my tiptoes to kiss him.

#

I was petrified.

“Will you get out of the shower, dork? We all need to get ready!”

“I’m not leaving!” I exclaimed.

Cathy angrily shouted through the bathroom door, “Get out of the shower now, or Mom and I are going to drag you out.”

I turned off the water and just stood in the shower and dripped for a minute. Finally I grabbed a towel and started drying off. I didn’t want to go to school anyway, but now that my mug shot will probably be pasted on ever wall, I definitely didn’t want to go.

Cathy opened the bathroom door and was enveloped in the steam. “It’s like a sauna in here! Any hot water left?” she demanded.

“Will you girls hurry up!” Mom scolded. “The water in my shower turned cold on me.”

Cathy said, “At least you have your own shower!”

“I wasn’t in there that long!” I exclaimed as I slipped past Cathy to get to my room.

“You were in there half an hour!” A moment later she whined, “Mom! I won’t be able to do my make-up because Amanda got the mirrors fogged over!”

Mom shouted, “Use the mirror in your room.”

“All my stuff’s in the bathroom!”

Mom sighed. “We can’t do this every morning.” There was a pause and then Mom asked, “Amanda, are you dressed yet?”

“No. I can’t find the clothes you left out.”

Mom stormed into my room and picked up the clothes. “They’re right here where I left them. Now get dressed.”

“I’m not going,” I announced. “What’s the point? I’m more educated than the teachers. Could any of them build a nanite army that can over-write basic cell structure?”

From her room where Cathy was attempting to do her make-up, grumbled, “And I bet none of them would be stupid enough to try it on themselves!”

“Cathy! Your father wasn’t stupid,” scolded Mom. “He was careless.”

“You know I’m right here,” I shouted.

“Mom, what should I say when I’m asked about my sister being arrested for prostitution?”

I ran into Cathy’s room and shouted, “I was not arrested for prostitution! But I am about to be arrested for murder!”

Mom shouted, “Girls! Girls! Knock it off. You’re driving me insane. You both have ten minutes to finish getting ready or I’ll take you to school even if you’re naked.”

“I don’t have my make-up on yet!” I squealed.

Mom laughed. “Until a few weeks ago, that’s something I never imagined you saying.”

“Is it my fault women have this weird fetish of painting their faces?” I asked.

Mom stepped into my room. “You don’t have to do it. We’re leaving in five minutes.”

As I brushed on my mascara, I said, “I still don’t want to go.”

“You’re over-ruled,” said Mom flatly.

As we piled into Mom’s car, she said, “We’re not doing this tomorrow. We’re going work out a schedule.”

It was a relatively quiet drive to school. Cathy and I both sat quietly, lost in our own thoughts.

As Mom drove on to her work after letting us out, we just stood on the sidewalk watching kids enter the school. Cathy asked, “Do you know where you’re supposed to go?”

I shook my head. “Not really. Is it the boy’s gym first for schedules?”

Cathy nodded. “Yeah. Our first real classes don’t start today until third period. We pick up our schedules in the boy’s gym, then we go to our home room classes which are usually second period. We’ll walk to the gym together.”

I have to admit. I felt very intimidated surrounded by all these kids. And what made it worse was that I was considered to be part of them. Kids waving, shouting and just talking as they filled the halls. I hung close to Cathy. She was used to this madness and I wasn’t.

As we made our way to the boys gym, I wasn’t challenged about my mug shot. My guess is I’m known only to a handful of the student population. Even if they saw the picture most would probably go “Yeah? So?” At least that’s what I was hoping.

On entering the gym, we saw tables segregated by letters corresponding to last name. Several teachers sat at each table and students were lining up. The “A” and “B” obviously had longer lines than the “Q” and “Z” lines. Cathy and I both headed to the “M” line which thankfully was fairly short. At least for now.

One teacher at our table greeted Cathy with a grin. “Cathy! Good to see you. Ready for another exciting year?”

Cathy grinned. “Sure am, coach!”

I looked at the teacher and the back to Cathy. “Coach?”

Cathy laughed. “We have more than one girls coach. Coach Langtree coaches the dance team.”

The coach looked at me with a wide grin. “You two look identical!”

Grinning, Cathy said, “Coach Langtree, this is my little sister, Amanda.”

Coach Langtree said, “And you’re both on the squad. We’re going to have a fun year for sure. Okay, girls. Here’s your information packets along with class schedules. And since you’re both in athletics, you need to go over to the table with all the coaches to get your permission forms. And Amanda, welcome to the home of the Mighty Tigers!”

Coach Renwick turned in her chair as we approached the table. “Good morning, girls. Glad to see you here.” She pointed at the football coach. “I’m sure you know Coach Riley and that mean looking fellow behind him is Coach Browning, the head coach. If you have a squad related issue and you can’t find me or Coach Langtree, you can go to either one of them.”

Coach Browning grinned at me. “Since you look just like her, I’m going to guess you’re Cathy’s sister. This is your first year here, right?”

I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

He continued to grin. “Welcome aboard. We consider the team and the squad to be a big happy family.”

I just smiled nervously.

They handed us the permission forms Mom will have to sign. We turned to leave the gym and before we got the door, I just froze.

Cathy looked at me curiously. “What’s wrong, Amanda?’

“I can’t do this. The shit just got real. I don’t know how to be a girl. I don’t know what I’m doing. Everyone will expect me to have the same life-long experience you have. Boys will be talking to me, doing dumb things like asking me to dances and shit. And I did not like the way that Coach Browning was looking at me.”

Cathy took my hand. “Calm down, Amanda. Everything will be fine. You’ll fit right in. You remember how things were when you went to school before? And since you’re beautiful like me, you’re going to get boy’s attention. And believe me, nobody likes Coach Browning.

“Look. I’m here. Chad’s here. You’re friends with everyone on the squad and several guys on the team know you. You’re surrounded by friends. So relax! We have the same lunch period so I’ll meet you outside the cafeteria.”

“I hope you’re right,” I said dourly.

“I’ll walk you to your home room,” Cathy said pleasantly. “One of the things you got along with your schedule is a map of the school. I suggest you take a look at it during home room.” I nodded.

We parted ways at my home room. I found an empty desk along the far wall from the door. I sat down and pulled out my schedule and map and started studying them. A boy sat down at the empty desk in front of me. He turned around and smiled at me.

“Hi. “I’m Bobby.”

This was going to be a long day.

###


Chapter 16

“Can I call you?” asked the boy I’d seen for the first time in my life less than five seconds before.

I slowly shook my head. “Sorry no. Thanks for asking though.”

Still grinning, he continued, “Oh come on. I’d love to take you out. Dinner. Movie. Dancing.”

“I’m sure you’re a nice person and all, but seriously, I’m seeing someone already.”

“Who?” he demanded accusingly.

“I’m dating Chad, the football player,” I said quietly.

His face twisted in anger. “You led me on! Why didn’t you tell me you were dating someone on the team?”

I stood up, ready to slap him. “Are all boys at this school as stupid as you?” I looked him in the face and laughed.

“Did I say something funny?”

“Huh?” I blinked a couple of times.

“Is there anything you wish to share with the rest of the class, Ms Moore?” asked Mr. Lee my Algebra I teacher.

Feeling sheepish. “No sir.” Several people in the class laughed.

Mr. Lee frowned at me. “Please try to pay attention, Ms. Moore.” I could teach this class in my sleep, so it’s pretty easy for my mind to wander. I was having fun with my daydream.

I was still pretending to take notes when the bell finally rang. As we were all beginning to stand up, Bobby said, “Hey, see ya tomorrow!” Not if I see you first.

A girl who had been sitting behind me and who had long and shockingly red hair said in my ear, “Don’t let Bobby get to you. He hits on everyone and with the same results.” She laughed. “I’m Maggie, by the way.”

We both walked towards the classroom door. I turned to her and said, “Nice to meet you, Maggie. I’m Amanda. And I’m trying not to let him bug me. But I’m sure he won’t be the last today.”

We stood outside the classroom. Maggie grinned. “Nature of the beast, I guess. Hey, do you need any help with Algebra? I had Mr. Lee for Basic Math last semester but I think I might be starting to understand this crap better.”

I said, “Thanks. I think I’ve got it. In fact, I created an army of tiny robots that accidently remade me over as a girl.”

Maggie stared blankly at me for a few moments, the burst out laughing. “You’re hilarious! But hey, my next class is across the campus. Catcha later!” And with a wave, she was gone.

I remained standing outside Mr. Lee’s class studying my schedule. Geez! How the hell did I get signed up for “Keyboarding”?

While trying to figure which direction to go I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned around.

“Hey, remember me? Douger?” asked the boy with the gorgeous blue eyes.

“Booger, right?”

He frowned and said, “Douger! Be nice. I’m nice to you.”

“I’m sorry. So, what’s up?”

Douger smiled at me. “You looked lost. I thought I might offer my assistance.”

With time running out before my next class started, I admit I was grateful for any assistance at this point. “Thanks! Any idea where this classroom is?” I showed him my schedule and pointed at the keyboarding class.

Douger grinned. “Sure, no problem.” He turned and pointed. “It’s the room right next to Mr. Lee’s Algebra class.”

I groaned. “I feel so stupid!! It’s right there!”

Chuckling, he said, “Don’t. You’re new here. Everyone has trouble at first. Hey, how about I give you a lift home on my bike after school?” I love motorcycles, but I’m sure Mom would throw a fit. She made me sell mine after we got married.

I said, “Thanks but I have cheer practice after school and Mom picks my sister and I up.”

Douger shrugged. “It’s a permanent offer. And you’re welcome. I enjoy helping little girls find their way.” He turned and ran off.

I took a deep breath and walked into the keyboarding class.

“Oh hey. My name’s Tom….”

#

As promised, Cathy was waiting outside the lunch room. She waved to catch my attention.

Grinning, Cathy said, “I see you survived the morning.”

Laughing, I said, “Barely! It was crazy. I swear. I think every boy in school tried to hit on me.”

Continuing to grin, Cathy said, “Well come on. The cheerleaders have a boy-free table.”

I followed Cathy into the lunch line that was already starting to get too long. “Hey Cat. Are we going to have time to eat? This line is ridiculous. Why not the burger line?”

Cathy shrugged. “You can if you want if you don’t mind mystery meat. At least with a salad, you’re more or less sure of what you’re getting.”

“I suppose that’s true.” I followed Cathy’s example, but it was really hard to resist a burrito that was calling my name. I might have to try it tomorrow.

Following Cathy to the self designated cheerleader table, I heard someone call my name. I looked to my right and saw Owen sitting with a few other guys I’d heard were part of the bad boy crowd. I caught Owen’s eye when I glanced over towards him.

“Amanda! Why don’t you come over here? Your mother won’t have to know.” He then laughed.

I shook my head. “I’m sitting with the cheerleaders. Thanks anyway.”

“You don’t know what you’re missing!” shouted Owen.

One of the boys sitting with Owen said, “Man you are so full of shit. A girl like her would never go to jail with you.”

Owen said, “Man I’m tellin’ ya.”

As I sat down next to her, Cathy said, “Owen is such a piece of garbage.” At the same time, Chad got up and slowly walked over to Owen’s table.

I could barely hear him, he spoke so softly. “I don’t appreciate you guys talking shit about my girl or any of the cheerleaders.” He glared at Owen. “You pickin’ up what I’m putting down?”

Looking sheepish, Owen said, “Yeah, I get it.”

Chad shot me a grin as he walked back to his table. I smiled back at him.

Sandy sighed. “You’re so lucky to have Chad.”

Douger and his biker buddies started to leave the cafeteria. He leaned over towards Owen and said, “You’re gonna let that goon talk to you like that?”

Owen didn’t look at him. “Shut the fuck up, asshole.”

Douger laughed. He looked over at me and winked. They continued walking out.

I frowned and looked over at Cathy. “Am I going to be subjected to this silly show of testosterone every day?”

Cathy chuckled. “They’ll tire of it. Hopefully.”

In a low voice, I said to Cathy. “I was never like that.”

Cathy shrugged. “And look where it got you.”

I stared at my fork for several moments, then muttering to myself, I said, “I wonder if that was a factor.”

Marcia looked over at me. “A factor in what?”

I shook my head. “Nothing. I just had a thought.”

Cathy laughed. “She gets those every once in a while.” I bounced a waded up napkin off her nose.

Marcia tapped the table a few times.

“Girls, let’s get serious a moment.” Everyone turned to look at Marcia.

“Friday is our first pep rally. I really don’t want it to look like our first pep rally.”

Ariel said, “Well, we only have today and tomorrow to practice. We don’t have any skits to worry about this time.”

Marcia said, “No. But we do have some stunts that need work. Our pyramid was a bit shaky yesterday.”

Cathy said, “Don’t worry. We’ll get it.”

#

“You guys want Whataburger?” asked Mom after she picked us up from school. “I didn’t have time to plan a dinner for tonight.”

Cathy and I looked at each other nodded. “Sure Mom. That’s fine with us.”

Mom said, “Okies.” At the next intersection, she turned down the street that would take us to Whataburger instead of our house.

At the next red light, Mom looked at me in the rearview mirror. I usually sit in the back seat since Cathy has declared that being the older sister, she gets first dibs on where to sit. Of course she uses my new declared birthday and not my actual. It’s okay with me. I’m not bitter or anything.

Looking at me in the mirror, Mom casually asked, “So Amanda. Who was that boy you were talking to ?”

Still looking out my window, I replied, “What boy?”

From the mild strain in her voice, Mom didn’t like my answer. “The boy you were talking to when I picked you guys up.”

I turned away from the car’s passenger window for a second. “Oh that boy.” I looked back out the window. “He’s just a boy. I met him at Caine’s at lunch yesterday.”

Mom said in a slight accusatory manner, “He was on a motorcycle.”

I looked back at Mom and nodded. “That’s what we were talking about. It’s a really nice bike.”

“He didn’t take you for a ride, did he? You know how I feel about motorcycles.”

I narrowed my eyes at Mom. “He didn’t ask and there really wasn’t any time for a ride. And yes, I’m well aware of your prohibition on having fun.”

Mom drove the car into the drive-thru at Whataburger. “I will not tolerate that kind of attitude, young lady!”

I frowned at Mom. “Geez, Mom!” I cried. “You attack me for no reason! No crime in talking to a boy!”

Cathy grinned at Mom. “He’s the leader of a biker gang.”

I growled at Cathy, “It’s not a gang. Besides, he said it’s been weeks since they last terrorized a small town and did a shake down on blue-haired old ladies in tennis shoes.”

Wide-eyed, Cathy asked, “He told you that?”

I grunted a laugh. “Of course not! I just made it up.”

We were next in line at the window. Mom said, “It sounds like you’re interested in this boy. I forbid you from riding with him.”

“It didn’t even come up!” I whined. “I like motorcycles. I used to have a really nice one.”

Mom turned to look at me. “This is the end of this discussion.”

#

“Hey.”

I paused the anime I was watching on my computer. It was on the thumb drive I got from Chad. I turned slightly and asked, “What’s up?”

From my room’s door way, Cathy asked, “You got a second?”

I said, “One thousand one. Second’s over.” I turned back to my computer screen.

Cathy closed my door and then sat on my cot. Mom keeps promising me an actual bed. “Don’t be rude! I just wanted to ask you a question.”

I paused the anime again and turned to face her. “You may speak.”

Frowning at me, she asked, “Just curious. Do you like Douger? He’s cute and all, but he gets in trouble a lot.”

I folded my arms. “Seriously? You heard us. He was just bragging about his bike. It’s a nice bike.”

“Are you going riding with him?”

I shook my head at Cathy. “He didn’t ask and there’s not a lot of passenger space on a crotch rocket. I’d love to take it out myself though.”

Cathy grinned. “Mom’d freak. You had a bike?”

I nodded. “A CBR 900. It was fun to ride. Your mother made me get rid of it. I miss riding it.”

“So you’re not dropping Chad for Douger?”

I laughed. “Are you mental?”

Cathy shrugged. “Just asking since you seem to have poor choice in men.”

My arms still folded, I said, “Do you mind leaving?”

Cathy laughed.

###


Chapter 17

“Mom!”

“Yes, honey?”

“Mom. Come take a look at this.” I was in the hall bathroom across from my and Cathy’s rooms.

Mom stepped into the restroom. “What is it, honey?”

I stretched my panties out. “Take a look.”

“Oh my!” Mom said when she saw the splotches of blood on my panty liner. “You’re having your period!”

Cathy stuck her head out of her room. “Amanda’s doing what?”

I looked up as Cathy walked across the hall. I took a deep breath. “I’m having a period. Do you know what this means?”

Cathy laughed. “Yeah. It means you’re going to be as moody and bloated as the rest of us.”

“Cathy!” scolded Mom. “You need to be positive. This is a big moment in your sister’s life. Honestly, I’m shocked it’s happening. Normally it happens when you’re eleven or twelve.”

I shrugged. “I seemed to have skipped that age. Damned nanites! Why did I do such a good job with them?”

Mom hugged me. “We need to celebrate. Today you are a woman.”

Grinning, I asked, “Do I get a bar mitzvah?”

Mom shook her head. “We’re not Jewish, honey. But we do need to mark the passing of this moment. I should probably make a gift box like I did for Cathy.” Mom stepped over to her bedroom.

Chuckling, Cathy said, “Let’s throw a party and invite all the cheerleaders!”

Horrified, I said, “Let’s not and say we did. Besides being embarrassing, they’ll all wonder why we didn’t do this two or three years ago.”

Mom re-entered the bathroom holding a softbound book. She looked through a few pages. “You and I are actually supposed to sit down and read this together, but you’re not a little girl. But I think it can still help you.” She handed me the book.

Aloud I read, “My First Period. Thanks Mom.” I grinned as I looked at the cartoon illustrations.

Mom tapped the cover of the book. “I want that back, by the way.”

Cathy smirked, “Don’t get blood on it.”

I frowned at Cathy. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

Cathy burst out laughing. “I just thought. Mom would be totally pissed if your first baby looked like Owen!”

I scowled at Cathy. “I’d be totally pissed if my first baby looked like Owen!”

Mom frowned deeply. “I’d be totally pissed if either of you got pregnant before graduation!”

#

“Okay girls. I need you all to sit down for a minute before you leave for the day,” said Coach Renwick as we were all poised to get changed out of our workout clothes.

I have to say the second day of school went much better than the first. Which is to be expected, I guess. I was still pestered by boys but not as much. And I didn’t get lost this time. One thing I don’t understand is both Owen and Douger think they can win my attention. I’m fine with Chad. And to be totally honest, I question the need for a boy in my life right now anyway.

“Girls, pay attention!” Coach Renwick clapped her hands a couple of times to get our attention. We all sat on the gym floor in roughly a circle.

Marcia shouted, “We’re all here, coach!”

Coach Renwick inclined her head towards Marcia in acknowledgement.

“Girls, first let me say today’s practice was great. I’m really proud of what we’re accomplishing here. Tomorrow is our first pep rally of the new football season.”

She pointed in the general direction of the outside. “Just like the boys have been hitting their training hard to be the best team, we’ve been training hard to be the best squad. And you girls should be proud. I think we’ve got the best squad we’ve had in a while.” She went on to tell us what to expect at our pep rally and how we were expected to behave at the game.

Coach continued, “Remember. Uniforms all day tomorrow. And also remember, red lipstick and red nails tomorrow. Okay, see you at nine in the field house tomorrow.”

Just before Cathy and I exited the gym, Coach pulled us aside. “Girls, I just wanted to express my appreciation of the leadership both of you have shown. Marcia graduates this year, so I’m looking for candidates for squad captain for next year. Keep up the good work.”

“Yes, ma’am,” we both said at the same time.

As we made our way across campus to get picked up by Mom Cathy suddenly laughed.

Amused by her laughing, I asked, “What’s so funny?”

She glanced down at me. Why is she taller than me? She said, “It’s nothing. A sudden thought just struck me as funny.” She saw my questioning look and continued, “Like I said, it’s nothing. I was just thinking of how your life is evolving. Or maybe devolving. You’ve gone from a mad scientist on the cusp of saving the world, to cheerleader captain! It’s just crazy.”

I chuckled. “I’m not captain yet and I think Coach must be off her meds, but I agree, my life has been a crazy rollercoaster lately.”

Cathy elbowed me in the ribs. “Besides, it’s me who should be captain!”

#

“Both of you in the kitchen, now!”

“What’s the deal, Mom?” I squealed. “Today is Cat’s turn in the barrel.”

“In the barrel?” asked Mom.

“It’s nothing. I just meant it’s Cat’s turn for kitchen duty.”

“I need both of you to help out in the kitchen tonight. Michael is coming over for dinner. And he’s bringing his son, Jason.”

I felt a bubble of anger. “Who? Are you serious?”

Mom frowned at me. “Of course I’m serious.”

I shook my head. “I… I just can’t believe you’re still seeing him!”

Mom’s eyes flashed. “Who I date is none of your concern, little girl. Did I fuss when you got a boyfriend? No. Like you, I’m moving on with my life.”

I was going to say something else, but I knew this was one war I couldn’t win.

“I also need both of you to change into a nice dress.” Terrif.

Tying on an apron, Cathy asked, “What are we making?”

As Mom started a pan of water boiling, she said, “His favorite. Spaghetti and meat sauce.”

I was hoping for chicken fried steak.

#

“Can you get the door, Amanda?” shouted Mom from the kitchen.

“Sure, Mom!” I called back. I was pretty sure it was our dinner guests. I took a deep breath before opening the door for that Michael dude. I think it’s normal to dislike to the man who is now dating the woman you used to be married to. But especially so with this clown, since he wanted Mom to put me in juvenile detention for a few weeks for the silly reason of me getting arrested.

Forcing a smile, I opened the door and pleasantly said, “Hello, Mr. Carlton. Please come in.” He was dressed in a button shirt and sports jacket as was his son. His son was cute and at least a head taller than me. I could get lost in his deep brown eyes.

From the kitchen, Mom shouted, “Welcome Michael! Dinner is almost ready. Make yourself at home.”

Mr. Carlton grinned at me. “Hey sport. Staying out of trouble?”

I grinned back. “What’s the fun in that?”

Mr. Carlton turned to his son and said, “Jason, meet Amanda.” He then pointed at Cathy hurrying across the room. “And that’s Cathy, Amanda’s older sister.”

Jason grinned dopily, staring at me. “Pleased to meet you both.” Pointing at Cathy, Jason said, “Older? Aren’t you two twins?”

Cathy laughed. She was clearly trying to muscle in on Jason. “She’s not even a real sister. We’re cousins and Mom adopted her”

From the kitchen, Mom said, “Cat, be nice.” Mom stepped out of the kitchen. “Michael, if you’d like to sit at the head of the table. With Jason next to you. And girls, help bring the food out.”

As I set the platter of spaghetti down in from of Mr. Carlton (it seemed presumptuous for a fourteen year old to call him Michael), Jason said, “Please. Sit next to me.” Cathy was in the process of setting down a dish of garlic Texas toast and if looks could kill, I’d be a greasy spot on the floor. What’s up with her?”

Mr. Carlton laughed heartily. “That fits since you’ve both been to county jail! Different counties, but still…” Jason looked horribly embarrassed. He embarrassed me as well. What a douche.

I smoothed my dress under me as I sat. I grinned at Jason and said, “Cool. Maybe after dinner we can go get tattoos?” Mr. Carlton frowned at me, but Jason chuckled.

After putting meat sauce all over the spaghetti, Mom scowled at me. “Nobody’s getting tattoos.” She took a seat next to Mr. Carlton. Cathy took a seat next to Mom and fumed at me.

The plates got passed around and everyone managed to load up their own plates. Spaghetti is spaghetti, but Mom makes a killer meat sauce. She made Cat and I watch her make it so we could do it next time. Mom is insisting I get domesticated.

Not willing to let sleeping dogs lie, with a mouthful of Texas toast, I turned to Mr. Carlton and said, “Speaking of jail, Mr. Carlton, I have to say I really liked the car you took me home in. Can I ask what you do for a living?”

Mom frowned at me. “Amanda!”

Mr. Carlton wiped his mouth with his napkin and grinned. “It’s quite alright. It’s an honest question. I’m a software engineer at the same company your mother works at.”

Taken aback, I said as I shook my head, “I wouldn’t think a mere programmer would command a higher salary than say, a biochemical engineer.”

Mr. Carlton chuckled. “I’m not just a mere programmer, Amanda. I’m responsible for all in-house development at the corporation. And who do you know is a bio-whatever?”

Cathy looked at me and said, “That’s what Dad was. He created an army of nanites that he stupidly let them turn on him and ate him.”

Looking appropriately horrified, Mr. Carlton said, “That’s horrible. I didn’t know. I’m sorry to hear that.”

I chuckled at Cathy. “I like that story better than being assassinated by an international cabal of surgeons.”

Mom scowled at both of us. “Will you two stop? I told you, Michael, my husband died in a freak industrial accident. Thanks for bringing the mood down.”

Pointing, I said, “Hey, that was Cathy! I just said I liked his car!”

Mom started to say something but Mr. Carlton waved her off. “It’s all good, Charlotte. I like my car too. And teens are always trying to see how far they can go. Jason was the same way, but he’s settled down a lot now that he’s in college. He’s on his college golf team.”

Mom said, “Well, congratulations, Jason.”

Cathy swallowed the wad of spaghetti she had in her mouth. “That’s cool, Jason. What’s your major?”

I stood up and started picking up dirty dishes. Jason said, “Computer Science.”

I grinned at Jason. “Like father, like son? Are you done with that plate?”

Mom stood up. “Michael, would you like to adjourn to the living room? The girls will take care of the dishes.”

Cathy started to pick up several dishes. Jason said, “Here. Let me get those for you. They look heavy.”

Cathy waved her hand. “Oh you can just leave those for Amanda.. But please tell me about college. Sounds fascinating.” She handed me several dishes and turned to sit with Jason. What’s the deal? Why is she flirting with Jason?

I filled up a couple Tupperware boxes with spaghetti and sauce to send home with Mr. Carlton. I stared at Cathy for a minute. I called out, “Cat! Come here a minute.”

I heard Cathy tell Jason, “Hold on a second. My baby sister needs something.”

Cathy entered the kitchen with her hands on her hips. “What?”

Frowning at her, I said, “You’re supposed to be helping. And why are you flirting with Jason? He’s in college.”

Cathy rolled her eyes. “I thought you had it. I bet you’d date a college guy if you could.”

I shook my head. Actually I wouldn’t. And what about Jonathan? Don’t you think he might mind?”

Shrugging she said, “Oh. I forgot to tell you. I dumped him. He was on a date with that Claire whats-her-name.”

My eyes widened. “Holy crap, Cat! That was sudden.”

Shrugging again, she said, “Time for a change anyway.”

Before I could say anything, Cathy grabbed the two Tupperware boxes of left-overs and ran out of the kitchen. She set the boxes down in front of Jason.

“Here are some left-overs I thought you might want” she chirped, smiling broadly at Jason. That little rat.

###


Chapter 18

Jason glanced over at his dad and Mom chatting. His dad didn’t look like he was ready to quit talking anytime soon.

He looked over at me. “You guys have anything fun to do over here? Movies? Games?”

I shrugged. We really don’t have much have much in the way of games or such. I said, “Do you like anime? I have a big collection. And a lot of J-Pop.”

Jason’s eyes brightened. “I love anime! What J-Pop do you listen to?”

Cathy rolled her eyes. “Of course you have to hog him.”

“Last week I just got the Blu-ray of Moxie’s first concert. Have you heard of them?”

Jason asked, “Can we watch that? I just love Haruna!”

Grinning, I said, “I just got her poster. She looks totally bad-ass in it. Let’s go to my room.”

We all got up and moved to my room. Jason pulled a chair up next to my computer. Cathy ran to her room to get her chair and placed it right next to Jason. Grinning, Jason looked at my wall. “That is an awesome poster of Haru. Where did you get it?”

As I closed my bedroom door to keep the noise down in the living room, I said, “Give me your email address and I’ll send you the link.”

Jason asked, “What’s your source? Dad deleted my copy of Akira. I’d like to have it back.”

Mom opened my door. “This door stays open, guys.”

I shrugged. “Next time you come over, bring a thumb drive and I’ll give you a copy.”

Jason dug around in his pocket and placed a thumb drive on my desk. He grinned and said, “Never leave home without it.”

I picked up the drive and plugged it in. “This will just take a minute.”

Jason studied me a moment. “How did you get to be so interested in anime and shit? Most of the girls I know in college think you’re a dork if you like this stuff.”

Cathy shook her head at me. “Dad was actually into all this Asian stuff. He liked looking at cute Japanese girls. Drove Mom crazy. She was going to throw it all away after he died. I guess not.”

I frowned at Cathy. “No. She did. I held up a thumb drive and said, “I got this from Chad, remember?”

Cathy stared blankly at the thumb drive. “Oh, yeah. Well, it drove Mom nuts.”

I put the disc in my drive to watch the Moxie concert when Mr. Carlton stuck his head in my door. “Jason. Time to go.”

“But Dad!,” exclaimed Jason. “We were just about to watch a concert!”

Mr. Carlton rolled his eyes. “Oh the humanity! The girls have to go to school in the morning. You can watch it some other time.”

Mom stood next to Mr. Carlton. “Is that some of that Japanese crap? I thought I tossed all that.”

I put the disc back into its blue plastic cover. In a low voice, I said, “Here. Take it with you. Just please don’t lose it.”

He took the box and grinned. “Thanks! I won’t lose it.”

As Jason walked up to Mom and his dad, he looked at Mom and said, “Would it be okay if I asked Amanda out?” Holy shit!

Mr. Carlton frowned. He said, “She’s a child. I’m sure there are plenty of girls at college.”

Mom chuckled. “Besides, I think she’s already dating someone.”

Mr. Carlton said, “Okay, Jason. Let’s go. Oh. I don’t know about Jason, but your mother and will be at your game tomorrow.” He laughed. “I can’t imagine having two cheerleaders in your family.”

Jason looked over at me. “You’re a cheerleader?”

I nodded.

Jason grinned. “Cool.”

Cathy pouted. “I’m a cheerleader too.”

After Jason and his dad had exited our house, Cathy punched my arm. “Must you flirt with every boy?”

“I didn’t do anything!”

#

We were sitting on Cathy’s bed, doing each other’s nails.

Cathy smirked at me. “See? I told you, you were going to need that red lipstick.”

I sighed. “I just don’t think it looks good on me.”

Cathy finished painting my nails on one hand. “Doesn’t matter. That’s what we have to wear.”

There was a momentary lull in the conversation. “So. Are you going to tell me why you dumped Jonathan? I thought you two were tight.”

Cathy scowled at me. “I told you. I saw him with another girl. That’s kind of a deal breaker.”

I shrugged. “Maybe it was his sister or somebody?”

Grunting a laugh, Cathy said, “He doesn’t have a sister. Oh, I know this girl. She’s a boyfriend stealing little slut. I have no idea why boys like her. She always wears too much make-up, micro miniskirts, heels too high. She looks like a ho, looking for a pimp.”

I shook my head. “You’re just making crap up.”

“I’ll point her out tomorrow at the game.”

There was another lull in the conversation.

“Have you noticed Darryl?” asked Cathy.

“Darryl?”

“He’s in the band,” she stated flatly. “Oh come on. You’ve seen him! He plays sax in the band. Everyone has a crush on him.”

I looked thoughtful for a moment. “Oh. You mean that blond?”

Cathy grinned. “That’s the one! Don’t you think he’s hot?”

“He’s hot. Are you going to chase him? You’ll have a ton of competition.”

Cathy frowned. “I was going to go after Jason, but you had to mess that up.”

I laughed. “I don’t think his dad wants him to date a high schooler.”

Cat gave me sly grin. “We’ll see.”

#

“I want to go home.”

Cathy laughed. “Oh stop being a baby!” We were standing outside the school entrance.

I looked down. “Just look at me! I’m practically naked!”

“You knew the job was dangerous when you took it. Besides, it’s not like you haven’t worn your uniform before.”

Despite it still being August, I shivered. “I’ve never been in front of so many people before! I might as well be out in my underwear!”

Shaking her head, Cathy said, “That’s not really true. Just relax, girl. You’ll get used to it.”

All around us, boys grinned as we entered the school building. Cathy touched my shoulder. “See you in the field house!” She scampered off to her first class.

I took a deep breath and hurried to Mr. Lee’s algebra class. Mr. Lee looked up from his desk when I entered. “Miss Moore. Be sure to copy the assignment from the board before you leave.”

I get to leave the class after half an hour to get ready for the pep rally. One of the perks of being a cheerleader. And of course, the side-effect of being a cheerleader is that you catch the eye of every boy with a pulse. I’m the same person as before, but the cheerleader uniform is somehow magical.

I admit I didn’t really pay much attention to what Mr. Lee was saying. Well, besides being able to teach his class in my sleep, I was too busy watching the clock. It was with a mix of relief and trepidation when he looked up and informed me I was dismissed.

This was where the rubber hits the road… the shit hits the fan as well as gets real… and I was suddenly too numb to think of any more euphemisms. Being a cheerleader was all academic before. But now… now it’s show time.

As I hurried through the nearly empty halls, I pass a glass case containing trophies and saw my reflection.

I paused a moment to reflect (hah) that only a couple of months ago, wearing this same outfit I would look totally ridiculous and possibly subject to arrest. But now I’m the object of desire for every pimple-faced pubescent punk in school. As I hurried through the halls, I of course encountered that one teacher at every school who’s only existence in life is to tell you to stop running in the hall.

As I got closer to the field house. I caught up with Cathy, Sandy and Marcia in the hall. Marcia gave us all a big grin and a thumbs up. Students hadn’t started flowing into the field house yet. Members of the school’s staff were setting up the rows of chairs along the back wall of the field house that the football players would be sitting in.

Chairs for the band had already been brought in, but the band members themselves brought their music stands. It was pretty noisy with all the feet moving and the metal stands clanging as band members bumped into each other.

The cheerleaders didn’t have a lot to do. Staff had brought in megaphones and lined them up on the floor. They were more for decoration though we did use them. A couple electricians were running around hooking up the microphones on the floor. I wasn’t looking where I was going and bumped right into one of the band members, knocking several music stands as well as pages of music to the floor.

“Oh! I’m so sorry!” I exclaimed as I bent over to help pick up sheets of music and a couple of music stands. It wasn’t until I stood up that I realized that while bending over, I’d flashed the boy I’d bump with my scantily clad ass. As I righted the stand, I looked at the boy and said again, “I’m so sorry.”

He just grinned at me. “It’s okay. Accidents happen.” It took a moment of looking on embarrassingly to realize the boy I’d bumped was Darryl, he of the saxophone section. I found myself staring at him stupidly for a moment. There was only one word to describe this boy. And that was ‘beautiful.’

I placed his spilled music on the stand, noticing later I had replaced it upside down. “I feel so stupid! Sorry for the mess.”

Darryl just smiled at me. “Don’t worry about it. My name’s Darryl.”

Feeling my face reddening, I said, “Nice to meet you, Darryl. My name is Amanda. Are you in the band?” He was holding his saxophone, and I’d knocked over his music and I felt like a total moron for asking.

Laughing, he held up his sax and said, “Guilty as charged. Let me guess. You’re a cheerleader.”

My face must actually be glowing red by now. “I feel so stupid!”

He laughed again. Such a wonderful laugh. “Hey don’t be. Sometimes I forget I’m in the band.”

“Like now?” asked a somewhat annoyed voice. It was the band director. He snapped his fingers a couple of times. “Pay attention!”

Darryl stood straight. “Yes, sir!” He looked at me and silently said, “Later.” He then turned away.

As I turned away from Darryl, Cathy whacked my shoulder. I looked over at her. “Hey!”

Scowling at me, Cathy growled, “Just stop it!”

Giving her a confused look, I asked, “Stop what?”

Frowning at me, Cat said, “You know! Flirting!”

“I’m not flirting!”

Cathy held her hands by her face and in a mocking tone said, “I’m so stupid! Tee hee.”

“That’s not flirting!” I asserted.

“Text book!”

“There’s a book on flirting?” I asked.

Cathy narrowed her eyes at me and folded her arms. “Don’t make me kill you.”

###


Chapter 19

“Will you two pay attention?” shouted Coach Renwick. “The pep rally is about to start. Flirt later.” Several other girls on the squad giggled.

As Cathy and I hurried to rejoin the group, I sighed, “I wasn’t flirting.”

Sarah folded her arms. “Yeah Amanda. Leave some boys for the rest of us.”

I shook my head. “You guys are crazy.”

The principal walked out on the floor of the field house. He stepped up to the microphone and tapped it a few times. “Is this thing on?” His voice rumbled loudly in a low pitch. He jumped at the unexpected volume.

I stood next to Marcia and watched the students flow into the field house. It was funny to watch. The girls and extroverted boys lined up at and behind the front railing. The stoner types migrated to the top row.

Marcia turned to look at me. “You okay?”

I let out a deep breath. “I’m a bit nervous. Actually, a lot nervous.”

Smiling knowingly she said, “Don’t worry. We’ve all been there. You’ll not only get used to it, but you’ll enjoy it.”

“I hope you’re right.”

Marcia laughed. “Hey, I’m always right.”

The band started to play the school fight song.

The principal stepped up to the mic again after the band finished and said, “Attention everyone. Settle down. Welcome to a new school year.” He then droned on for a few minutes with announcements and noted a few new rules.

He turned around and said, “Okay. Marcia. Please do us the honor of introducing to the school this years’ team of Mighty Tigers!”

Marcia bounced up to the mic and grinned, “Isn’t it great to be back in school?” There was a round of the expected boos. Giggling, she said, “Let me introduce the team taking us to victory! Let’s hear it for the Mighty Tigers!” There was a less than exciting cheer from the students up in the stands. “Let’s try that again! Show some spirit!” This time there was a bigger yell.

The football team began running out onto the floor as Marcia introduced each one. They took a seat in the row of chairs set up on the floor in front of the stage. The squad would all cheer as each one ran out. And yes, I yelled the loudest for Chad.

The rest of the hour was your typical pep rally. We did some cheers, the dance team performed part of their half-time show and the majorettes performed a twirling demonstration. The band played a brass heavy tune called Grandioso and the Hawaii 5-0 theme. The rally ended with the band playing the fight song and then the alma mater.

I managed to catch Chad’s eye a couple times and he waved at me. And Marcia was indeed right. I soon lost all my nervousness and just had a good time. As all the students were leaving, the band broke ranks and started dancing on the field house floor to a drum cadence. Apparently that’s what the band does as no one told them to quit.

I was surprised when Darryl approached me. “Hey Amanda! Well, what did you think?” He waved his arms to encompass the band.

Grinning, I said, “You guys sound great. I guess you’ve been practicing?”

Darryl shook his head. “You’re funny.”

Cathy started to skulk behind me. I grabbed her arm and swung her around in front of me. “Oh hey. I’d like you to meet my older sister, Cathy. Say hello, Cat.” Her face turned several shades of red. She whispered, “I’m going to kill you.”

Darryl laughed. “Nice to meet you, Cat. Wow. You two look exactly alike! Are you twins?”

Composing herself, Cathy said, “We’re actually cousins. Amanda’s adopted.”

Darryl chuckled. “That’s cool. So, can I call you?” He laughed. “Or at least one of you?”

Cathy giggled. “You can call me.”

I walked away as they exchanged numbers. The football team was still hanging around so I went looking for Chad and found him talking to several of his friends. I walked up to him and cooed, “Hey Chad. How are you doing?”

He put an arm around me and pulled to him. I felt so small next to him. “Hey babe. Great to see you.” I wanted him to kiss me, but the school has a strict rule against public displays of affection. And his coach is a real hard-ass.

The friends he was talking to all looked down at me and smiled. “Hey, Amanda.”

The football coach walked up to our little group. He looked at Chad as he pointed at me. “Is this little girl yours?”

Chad looked down at me and grinned. “Yes, sir!”

“Good choice.” He looked around at the boys gathered. “We don’t want to disappoint the girls so hit the practice field right after lunch. We load the buses at four thirty.”

Chad said, “We’re going to kick some serious ass, coach!” I let out a cheer and Chad hugged me.

Chad grinned and said, “Catch you after the game!” He and his friends hurried off. Instead of going back to class, the team gets extra practice. For some reason, our team has a low rating.

I saw the other girls gathered around our coach. I hurried over to them.

Coach said, “There you are,” when I arrived in the group. “You and Cathy need to report to the office immediately. Your mother is here and she’s taking you out of school. Hopefully, you’ll be back for the game.”

I gave coach a sideways glance. “Did she say why?”

“Only that you need to go now.”

I looked over at Cathy and she just shrugged.

As we hurried, but not running down the hall, Cathy grinned at me. “I have a date with Darryl on Saturday.”

I grinned back at her. “You’re welcome.”

Cathy chuckled. “I guess I won’t kill you after all.”

Mom stood up when we arrived at the office. “What’s up, Mom?”

Mom frowned. “I’ll tell you when we get into the car. I was just told it was an emergency.”

I got into the back seat as usual. “Okay, Mom. What’s the emergency?”

“I got a call from BioSynthIndustrialMedical a few minutes ago. They wanted me to bring you to them as quickly as possible. When I asked what I should do with Cathy, they said it affects her as well so bring her along.”

Cathy said, “We better not miss the game!”

I nodded. “True. We can’t miss that.”

Mom shrugged. “I guess we all find out together.”

#

We arrived at the sprawling campus of BioSynthIndust… oh the hell with it. With the exception of the receptionist, the lobby was empty. The walls were decorated with large photos of some of our more outstanding medical advances and personnel.

Cathy ran up to one picture in particular. “Amanda! Look at this!”

It was a picture of me in a lab coat holding a test tube with what looked like green cool-aid in it. Above the picture, was a sign that read “In Memorium - Dr. Stanley Moore: Bio-technology Engineer – Nanite pioneer”

Grinning, Cathy asked, “Why don’t they say how you died?”

I chuckled. “It’d hurt sales if they said I was eaten by a rogue army of nanites.”

“Girls!” shouted Mom. “Care to join me?” She was standing next to the receptionist’s desk.

When we arrived, the receptionist stood. “Ladies, if you’ll just follow me. You’re expected in conference room 1.”

The receptionist opened the door for us. She smiled as she said, “Have a seat anywhere you like. The director will be here shortly.” She turned, leaving us standing alone as she returned to her desk.

I said, “Follow me. We’ll sit at my favorite seat.” I climbed up into one of the seats. It seemed bigger than I remembered them. Mom sat on one side of me and Cathy sat on the other side. Cathy pulled out her phone and started reading something. Mom and I just looked slowly around the room.

Mom asked in a quiet voice, “Any idea why we’re here?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know, Mom. I’m just a kid.” She frowned at me.

There must have been somewhere around thirty people present. Several would look at me and then go back to speaking quietly among themselves. About half in attendance were familiar faces. The rest I had no idea who they were. I waved at Dr. Nakagawa who helped finalize the die masks for the micro-machines. He looked uncomfortable.

Everyone stood up when I saw Director Wilson enter the room. Mom, Cat and I remained seated.

Dr. Wilson set his laptop computer down on the table at the spot he usually sat. He looked around the room and said, “Be seated, everyone.” Seated next to him was a female assistant. Most meetings I remembered, Wilson didn’t bring an assistant. This meeting must be important. She handed him several stacks of paper.

He looked around and took a deep breath. He re-arranged the papers before him and said, “Let’s get this show on the road, shall we? I called this emergency meeting of all the participants in the micro machine division. There’s been a stunning and exciting development in this area.” He picked up one of the stacks of paper and handed it to his assistant. “Please hand these documents to the little girl over there. The one in the middle.” He grinned at me. “You didn’t think I’d remember which one was you, did you Stan?”

I frowned and said, “Actually, my name is Amanda now. But more importantly, is why am I here? I’m hardly a participant any longer in the micro machine division.”

Wilson waved his finger at me. “I’ll give you a chance to look over those documents before I say much.”

I started looking through the documents as soon as they were handed to me. Mom asked if she could look at them too. I told her she could, but might not understand them. They were a bit complicated. I read through the first page. “What am I looking at, Dr. Wilson? I mean, this is obvious a technical document along with what I have to call spaghetti code.”

Dr. Wilson smiled. “You’re looking at a miracle of your own creation. Have you experienced any surprises in the past few weeks?”

At first I wasn’t going to say anything, but what the hell? “I was surprised to experience this week my first period.”

Wilson’s eyes lit up. “You’re menstruating? That’s incredible! It shouldn’t even be possible. I mean think of it! A woman is born with all the eggs she’ll ever have. And now you artificially have eggs! Dr. Patel, you need to get a sample to make sure they’re viable. But Stan… er Amanda, inside that document is something even more surprising.”

Little discussions started breaking out around us. Mom thumbed through the documents. “Honey, I can’t make heads or tails out of this.”

I dropped the papers on the table and several sheets scattered. “Again, Dr. Wilson. What am I looking at?”

Grinning, Wilson said, “You’re looking at the method, written by the nanites themselves that will restore you.”

“Did you say restore me?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Wilson grinned broadly. “It turns out, the nanites made a back up copy of you before they made you a girl. That copy was stored on a hard drive as a normal back up, so we never noticed it. We want to restore you as soon as possible and get you back on the job here. The FDA won’t certify code written by nanites, so we need you to refactor their code so we can submit the whole process to the FDA for approval. Are you ready to get back to work?”

I looked at Wilson, stunned. “How soon can the restoration be done?”

Cathy looked as if she was about to cry. “I won’t have a sister anymore?”

Mom had a faraway look in her eyes. “Only one daughter?”

Wilson shrugged. “We could start tonight if you certify the code.”

I looked through the documents. “I’d be worried that the code is incomplete.”

Wilson said, “Up to you. Our tests have certified it’s reliability. The sooner you restore, the sooner you can get out of that ridiculous outfit.”

I looked at Mom. She just shrugged. “Honey, that’s your choice.”

I could be me again. No more little girl!

###


Chapter 20

I looked around the conference room with former colleagues seated around the table. I picked up some of the papers in front of me and casually looked through them. “Has this reversing process been verified? Honestly, I could just as easily wind up as dog food.”

Dr. Wilson pointed at a couple of individuals that I’d never seen before. “This process has been through multiple simulations, am I not correct? The code appears bulletproof. Your own original coding prevents the nanites from converting any subjects into inanimate objects.

I played with the material of my cheerleader uniform for a moment and grunted a laugh. “Well, I was sure my original programming would prevent them from going this far.” I smirked as I pointed at myself.

Dr. Wilson shrugged. “I believe that was a coding error on your part. That’s been corrected. Am I right?” He glanced around the conference room and there were a few nods.

I looked again through the papers I had been handed. “This is certainly very compelling. I’d be free of the constraints I currently face as a teen girl as parental authority would cease to be an issue. Not to mention having to deal with such mundane things like make-up or wasting time painting my nails. I could get back to doing serious research.”

Dr. Wilson stood up. “And that’s what we want, Stan! You’ve proved the technology works and we’re six months ahead of our nearest competitor. Once you’ve been restored, you will be placed in charge of the Micro Machines Department. And then once you’ve refactored and certified the code, we can submit it to the FDA for certification. Stop wasting your time with this cheerleader nonsense and rejoin our team!”

“It’d be nice to stop being chased by boys all the time.”

Cathy wrinkled up her face at me. “What are you talking about, Amanda? You love that. You flirt with anyone with a penis.”

Scowling at my so-called sister, I said, “What are you talking about? I don’t flirt with anyone!”

“Horse puckey! And what about Chad?”

Dr. Wilson looked at me and asked, “What’s a Chad?”

Cathy frowned at Dr. Wilson. “It’s more like a who. Chad is her boyfriend.”

Looking puzzled, Wilson asked, “You have a boyfriend?”

I took a deep breath and said, “It’s okay. I am a girl. We’d have to figure something out.”

Wilson heaved a sigh. “Let’s don’t add any more complications.” After a moment’s pause, he added. “Just sign the bottom form. That authorizes the nanite procedure and permits us to bring you back from being deceased and nullify your wife’s divorce.”

I studied the form. When I sign this, there’ll be no more cheerleading. Mom will return to being my wife unless she divorces me for he who owns the Porsche Mr. Carlton. I’ll have parental authority over Cathy again. Won’t that be a hoot? In just a few hours, I’ll be me again.

A sudden thought struck me. I set aside the form and started looking through the data and coding again. I quickly sifted through the reams of paper. Here it is. I pulled several pages out.

“Dr. Wilson. I have a question.”

Dr. Wilson paused his flirting with his assistant. “Sure Stan. Shoot.”

Pointing at a few lines of code, I said, “The nanites can’t make me older. Just younger. I’ll be me, but still fourteen.”

Dr. Wilson chuckled. “We’ve already discussed that issue among the engineers here. The legal team has already worked out a solution. We’ll just declare you to be twenty-one. And we think your wife will certainly like the… ahem… improvements that have been factored in.

Charlotte raised her eyebrow at me. I just shrugged.

I picked up the form and turned it in my hand a few moments. No more being a silly girl. No more being fought over by bad boys. No more curfews. I looked over at Mom or should I say Charlotte. I couldn’t read her expression. The money they were going to pay me was more than generous. This should be a slam-dunk decision. So why is my stomach in knots?

Charlotte just stared into space. I looked over at Cathy and she was sulking, staring at her phone. What do I tell Chad? I do like the big lug.

I snapped the paper a few times and sighed heavily. I stared at it for over a minute.

“Cathy. You know what I think?” I broke the thick silence in the room.

Not looking over at me, she asked, “What Dad? What do you think?”

Grinning broadly, I said, “I think if we leave right now, we’ll get to the stadium before kick-off.”

A smile stretched across her face, as she said, “We need to go!” We started to stand up.

I picked up the agreement and tore it in about six pieces. Grinning, Mom stood up with us.

Wilson shouted, “Where are you going? You haven’t signed the agreement yet! Why are you tearing it? Mrs. Moore. Please talk some sense into your husband!”

Putting her purse strap over her shoulder, Mom said, “I believe my daughter has made her intentions quite clear. Come on girls.”

Panicking, Wilson said, “Stan! Wait! Is it the money? We can go higher!”

Not looking back, we exited the conference room.

#

Cathy let me ride up front while she took the back seat. Grinning, she said, “Don’t get used to that.”

I looked down at my fingers. “Hmmm. Maybe I was too hasty in not signing. I’m sure they have another copy.”

Looking worried, Cathy said, “Amanda, you can ride shotgun all you want.” I just smirked at her.

Mom gave me a glance. “So, Amanda. What was the deal breaker? I really thought you wanted to return to your work.”

Sighing heavily, I paused and looked down at my feet. “Honestly? I was very tempted. I wanted back in the game. I knew I could push the technology even further. Reading through the code I was already thinking of improvements and enhancements.”

Stopping at a red light, Mom asked, “So why didn’t you sign it?”

I grunted a laugh.”Probably because I’m a girl. I started thinking… despite Cathy being a huge butt, I couldn’t remember any time when I’ve been happier. Just a minute ago, I did text Dr. Wilson saying I wouldn’t mind doing consulting work.”

Mom raised her eyebrow. “Oh? What did he say to that?”

I laughed. “He didn’t think he could sell the board on a fourteen year old nanite consultant. But he’d keep that in mind.”

Mom drove into the school parking lot after making the wise decision to check the school first to drop us off. As soon as we got out of the car, she drove off. She still had to get ready to be picked up by her… it still chaps my butt to say this… boyfriend Porsche owner.

Standing partway in the doorway for one of the buses, Coach shouted, “Guys! Hurry! I didn’t think you were going to make it. Quick. Get in the bus. We have to go!”

As we hurried onto the bus, Cathy said, “Sorry we’re late. Amanda was trying to figure out if she wanted to be a man or not.” I glared at her.

Coach shook her head. “Where do you come up with this nonsense? Get on the bus.”

The bus was filled with cheerleaders and the dance team. They didn’t want to mix us with the football players.

We found seats and sat down just as the bus lurched forward. Marcia leaned over and asked, “Where did you guys go? There was a rumor you’d been taken out of school.”

Cathy shook her head. “One of us might have been removed from school. Amanda had to face her moment of truth.”

Scowling, I said, “Will you please shut up, Cat? Don’t make me regret my decision!”

Sarah asked, “Moment of truth about what? You’re not leaving us, are you?”

I shook my head. “It’s nothing. Really.”

The bus rolled to a stop in the stadium’s parking lot. Coach Renwick raised her voice and said, “Okay, girls. Get to our spot in the stands and wait for me. If you’re not sure where to go, ask a senior.”

We all quickly filed out of the bus. I followed Cathy though I had an idea where we were going. We had a spot in the stands between the free student area and the band. We were actually on the “vistor’s” side of the stadium.

Marcia elbowed me in the ribs. “Are you excited? First game and all?”

“I can’t lie. I am worried.”

She nodded knowingly. “You’ll do fine. Just do what we practiced.”

I looked around trying to spot Chad. “Where’s the team?”

Marcia grinned at me. “Don’t worry. Chad’s here. There’s a room under the stands where the teams meet to get their butts chewed by the coach. And to go over plays and stuff.

Despite it being late August, I felt a chill. “I’m nervous.”

“You did great at the pep rally. Just have fun,” Marcia elbowed me again.

The band was already set up next to us. A quick glance at them showed me Cathy having an animated chat with Darryl. She wasn’t wasting any time, that’s for sure.

The stands were filling up. At least on the home side. The visitor side, not so much. They didn’t even have their band with them. I didn’t want to sound mean, but honestly, they had little hope to win.

I heard one of the band members gleefully tell his friend that the visitor team, The Clarksville Fighting Roosters, had never made state after seventy-five years. Their mascot is Colonel Sanders with a guy actually wearing a white suit. I’d heard they wanted the mascot to be Dr. Pecker, but the school didn’t allow it despite the school name practically screaming “cock fight.”

Cathy walked back over to where we were standing as the band stood up and gathered their instruments.

Marcia shouted, “Okay girls! Let’s go line up on the field. Wendy, you and Ariel are holding the banner.” We had two girls holding the poles that held the paper banner the team would run through. The rest of the cheerleaders would line up as a gauntlet for the team to run through after breaking the banner.

As we walked out onto the field to line up, I punched Cathy lightly in the shoulder. “Hey, Cat. What was the deal with announcing to all my former co-workers that I chase anything with a penis? You know that’s not true and it makes me sound like a slut.”

Cat rubbed her arm where I’d barely hit her. “I thought it was funny. And don’t lie. You like boys.”

Frowning, I said, “Knock it off, girl. I like A boy.” I didn’t think I had to say ‘Chad.’

Cathy looked over at me. “You like Darryl.”

“Yeah, so?”

Cathy ticked off another finger as if she was counting. “You like Jason.”

I narrowed my brows at Cathy. “What of it?”

Ticking off another finger and with a wry grin, “You can’t deny you like Owen.”

We took our positions in the line up. “I most certainly can deny that.”

Ticking off another finger, Cathy said, “And let’s don’t forget Douger.”

“Knock it off, Cat.”

Pointing at me, Cathy laughed, “Ah ha! No denial there.”

Before I could respond, Coach Renwick growled at us. “Girls! Pay attention. The boys are about to run though our lines.”

Moments later, the team burst through the banner and ran through our gauntlet. Chad winked at me as he ran by. Both teams lined up as the color guard marched onto the field while the band played the National Anthem. The two team captains then ran out to the fifty yard line along with the referee. Our team won the kick-off.

The cheerleaders removed the poles and pieces of the torn banner as we cleared the field.

We all cheered and yelled as our team ran down the field after the kick off. As the teams lined up to face each other, I looked up into the stands. It took a few moments, but I finally saw Mom. She was sitting next to Mr. Carlton. She waved and I waved back. Sitting next to Mr. Carlton was Jason who stood up and waved when he saw me. I gave him an enthusiastic wave back.

I turned around and trotted over to where several other cheerleaders were gathered trying unsuccessfully to lead the audience in a cheer. A luke-warm response was about all we could get from them. But we were certainly putting on a show. At least we were having fun.

After several minutes of trying to warm up the audience, the audience suddenly stood up and began cheering on their own. They were all looking at the field. I looked out onto the field and saw Chad running as fast as he could only to get nailed on the ten yard line. Just ten measly yards and we could have got a score. Ten seconds later Chad got his second chance and this time he scored.

#

All the girls on the bus were singing one of the new popular songs that I have to say I don’t care for. Thankfully, it was a short ride back to the school parking lot. Everyone was in a good mood after the game. Actually I felt sorry for the Roosters. The game was a complete blowout with the final score resembling a basketball score.

When they dropped us off, it was just us the cheerleaders and dance team. The players had arrived yet. Neither had the band. The band was always the last to leave as they had to play the alma mater at the very end. And of course, the football team would have to drop off their equipment before going to the after game party at Rosa’s.

Instead of waiting, several of us piled into Marcia’s car. Chad can’t drive anyway so no point in waiting for him. Cathy had elected to wait for Darryl to arrive with rest of the band.

Marcia poked me in the shoulder. “So Amanda, how was your first time out as cheerleader?”

Grinning, I said, “I loved it. I had a blast, that’s for sure.”

“We were a bit worried when you didn’t come back from wherever it was you went.”

I looked down at my hands as we rode in Marcia’s car to Rosa’s. “Me too. I had a big decision to make.”

Marcia narrowed her eyes at me. “What kind of decision?”

I grunted a laugh. “Fame and glory or being a cheerleader.”

Marcia shook her head and laughed. Of course, she didn’t know.

#

Later after the party, my arms around Chad and him kissing me, I decided I made the correct choice.

The End

###
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The Ponytail Heroes

“The Alliance loves these little hell-holes just a little too much,” complained Corporal Perkins for the twenty-seven-millionth time. Or almost, anyway.

“Knock it off, Perkins!” I exclaimed. Several of us were gathered in the PX trying to enjoy lunch. Perkins wouldn’t shut up. “Perkins you’ve only been on this dirt ball for a week. You’re not allowed to complain until you’ve been here at least a month.”

“Says who, captain?” exclaimed Perkins.

I laughed. “Says me, corporal. The colonel has said the same thing. So knock it off.”

Perkins snorted a growl. “You and Col Sanders? Hell, how do you get out of this chicken outfit?”

Lt. Swanson chuckled, “You got it, Perkins. I know of at least a half dozen new frontier planets that don’t even have breathable atmospheres that are desperate for personnel. After lunch, I’ll turn in your transfer request.”

Suddenly looking terrified, Cpl. Perkins said, “No need to be hasty, lieutenant. I’m just blowin’ off a little steam. Face it, most of these frontier assignments are boring.”

I laughed. “Bored are we? The courier escort service is always recruiting.” Couriers have vital information  holographically imprinted on their brains and are usually instantly marked for death. Their escorts don’t always fair well either.

Looking defeated, Perkins muttered something I couldn’t understand and went back to reading his device.

Lt. Swanson just looked over at me and grinned as he shook his head. Outbursts like Perkin’s is fairly common on remote frontier worlds like here on G7X-3. The third planet orbiting the star G7X.

One day it might get an actual name. Right now it’s just another dirt ball with a rich farmland and potential for colonization. It already has a few farmers living on it. It’s registered with the Alliance and so here we are. It’s also in disputed space claimed by the Ergon Union.

The Alliance holds its claim with this small outpost with a garrison of two hundred Marines. There’re also a few space-based energy defenses in orbit. That’s it. To defend a whole planet. Perkins is right. These frontier assignments can get pretty boring. They’re too new to have attracted the amenities of civilization. Things like bars and whorehouses. And I guess those other things like schools and markets.

Besides us, the Marines, and the farmers and their families, there’s a third group on the planet that neither the Marines or the farmers like. A budding civilian government. Their office is currently housed in our facility.

But worse than bureaucrats and politicians are the members of the Orgainian Council. They’re an off-branch of humanity and are basically referees between us and the Ergons though they tend to lean towards the Ergon Union. They provide protection for civilian and other non-combatant populations. Sometimes. Everyone on both sides would like to forget about Planet Driscoll.

Lt. Swanson picked up his cup of coffee and moved to my table. “Hey Cap. Any idea how long the colonel will be inspecting our new orbital station?”

I shrugged. “He didn’t think it would take more than a couple of hours. I expect him back planet side around eighteen hundred.” We were in the process of increasing our observation facilities by creating a triad of essentially permanent deep space RADAR installations. It would allow us to replace five of the manned probe ships monitoring this sector.

My commlink beeped. “Speak of the devil,” I said as I noted it was the Col Sanders calling me. I picked up the commlink and said, “Stewart here.”

“Captain, put the base on full alert!” shouted an excited Col. Sanders. “An Ergon blockade runner just shot through the system, not triggering any of our defense systems!”

“Aye, sir!” I exclaimed. Without waiting for further info, I hit the alert button on my commlink. Alarms sounded across the base.

Someone sitting near Perkins said, “Ah shit. Really?”

Lt. Swanson looked up at me with concern. “What’s up, Cap?”

I frowned at the lieutenant. “An Ergon blockade runner just entered the system without activating any orbiting defenses.”

Lt. Swanson looked at me quizzically. “Blockade runner? What the fuck are they going to do with that? The most personnel they could pack into that thing would be about thirty men.”

As the men were rushing to their duty stations I shrugged. “Beats me, Swan. The Ergons know we’re fully garrisoned here. Thirty men won’t make a dent.”

With a grimace, Lt. Swanson stood up and said, “Well, let’s go see.”

As soon as I stood up, I was knocked back down as if punched in the gut. There was a bright flash and we all collapsed.

#

I felt dizzy and completely disoriented.

“Let me help you up. You’re going to be dizzy for a few moments,” said one of the Orgainian council members. What the hell is he doing inside the base?

“Orgainians!” shouted a gruff voice. I looked around and saw someone wearing a Ergon Union uniform. “Get these children out of our facility now! I’d hate for them to become casualties of war!”

The Orgainian holding my arm to help steady me said, “Please. We must hurry.”

As we stumbled out of the PX, I looked back at the guy in the Ergon uniform and asked, “Who the hell is that asshole?”

As he led me from the room, the Orgainian said, “He’s the new commander of this facility. His name is Captain Volkov.”

I stopped suddenly to turn around. Long strands of dark brown hair fell across my face. “Who the fuck does he… what the fuck is going on here?” I outstretched my arms. I looked around and saw little girls being escorted from the PX by Orgainians. “What the fuck?”

Looking annoyed at me for delaying, the Orgainian said, “Please. Colonel Sanders wants everyone brought to the Johnson Barn immediately.”

I had trouble walking as my feet were too small for my boots. My clothes no longer fit properly. “Will you tell me just what the hell is going on?”

The Orgainian frowned. “Let’s get to the barn first.”

As we exited the base facility, I saw young girls kicking their ill fitting boots off and trying to pull their pants up so they could walk. There were dozens of girls, some by themselves and some helping each other while others, like me were being helped by Orgainians.

When we entered the barn, I could see the colonel standing on makeshift dais. He was looking around looking confused. “Is Captain Stewart here? Lt. Swanson? I need my officers up here now!”

I waved and in a girlish voice, I shouted, “I’m Captain Stewart!” He motioned me towards  him. When I got close to him, I shouted, “What’s going on here, colonel? We’re all girls. Except you.”

Colonel Sanders pointed at a chair. “Sit down captain. Our base has been captured by approximately thirty Ergon marines. They exploded a new secret weapon that on detonation, instantly changes males to twelve year old girls. Around the age of puberty.”

I looked enviously at the colonel who stubbornly remained male. “You weren’t affected because you were off world at the time.”

“That would appear so, captain,” said the colonel. “Do you know where Lt. Swanson is?”

A new girl with flowing blonde hair came running on. “Here I am, colonel!”

The colonel shook his head. “This is catastrophically bad, men. All two hundred of my command and even the male farmers have been changed into little girls! Any ideas gentlemen on what our options may be?”

Lt. Swanson shook his head. He said, “We don’t have much time, colonel. I overheard a couple Ergon marines talking. In less than two days, two Ergon troop transports arrive along with a capitol ship for protection. Sir, our troop ship, just one, isn’t due to arrive for three days. It’s escorted by two frigates. They may even have managed to recalibrate and program our orbiting defense systems.”

Colonel Sanders sat down, his head in his hands. “Well shit. We’ve lost this planet. And we can’t warn off the troop ship. They’ll be committing suicide.”

I sat down cross-legged on the dais and played with my hair a moment. “We need to recapture the base!”

The colonel frowned at me. “With what, captain? They have thirty men. We have three.”

I shook my head. “No colonel. We have our complete garrison.”

Colonel Sanders laughed without humor. “Yeah. Two hundred little girls.”

I grinned at the colonel. “Yeah. Two hundred little girls. Two hundred fully trained and battle hardened little girls!”

The Orgainian jumped up and exclaimed, “No! I forbid this very idea. We will not allow not only civilians, but civilian children to be used in combat! It is our preeminent rule!”

I jumped up to stand next to the Orgainian. I shouted, “We’re soldiers! Our job is to prevent this planet from falling into Ergon Union hands! We have a duty to fulfill!”

The Orgainian said bluntly, “You are civilians now. You have no official duties. You now fall under our protection.” 

I poked my finger into his chest. I wish these Orgainians had names. I asked, “Is this official? Have you contacted the Home World?”

The Orgainian frowned. “You know we lost communications when the Ergon forces captured the facility.”

Grinning, I said, “Then we’re not officially discharged. Colonel, we’re running out of time.”

Scowling, the Orgainian said, “Another consideration, my rash young captain. Right now, all of you fall under Orgainian protection by default. If you proceed with this attack, should you fail to defeat the Ergon forces, they can have all of you executed as spies.”

I frowned at the Orgainian. “Even though I have the right by virtue of my rank given to me by the Alliance Space Command, I’ll put it to a vote. Now that they are little girls, they might have changed in their attitude. So if any one of them decide to not join in the effort to retake the base, those girls will be handed over to the Orgainians for protection. Everyone will be informed of the risk.”

Frowning at me, Colonel Sanders growled. “Have you forgotten your oath, captain? This is not a democracy. They are under your command.”

Feeling tired and much older than my twelve-year-old appearance, I said, “It’s only fair, colonel. The game has changed. I’ll ask them.”

I had the girls gather in a circle around me and I explained the situation. My heart was very heavy.

#

After a thirty minute discussion, going back and forth, I walked slowly back to where the colonel and the Orgainian was waiting.

Arms folded, the Orgainian looked coldly at me and asked, “Well captain. What did the children decide?”

I looked down at my feet and said, “Not one child volunteered.” The Orgainian smirked at me.  “But two hundred Marines did.”

#

Naturally, we no longer had access to the base’s computer systems, but all of us knew the facility like the back of our hands. At least we all knew the sections we worked in

Using a stick, we each took turns drawing the site’s floor plan on the barn’s floor. We tried to fly a few of the drones we had outside of the facility, but the Ergons shot them down. So we sent several groups of girls out to play games like hopscotch and jump rope while they observed the site as best they could and reported back.

Since we all need to have sewing skills to repair uniforms or to do field sutures, we had set aside a team to take in all our uniforms so they’d fit…at least somewhat. We couldn’t do anything about our boots, so rather than run around barefoot, everyone wrapped their feet in cloth to avoid cuts.

Finally I called everyone except the observers into the barn so we could work out a plan of attack. I stood next to the drawing on the floor holding a long stick so I could point without stepping on the drawing itself.

“Marines!” I shouted. “Listen up.” Everyone that could was gathered around the floor plan. “We are quickly running out of time. It’s only a matter of time before the Ergons manage to break the codes and get access to the communications and data rooms. We now have less than a day before their reinforcements arrive.

"It’ll be dark in an hour. Even though we only have possession of one night vision unit, this gives us a tactical advantage. We know the lay of the land and the Ergons don’t. Another advantage we have and I hate to use it is that we’re all little girls. Even the Ergon monsters don’t like shooting kids so they’ll hesitate on our initial attack. But that hesitation won’t last long.

“Our biggest disadvantage is lack of weapons. We’ll have to pick up dropped weapons as we go. As I’m sure you know, the Ergons use microwave pistols as side arms that are very similar to ours. On the scout ship the colonel was out in space on when we were attacked by this girl bomb or whatever it was, we have four rail pistols. But we have limited ammo. We also have two satchel charges.

"We can use one to breach the wall at the side gate. The other we’ll use to breach the telecommunications entrance. The problem with the satchel charges is that they are too heavy for one twelve year old girl to carry. I’ll need two volunteers to carry each charge in order to blow the telcom door off its hinges. Then we’ll rush in after the door is breached.”

“Cap? Question,” said one girl raising her hand. I had no idea who she was. Everyone looks different as a little girl.

I nodded towards her. “Make it quick.”

“Why assault the telcom entrance? It’s very narrow there. The main entrance is more open.”

“Good question,” I said. “They’ll expect us to assault the main entrance. Their troops have been living it up in our PX. They don’t eat as well as we do. So there’s a large concentration of enemy forces there. We’re going to feint an attack on the main entrance and then we’ll breach the wall and blow the door at telcom. It’s just too bad we can’t get heat signatures of troops inside the building. Those rail pistols will penetrate anything.”

I stepped back to survey the room. I said, “It’s almost dark. I’ll need twelve volunteers for the breach teams. The rest of you get with your squad leaders. Sadly, our battle plan is just to rush in after the breach. Rail gun carriers will try to clear the entrance by blindly shooting through the walls. Okay, girls. Let’s get ready. Breach teams on me.”

Lt. Swanson and Cpl. Perkins were the first ones to join me. I looked at Cpl Perkins and asked, “Are you bored yet, girl?”

Perkins grinned and said, “No sir!” And then looking a bit worried, Cpl Perkins said, “We’re going to get slaughtered, aren’t we captain?”

Lt. Swanson shook her head. “You didn’t want to live forever, did you Perkins?”

Shaking her head, Perkins said, “No sir. But I was at least hoping to make it to my prom.”

I laughed and shouted to the colonel, “Colonel! If we’re successful, you’ll owe Corporal Perkins a dance at her prom!”

Colonel Sanders looked up from inspecting the rail pistols he was removing from the scout ship and said, “If we take back the base, I’ll give her a kiss, too.”

#

If you want to read more of “Ponytail Heroes,” or some of Melanie Brown’s other short stories, “Battleskirts” is available now from AlephTwo on Kindle.

[image: ]

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CSHFQ17B


Other Great Books Available on Janglewood Imprints

Twelve-year-old Kelly Drew can't seem to convince anyone he's actually a boy! A comedy of miss-taken identity for a boy who's too pretty for his own good. Kelly is smart and sassy, and the story romps through one miss-adventure into another, from lost luggage to madcap escape.

Kelly Girl, by Wanda Cunningham

[image: ]

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CWQQSXPR

A science fantasy collection about transformations that leads off a murder mystery happening at a social event. Plus, it's a lot of fun! A centaur detective? Yes, please.

Murder at the Shapeshifters' Ball, by Rodford Edmiston

[image: ]

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C9L3LX9C

Dennis is a stunt man. Err... boy. Err... young adult. He had his life pretty much planned out and he was on his way.

Life though, had other plans for him.

Last of the Fey, by Denise Anesidora Trask

[image: ]

https://www.amazon.com/Last-Fey-Denise-Anesidora-Trask-ebook/dp/B075TSXLYW/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=B075TSXLYW&linkCode=sl2&linkId=14bc37eaaab0cecb90f699ee7f5e3985&qid=1592061263&sr=8-1&tag=dopplerpress-20

When Scott's friend Amy offers to help him get a job, he can't refuse, as much as he wants to. He needs the money, and working with his best friend is a good deal... but the pink uniform and teddy bear ears are maybe a step too far? He already gets mistaken for a girl!

Pink Bear Romance, by Melanie Brown

[image: ]

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CQV3H4VY

This is a book about two Sams.

Two Sams, two stories. And, like Raggedy Sue on the cover, neither Sam is all one thing.

Sam and Sam, by Joyce Melton

[image: ]

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CZZC8285

Want more? Check out DopplerPress' entire library on Amazon:

https://www.amazon.com/s?rh=p_30%3Adopplerpress

And be sure to search for other great releases from AlephTwo!

Want exclusive previews of upcoming books, exclusive art and short stories, or just to support future book releases from Doppler? Support us on Patreon! Search Patreon for "Erin Halfelven at BigCloset", and join today!

OEBPS/image_rsrc2F3.jpg





cover.jpeg
Stan had a very BIG idea...

| 'iEphmwe





OEBPS/image_rsrc2F2.jpg
N\
0

Teoast of the fiey






OEBPS/image_rsrc2F1.jpg
Murder at t/e
Shap eshifters’Ball

/ Fa
f » . ‘2 . =%
: -
r'.‘ N
Ny

N\






OEBPS/image_rsrc2EZ.jpg
MAFLE
nie






OEBPS/image_rsrc2F0.jpg
f’"/"-ﬂ

Kelly Gy






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc2F4.jpg





