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Prologue


I open my eyes in darkness. My head hurts and my vision swims for a few minutes as I try to make sense of my surroundings. That tells me I probably have a concussion. I don’t know where I am. I can see a little bit through the moonlight filtering in through the windows. It looks like some sort of barn. I flex my arms and nod slowly when I feel the ropes biting into my wrists. I slowly clench and relax my fists, testing the ropes. They feel scratchy, maybe a little frayed. I’m tied to a chair. I close my eyes again and take a few deep breaths before opening them again.


I take in my surroundings again, looking more closely. It’s a barn. A horse barn by the smell and the look of the stalls. It has an air of neglect and I wonder where it is. My head still hurts, but it’s mostly concentrated above and behind my left ear. Did someone hit me? It’s hard to remember and that’s another strong indicator that I’m suffering from a concussion.


I shake my head and remind myself that’s not important at the moment. I’m not blindfolded or gagged. That tells me that my captors aren’t worried about me being heard and that they’re not as concerned about me identifying them. I wonder who I have to thank for my current predicament and whether they’ll get to the point soon.


‘DAMN IT! FOCUS!’ I berate myself angrily. Horse barn, probably abandoned, definitely isolated, tied to a chair, no gag, no blindfold. I flex my knees, but my ankles are similarly tied to the chair. I wished they’d used handcuffs. THOSE, I could deal with, thanks to Sam. I thought about Sam and bowed my head in silent gratitude. Those lessons would get me through this, I suspected. If not, they’d certainly turn my captors angry enough to kill me before they’d inflicted as much pain as they wanted.


It was all a matter of motivations really. If this was personal, then I was in for a very long night. If it was business, then it was gonna be a ... well, that’d be a long night too, but it would be a different brand of arduous.


I listened hard, but I was the only person here. I could hear scuttling in the rafters that meant rats were happily going about their personal business, possibly curious about what sort of creature I was to invade their domain.


I looked down at myself and was glad to see I was still dressed. I’d had a moment of horror that I might be about to relive the torture scene from James Bond fame. I had no desire to method-act my way through that performance.


I looked around more openly, looking over my shoulder and at the walls to see if there was any way out of this rat trap. I leaned forward onto my feet, hoping I could waddle my way around the barn a little bit and was about to explore in more detail when I saw headlights approaching and heard the crunch of tires on gravel as a car pulled into the yard. I sat back down and heard the chair creak as I settled my weight back into place carefully.


I hung my head and acted like I was still unconscious, hoping to pick up a bit of conversation before I had to meet my captors. I slowed my breathing and put myself into a meditative state while I strained to listen. I twisted my hands against the ropes a little harder and sagged in the chair, like I’d been sitting when I first woke up.


The door was thrown back, flooding the room with the harsh glare of the headlights as two people came to face the chair.


“You said he’d be awake by now,” complained a voice I recognized. That wasn’t good. That meant tonight was going to be a very long night. It also meant that the rats were probably going to eat well in the morning.


I thought about my family and prayed for the first time I can remember, not for myself, but for them. My life was already over if that voice was the reason I was here.


“He should be,” argued the second voice and I wondered if I was already dead. These two talking together meant that I was well and truly fucked. It also meant that this was personal. VERY personal.


I take a moment and calm my mind, taking a few minutes to remember how this all started.


Chapter 1


My name is Matthew Russell and this is the story of my life. I suppose that I should start when I was born and work my way through my earliest recollections, but for the life of me, I can’t find much of interest to my adult self. I suppose the tale that matters is my journey from childhood to adulthood. I guess the best place to start is the year I turned 14.


My mother and father had never had a loving marriage that I could remember. It had never really occurred to me to pay much attention, although there were times that I was aware that their marriage was different from the ones that we would see on television or movies. There was the obligatory peck on the lips at Christmas, birthdays, anniversaries and New Years, but that was the extent of the affection between our parents. My sister, Lilly and I were left to puzzle this out for ourselves until that summer.


I had just finished 8th grade a few weeks ago and had my birthday a few days after that. Being 14, I was nervously awkward and more aware of my failings and shortcomings than I cared to admit. Between my changing voice and being suddenly distracted by girls that had been around all my life, I was certain that everyone was laughing at me, irritated by my lack of focus or disgusted by what I felt they must be able to tell I was thinking about when one of the neighborhood girls walked by.


I’d signed up for a summer baseball league, but wasn’t very good, owing to the fact that the league was for both boys and girls. Normally I was fairly good at baseball, but at that age, all my attention was on the girls on the field. It was a Tuesday afternoon and Becky Powers and I were riding our bikes home. She was chatting away happily and I was slowly recovering my wits from the dull fog that descended on my brain whenever there were girls around. Becky was different for some reason my teenage mind couldn’t fathom. I’d known Becky for years, ever since our family had moved in next door to the Powers family. Her sister Lana was two years older than I was at 16 and if I was bad around most girls, I was worse for Lana. No matter how hard I tried, when Lana came around the corner, I couldn’t seem to focus on anything but her. Becky always found it hilarious the way I’d freeze in front of her sister, but she always waited until Lana was out of sight before she’d tease me about it.


This particular Tuesday, there was no Lana in sight though. Later on, I’d sincerely wished she’d been there. No, that’s not true. I ALWAYS wished she was there. We pulled our bikes into her driveway and Becky cut off what she’d been saying about the game.


“Isn’t that your dad’s car?” she asked, pointing over to our driveway where the familiar Chevy Impala was parked for some reason. My dad worked regular hours and unless it was a holiday or something was wrong, he wasn’t home before 5:30 each night, working as an accountant for a shipping company in Boston. We lived in Winchester which was too far for us to ride our bikes into the city, but close enough for occasional trips in for shopping or sightseeing.


I frowned at the car and nodded. “Yeah,” I said slowly, suddenly uneasy. The trunk of the car was open and the back seat was piled high with stuff, some of which had come from the home office dad had in the basement. I looked at Becky and some of what I was feeling must have shown through because she suddenly looked as apprehensive as I did. “I’m gonna go see what’s going on,” I said. “See you after supper?”


“Sure,” she said, but didn’t sound as chipper as she had on the ride home. I walked my bike over the fence between her driveway and our lawn and propped it up there before hopping over the top. I almost always left my bike in her yard. My dad always hated it being in the way even though I didn’t ever think it actually was.


I was still frowning as I crossed the lawn. I could hear voices inside and they sounded angry. I had a sinking feeling and wondered what I’d done and how bad the punishment was going to be. I didn’t see my sister around so she was either out with her friends or inside listening to what was about to happen. By the time I got to the door, I was actually shaking a little and took a deep breath, willing myself to hold still before I opened the door and walked into the living room.


My mother looked furious as my dad was walking around the room going through bookshelves and putting things into a large box on the couch. “Mom? Dad?” I said, hoping my voice wasn’t going to randomly crack like it sometimes did. “What’s going on?” It was the only thing I could think to ask. I couldn’t come up with anything I’d done wrong that was bad enough to pull my father away from the job in the middle of the afternoon. I looked back and forth between the two of them, knowing there was something deeply, gravely not right, but again, my teen-aged mind failed me and I couldn’t make sense out of what I was seeing.


“Yes, Donald,” my mother snapped angrily. “Go ahead. Tell your son what’s going on.” She had her arms crossed and looked more furious than I can ever remember seeing her. I knew whatever it was, it was bad. They only ever referred to me as ‘your son’ when they were utterly disgusted with me. I started to wonder if they’d found the two dirty magazines I’d hidden in the back of my desk drawer and my mouth went dry.


That didn’t explain things though. The box on the couch, the car filled with things from dad’s office or him being here during the day. It certainly didn’t explain the look on his face. Looking back now, I know it was a mixture of shame, regret and embarrassment. He finally turned to me and sighed, some of the tension billowing out of him with that breath. “Son, I’m moving out. Your mother and I are getting a divorce.”


The words hit me like a physical blow. I didn’t understand divorce in the same way I would in later years or even later that year. I remember Jeremy Lake’s parents had gotten a divorce last year. He’d been taken out of school and his mother took him to live in Montana afterwards. It meant families split up. “Where’s Lilly?” I asked woodenly, afraid of what the answer would be, afraid that she was going away too and that I wouldn’t get a chance to see her again before she was taken away. We’d always been as close as siblings can be. Suddenly I was cold, panic and shock making the summer heat fade away to dim memories as ice seemed to fill my veins. There were a thousand things I wanted answers to. Nothing made sense and my limited understanding of divorce led me to only one conclusion: he was taking her away. “Where’s Lilly?!” I demanded this time, my voice stronger, frantic as I waited for an answer.


My mother grimaced and crossed the room to me, wrapping her arms around me and pulling me close. It wasn’t until her arms closed around me that I realized I was shaking. “Well done, Donald. I see you care as much for your children’s feelings as you do about mine. Just pack your crap and get out,” she snarled at him before turning her attention to me. She made soothing noises and stroked my hair, something she used to do when I was younger and I was sick. I slowly put my arms around her and held on, my mind torturing me with thoughts that she might go away too. She must have understood because she held me and whispered that it was okay and that she was here. “Your sister went out on her bike right after lunch. She’ll be back for supper and we’ll talk about it more then,” she promised.


I could hear the sounds of my father moving around, emptying the room and the rest of the house of traces of him. I opened my mouth to say something and I started to cry. “I’M SORRY!” I sobbed, not knowing what else to do, what else to say. I clung to her inconsolably as I watched my family being torn apart. She clung to me just as tightly and whispered it wasn’t my fault and that I didn’t have anything to be sorry for.


After a while, she pulled my head back to look at me and smiled. There were tears in her eyes too, but her voice was strong and calm when she told me to go up to my room and she’d call me for dinner. I was reluctant to let go and I was still shaking. She gave me a kiss on the forehead and smiled reassuringly.


I looked down and nodded, finally releasing the death-grip I’d had on her. Before I turned to go, I looked up at her and said in a low voice, “Don’t let him take Lilly away.” It wasn’t a request, but a command to hold our family together. She smiled and nodded before patting me on the shoulders and gently steering me toward the stairs.


I walked upstairs slowly, going into my room and flopping down on the bed. I could still hear them downstairs arguing about it. I tried not to listen, but the arguing turned to shouts. It seemed that he’d come home early to try to pack everything and be gone before he had to explain to either Lilly or I what was going on.


I’d never been particularly close to my dad, but he was my dad. The thought of him leaving was insurmountable in that moment. He’d always been there. Now I was staring at the wall, hearing the last shots in a war of words between him and mom. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t understand. Finally, I got to my feet and went downstairs again, walking into the living room as he was putting a box by the door.


Neither of them noticed me there at first. Mom was furiously berating him for the callous way he’d treated me and how he was trying to sneak off before he had to face Lilly. He was taping the box shut with his back turned.


I walked in and stood by the wing chair my mother liked to sit in to watch TV and put one hand on the top of it before I spoke. “Why?” I asked in a clear, loud voice. I was surprised how the word sounded, sure it would come out with the tremble I felt trying to work it’s way out of my chest and through my whole body.


My father looked up, seeing me standing there and he finally had the decency to look upset. “Matt, that’s not an easy question to answer,” he started, trying to be gentle this time.


“Yes it is,” I countered, a tone of anger threading through the dull wooden shock. In a distant part of my mind, I recognized the same feeling in my head as when I looked at Lana. Not the pain, but the dull, thick feeling, like other thoughts were hard to hold onto. “Any time I do something wrong, you ask me why and make me explain,” I said, the words tumbling out of my mouth as if someone else was speaking them. “So, why? Why are you running away? Why wouldn’t you tell us? Why would you try to sneak away without even asking us what we want? WHY?!!?” My voice raised with every word until I screamed the last one, hurling it at him with all the hate and spite that only a teenager can muster.


The room was quiet for a long time. I could hear birds outside through the open windows, but never thought about anyone outside overhearing. It didn’t matter right now. “Because I don’t love your mother any more,” he said simply. There was no heat in it, no hate. It was a dispassionate statement of fact. He was rarely ever roused to anger and today was no different.


I was angry enough for all of us. “Then fuck you!” I spat hatefully. “Take your precious THINGS and go. We don’t need you any more.” I lowered my voice and said coldly, “I hope you die.” I’d never spoken to anyone that way, let alone my father. I turned to leave the room.


“Hold it right there, young man!” he shouted, finally showing some emotion. “I know this is hard, but I’m still your father and I-”


“No you’re not!” I cut him off harshly, looking over my shoulder at him. “You stopped being anyone’s father when you decided to run out on us,” I said in the same cold monotone that had risen up from inside me somewhere. “Take your things and go, Donald,” I said, emphasizing his name like a slap across the face. “And don’t forget to leave your key. If you’ve forgotten anything, mail us a list and postage and we’ll send it to you. Don’t come back.”


I turned and walked away, climbing the stairs back to my room. This time I shut the door and turned on the radio before stretching out on my bed. I stared at the ceiling and thought about what I’d just said and done. The adrenaline that had flooded my system was burning off and I was cold all over again, so I got up and crawled under the covers, shivering even though the radio said the temperature was in the high nineties. I couldn’t tell, but it sounded quiet downstairs. After a while, I could hear the trunk on the car slam and the engine turned over a moment later. That meant he was gone.


A few minutes later, there was a knock on my door and I raised my head as my mother opened it to peek in. Seeing me wrapped up in the blanket, she opened the door and came to sit with me. “How you feeling?” she asked gently, reaching up to smooth my hair. She looked concerned.


“Mostly cold,” I admitted with a frown. “Is he gone?” I asked and she nodded her head. “Good. Did he leave anything behind?”


“Oh probably,” she said, sounding tired. “It’s not easy to get everything at one time.” She was quiet for a moment before she spoke again. “You were pretty hard on him,” she pointed out gently.


“He deserves it,” I said simply. “He didn’t act like he was upset or even like he cared that we are.” I sat up and pulled the blankets around myself to stay warm while we talked.


“Oh he was upset,” she said, moving and putting her arm around him. “As much as he and I aren’t in love any more, your father does love you and your sister dearly. What you said hurt him a lot.” She was still talking gently, knowing that I was a raw nerve at the moment.


“Too bad for him,” I said. “If he doesn’t love you, then he doesn’t get to love me. We’re a family. He can’t pick and choose. He doesn’t GET to. I meant what I said. He stopped being my father when he started packing the car.” I hesitated and then I went on, speaking my mind. “When he told me like that, just threw it out there, I was scared, I didn’t know what to think. What was gonna happen to us? Were you gonna leave too? Was Lilly? I didn’t know what to do until you said you were staying. Now, I don’t know. I still feel like our family’s being torn apart, but I guess it feels like the part that’s gone was the least important part. I guess it feels like he was never really here to begin with so losing him is like losing a lottery ticket that you never checked the numbers on. Doesn’t really matter because it was something you never had. Does that sound stupid?” I asked, not really able to tell whether I was making sense or not.


She laughed a little and squeezed me tight. “No, it doesn’t sound stupid at all,” she assured me kindly. “When Lilly gets home, we’ll talk about things more,” she promised. “I know it’s a big change and you both have a lot to think about. I’ll try to answer all your questions. We’ll get through this. I promise.” She gave me another tight hug and kissed my forehead before telling me she loved me. “I’m gonna start dinner. You wanna come help or do you wanna stay here and keep warm for a little while longer?”


I nodded and pulled back the blankets so I could get up.


She led the way to the kitchen and started me on peeling potatoes while she prepared a meatloaf. “I think we’ll stick to a simple dinner tonight,” she said with a slight smile. “We’ve got a lot to talk about.” She looked over at me and smiled again. “Matt, I want you to know how proud I am of you for standing up to your father like that. Besides the swearing, that is. But I think we can overlook some colorful language under the circumstances. Never stop standing up for what you believe. Promise me that.”


I nodded and gave her my word. She gave me another of her smiles and went back to what she was doing. I lost myself in thought until I heard my sister come in the front door, a bundle of energy and enthusiasm. I frowned, dreading having to tell her about today and Mom caught my eye and nodded understandingly. “It’ll be okay. We’ll get through it,” she promised before raising her voice. “Lilly, honey! We’re in the kitchen,” she called out.


“Hey Mom,” Lilly said, going straight to the fridge in a swirl of blue hair. She’d convinced our parents to let her dye it and the latest shade was shockingly electric blue. Lilly was a year younger than me and made life louder and more vibrant every chance she could. By this point, she was convinced that she had what it took to make it to the top in the music industry and the hair was part of her persona.


She stopped on the way out of the kitchen and looked back at where I was busy with the bag of garbage I was tying up to take to the cans outside bungee corded to the fence on the other side of the driveway. Usually when she came into a room and greeted everyone else, I’d make a comment about being part of the furniture or something similar and we’d trade comments. It was never mean-spirited, but today, I just couldn’t rouse myself from my own thoughts and she sensed something was off.


“What’s the matter?” she asked, still half-joking. “Did Lana get a new boyfriend? Or was your afternoon game that bad?”


I looked up and whatever she saw in my face scared her because I saw all the color drain out of her face. I looked to Mom for help, not wanting to bludgeon her with the revelation like had happened to me.


“Sweetie,” Mom said gently, taking her by the shoulders and steering her to the kitchen table to sit down. “Your brother got a bit of a shock today.” She looked at me and then sat down with Lilly and took her hand. “I’m afraid your father won’t be coming home for dinner tonight. In fact, he’s not going to be around the house any more. He and I have decided to separate, so he’s going to be living somewhere else, but don’t worry. You’ll still be able to see him whenever you feel like it. It doesn’t mean he loves you any less. Just that he won’t be living here with us any more.” She was watching my sister very closely and stroking the side of her face slowly, trying to soften the blow.


Neither of us expected what she said next. “He finally told you about his secretary, huh?” she said evenly, opening the bottle of juice she’d pulled out of the fridge and taking a drink.


“What?!” I blurted out, confused. “What about his secretary?” I looked back and forth between them, the bag of garbage at my feet forgotten. Mom was taken aback by what she’d said, but something in the restraint she was showing whispered to me that she was aware of this secretary.


“He has naked pictures of her on his phone,” Lilly said like there was nothing wrong. “I found them a while back. There’s a lot of them and some of the two of them together.”


Mom looked very interested in the mention of this but hadn’t said anything to this point about it. “Does your father know you saw them?” she asked carefully.


Lilly shook her head and smirked. “When I found them, I used his phone to send them all to my phone. I figured they might come in handy. I also made copies on my laptop.”


Mom got a very smug smile on her face and patted my sister’s hand, nodding. “Yes Honey, I think they’re going to come in VERY handy.” she said, sounding amused.


It suddenly occurred to me that I’d been the only one that hadn’t seen this coming. My sister finding the pictures and Mom’s lack of surprise made me certain that she’d known all along. I was left to just plod along and take the blow in the side of the head while everyone else had prepared ahead of time. I picked up the bag of trash and took it outside, dropping it in the can and stuffing it down on top of the one that had already been in there before shoving the lid back on more forcefully than necessary.


I looked around the back yard and decided to hide away in the garage ‘til I felt like going back to the house. We had a detached garage big enough for two cars even though we never used it to park cars except for times when we were predicted to get a big snowstorm overnight. Mostly the space was taken up with odds and ends. In the winter, the lawnmower and patio furniture was stored in there along with our snow-blower and shovels. There was an old fridge in the back corner that we kept drinks in during the summer and a workbench along the back wall where Dad had kept his limited supply of tools. We weren’t allowed to play in the garage because of the tools and lack of supervision, but at that moment, I didn’t care. I felt like I’d been set adrift all over again by how clueless I was.


I didn’t know what I was feeling, but I hated it. At the same time I wallowed in it. Everyone knew except me. No one had thought to tell me anything, to let me in on the secret and give me the heads-up. I was angry at Dad (Donald, I told myself harshly), angry at Mom for keeping it from me, pissed at Lilly for not telling me about the pictures because I’d never had a secret from her from the time we were little. I was angry at myself too for not seeing the signs. They all seemed so obvious to me in that moment looking back, even though they really weren’t. I sat and castigated myself for not piecing together the subtle signs that couldn’t possibly have made sense to me in the moment.


I don’t know how long I was in there, brooding in my own thoughts, but I heard the back door open and was suddenly glad I hadn’t turned on the lights in here. I was sitting on an up-ended milk crate, holding a torque wrench from the bench on my hands for no real reason other than to have something to fidget with. Whoever had come out to the yard went back inside eventually and I breathed a sigh of relief. I didn’t want to talk. I didn’t want dinner. I just wanted to be alone. A couple of hours ago, that thought had terrified me when I thought everyone was going to leave. Now I was sickened and betrayed and I wanted nothing to do with anyone.


I heard my mother call out the front door for dinner and I stayed where I was defiantly. I wallowed in the unfairness of it all and stewed, letting her cries go unanswered. ‘If it was Lilly, she could just call her, ‘ I thought unkindly. My sister had a cellphone because of perverts, but my parents decided I didn’t need one, being older and a boy. I hadn’t really cared at the time, but now I felt slighted. It was just that kind of day. I felt left out of the most important event of my life and now my mind was highlighting every other injustice I felt I’d suffered. It was childish and petty, but I’d suffered a traumatic blow today and it didn’t occur to me that it was unfair to Lilly or my mother, just like it hadn’t occurred to me that what I’d said to my father was unfair.


It was starting to get dark when I heard my mother’s voice from the front of the house again, alerting me that my curfew was up. I tossed the wrench back onto the bench and got up off the crate reluctantly. I went back inside through the kitchen door and let the door bang shut, letting her know I was in the house. I kicked off my sneakers and went to the stairs. I thought I was going to make it to my room without having to talk when I heard Mom’s voice behind me. “Matt? Where were you? I called you for dinner. I thought you were over at the Powers’ for dinner when I saw your bike over there, but Becky came here looking for you after dinner.”


I paused and shrugged. “Wasn’t hungry,” I mumbled and started up the stairs again, not wanting to look at her.


“Matt honey, I know you’re upset. We all are. Just come talk to us. We’ll get through this, I promise. I know it’s gonna be hard, but everything’s going to be okay.”


I didn’t have an answer to any of that except the certainty that things weren’t going to be okay and that lying to me now was no different than keeping this enormous secret. I learned in that moment to hate secrets, seeing how much this one hurt me.


Instead of answering, I climbed the rest of the stairs and closed the door to my room behind me. I didn’t bother with the light, just climbed onto the bed fully dressed and closed my eyes. I didn’t feel cold any more. I felt empty. In one afternoon, I went from trusting everyone in my family to feeling like I barely even knew them. I felt like I wanted to barricade the door and keep this last place safe for me. I didn’t feel like any place else in the house, or my life was.


I heard footsteps in the hall and the door opened. I could see the red blur of the light through my eyelids, but I pretended to be asleep, wanting no more to do with talking now than I had at supper or all evening. A long moment later, the red faded to soothing blackness and I breathed a sigh of relief that I was being left alone, at least for now.


This had easily been the worst day of my life. I dreaded tomorrow and the confrontation that I knew was coming to try and get me to talk about my feelings, but there was really nothing I could do about it until the morning.





I opened my eyes and saw the first haze of morning light, gray and washed out, was just starting to lighten the gloom in my room. I got up and crossed the hall to use the bathroom before returning to bed. I glanced at the clock and wondered if I could get away with getting changed and getting on my bike for the day to get away from the house. As tempting as that seemed, the thought occurred to me that it was precisely what Donald had done, so I climbed back into bed and closed my eyes again, thankful that my sleep had been dreamless.


The next time I opened my eyes, it was fully daylight. I squinted at my watch which told me that it was almost 9AM and I reluctantly pushed myself to sit up. I yawned and listened hard, my ears straining for any sound in the house. I couldn’t make out anything, but I could only imagine that Mom at least was waiting for me to come down to try and get me to talk again. I stripped off my clothes from yesterday and threw my robe around my shoulders before returning to the bathroom to shower. The cool water seemed to soothe my troubled thoughts, letting me ignore them for the moment while I washed somewhat mechanically, letting myself just not think while I was cleaning up. I finished my shower and dried off, before returning to my room to dress. I could hear muted conversation from downstairs as I crossed the hall again and sighed. Both of them were down there. I’d hoped Lilly would have gone out with her friends, but fortune was not with me today either.


I threw on shorts and a t-shirt with every intention of getting on my bike as soon as escape was possible and finally couldn’t put it off any more. I came downstairs and as soon as the stairs creaked under my weight, the conversation cut off like it had never been. That confirmed that I was the topic of conversation, my paranoia and my recent persecution complex told me. My mouth twisted sourly and I took a deep breath, deciding to act like nothing had happened.


“Morning,” I said absently, seeing them sitting at the kitchen table. I went to the cupboard to get a box of cereal and brought it to the table before getting a bowl, spoon and the milk. I poured myself a bowl and poured milk over it before taking a bite. I still didn’t feel like eating, but my stomach was starting to hurt from missing lunch yesterday and supper last night, so I forced it down one spoonful at a time, tasting none of it.


I stared at the cereal box I’d left between me and them like it had the most important information in the world printed on it and waited. They hadn’t returned my greeting right away like they normally would. That gave me some slim hope that I’d be able to finish and be free for the day.


“Matt?” my mother said a moment later, shattering that hope. “Are you ready to talk about yesterday?”


I sighed, knowing where this was going, but lifted my head to look at them for the first time. “Why?” I asked, mostly succeeding in keeping the bitterness out of my voice. “Talking isn’t going to change what happened. All I can do is deal with it. Does it suck? Yeah. Can I change it? No. Am I pissed about it? What difference does it make?” With that, I ducked my head back behind the box and continued eating the increasingly soggy cereal.


“Matt honey, yesterday was a shock for you. I’m just worried about how you’re handling it. You have to have questions. I just want you to talk about it so I can answer them.”


“I think most of the questions I had were answered yesterday,” I said as cryptically as I could. “Anything else is really irrelevant.”


“Not to us Matt,” she said, trying to engage me in the conversation and draw me out as gently as she could. She reached out and took the cereal box, moving it out of the way so they could both look at me.


“Fine,” I said, letting my spoon drop back into the half full bowl, knowing that I couldn’t choke down another bite if my life depended on it. I already felt like I might throw up. “You’re right. Yesterday was a shock for me. But not for you and not for Lilly. You both knew ahead of time. You both had time to prepare for it and I walked into it with no warning. So I lost my dad yesterday. I never kept a secret from you in my life, Lilly, and that was the biggest secret in our whole family. You both knew and left me to twist in the wind ‘til it was too late.” I was getting angry and the words were pouring out of me like they were under pressure. “That’s why I didn’t come to dinner last night. It was a huge family secret and everyone knew but me. You wanna know how I feel? I feel like it should have been me that left and dad stayed here. After all, I was the only outsider yesterday. You all let me walk into it like a stranger. Dad was the one screwing around, Mom, you knew he was leaving and probably about his secretary too and Lilly was holding onto the evidence. If I hadn’t come home early, I probably STILL wouldn’t know!” I got to my feet, fuming, my body trembling as I pressed my fists against the wood of the table. “How would YOU feel if the three people you trusted most kept a secret from you that they knew was going to destroy your family?”


I had tears in my eyes and I could feel the heat in my face that told me that I was red-faced with anger, grief and heartbreak. I turned and ran for the back door before those tears could fall, stepping into my sneakers, not bothering to stop to tie them or get them all the way on before I slammed my hand on the latch and flung the door out of my way. One or both of them was saying something, calling after me, but all I could hear was blood pounding in my ears. I crossed the yard at a run and hopped the fence, grabbing my bike from Becky’s yard and speeding off as fast as I could.


I pumped the pedals until my legs ached and then I pushed harder until they burned. I didn’t stop until they were cramping so hard that my foot slipped off the pedal, which swung around and the sharp steel edge bit into my bare leg savagely. I swore loudly and spilled off the bike, miraculously avoiding any serious injury beyond scrapes and the particularly painful gouge on the inside of my calf. I sat up and looked around as I put pressure on the wound. I was outside the mall and had wiped out on one of the landscaped patches near the food court entrance. I really hadn’t been paying attention. The mall was 6 miles from our house. Well outside the normal area I roamed in, even on my bike.


I sat there rocking slowly, tears still leaking from my eyes at least partly now for the endless string of injuries. I groaned in pain softly and checked the gash in my leg. It looked ugly and it was still bleeding, so I slapped my hands back over it and squeezed. I heard footsteps running in my direction and looked around, suppressing another groan as Lana Powers came to a stop, a look of shock on her face.


“Matt! Are you okay?!!? I was just coming into the parking lot when I saw you go over your handlebars! Oh my God, you’re bleeding. I’ll call an ambulance and then let your folks know,” she said, starting to dig in her purse for her phone.


“No!” I burst out emphatically before I calmed down. “No, I’ll be okay. It just stings really bad is all. My leg got the worst of it and the bleeding is really under control now. Once it stops, I’ll go home and get cleaned up. You don’t have to call anyone. Please.”


There must have been something in my voice when I said that because she stopped rooting in her purse and looked at me questioningly. Finally she nodded in agreement and instead sat down with me on the grass while I recovered from the furious pace I’d set for myself and from the crash.


“Alright, but I want to make sure you’re okay before I let you go home,” she said firmly in a tone that brooked no argument.


I nodded and sighed. “That’s gonna be a long wait,” I warned her dryly. “I don’t even know what okay feels like right now.”


She looked at me oddly and gently asked, “What’s going on? Beck said your dad came home early yesterday and then took off again, that there was shouting and that when she went over to see you after dinner, your mom thought you were at our place.”


I laughed mirthlessly at the words she used. “Yeah, my dad ‘took off’ alright. He was packing up his stuff. My parents are getting a divorce.” My hands shook on my leg and I looked down, knowing that my voice had been no more steady than than my hands.


Her hands went to her mouth to cover her horrified gasp. “Oh no!” she moaned, stricken. “No wonder you’re upset. Do you want to talk about it?”


I could see in her face that the offer was genuine and I opened my mouth to tell her ‘no’, but I just couldn’t do it. Instead, I found myself telling her about walking into the house, what I’d said to my father, what I’d felt when I found out that everyone else in the family already knew, how I sat in the garage all night feeling like an outsider in my family, how awful I felt going to bed, this morning’s episode over breakfast and tearing out of the house without a destination in mind. “And I rode as hard as I could until my leg cramped and got caught by the pedal,” I finished up, checking the gash again. I felt empty after pouring it all out, but also a little less lost. The blows had come one after another last night before I had a chance to recover from the last one, and I felt good for the first time since I’d left my bike in their driveway yesterday, despite hurting all over.


She has a look of deep sympathy on her face as I told her what had happened. I knew that my cheeks were wet, fresh tears having replaced the old ones as I talked it out and when I looked at her, I could see that her eyes were moist too. She put her hand on top of mine and smiled comfortingly at me as she gave my hand a squeeze. “I wish I could say something to make it better, but if you need a place to go to get away from things, come to our house. I’ll make sure my folks know what’s going on without giving them all the details and you and Beck spend almost all your time together anyway. You’re always welcome to come and spend the day with us.”


I nodded and murmured my thanks, meaning it deeply. “I guess the hardest part was finding out that everyone else knew. I never kept secrets from my sister and now, I don’t trust her not to keep them from me. This one was important and she didn’t have a reason to keep it, but she did and now look.”


Lana nodded, but didn’t say anything for a minute. Finally she smiled a little and said, “Well one good thing that happened was that you just said more to me this morning than you’ve said to me in the past three years, maybe longer.” She giggled a little and smiled at me.


I blushed furiously, putting my head down for a moment before I looked up at her and decided that I was done keeping secrets. The one that had been kept from me hurt me so badly that I couldn’t stand it, so I told her. “I haven’t been able to talk to you because ever since I noticed girls, my brain would short-circuit whenever I saw you,” I confessed, my cheeks turning red as I blushed like the sunset. “I’ve always been too shy to talk to you because I was in awe of you. I couldn’t believe anyone could be as beautiful as you. Even when I was five and we first moved in, the first thing I remember when we got to the new house was seeing you standing outside watching us unload the moving van.” I lowered my head for a moment, busying myself with checking the gash on my leg. I thought it was mostly stopped, but my leg and my hands were a bloody mess. I looked back at her and smiled a little as I reapplied pressure on my leg. “Yesterday I wouldn’t have told you that,” I admitted. “Torture couldn’t have dragged it out of me. Today, I can’t stand the thought of keeping secrets any more.”


To my amazement, her cheeks colored in a blush that made her look even more radiant and she smiled, taking my breath away. “Really?” she asked as if in disbelief. “You think I’m pretty?”


I shook my head, making her smile falter for a moment. “I think you’re beautiful,” I corrected her, making her face light up again. “When I see you, it’s like you’re the only thing in the world that’s real. I stop thinking, stop moving. Hell, I have a hard time devoting enough brain power to remembering to breathe. Today’s different though. Whether it’s the pain that’s keeping my head from shutting down or everything that’s been happening that’s made me actually talk to you.” I was aware that I’d pretty much bared my soul to this girl who was, for all intents and purposes, a beautiful stranger. Normally, I’d be mortified about what I’d said. Right now, I was just basking in her company and I told her so. I wasn’t particularly gifted in sports, but I excelled in English classes and read well at college level. I could express myself better than most people with a BA in English Lit.


“I’m sorry if I’m embarrassing you,” I said, seeing her blush again. “After yesterday, I couldn’t keep that a secret any more. Not after seeing how much secrets can hurt people. I hope it doesn’t make things awkward.”


She reached over and squeezed my hand again. “How could it make things awkward?” she asked with a smile. “Until today, you never said more to me than hello. I’m glad you told me,” she said, turning shy herself all of a sudden. Suddenly she frowned. “We’ve been here for a while,” she pointed out. “No one’s come out to help. I know that there’s cameras in the parking lot. Security should have seen us sitting here by now.” She gave my hand another squeeze and stood up, looking in the direction of the mall doors, her frown more pronounced. “Do you think you can walk? I’m not parked far, but I’ll bring the car over and we’ll put your bike in the back.”


“I’ll be okay,” I insisted. “I was just waiting till the bleeding stopped before I got back on the bike or I’d end up with blood all over my shoe. I don’t want to put you to any trouble.”


“It’s no trouble,” she said firmly. “I was only here to window shop anyway. I’m glad I ran into you today.”


I smirked. “You mean you’re glad I ran into the ground, don’t you?” I chuckled, feeling genuinely better for a wonder.


She giggled again told me to stay put before she turned to run back to the car, her jet-black hair trailing behind her. A few minutes later, she had looped around and parked next the the curb right in front of me before popping the trunk on the car. She hopped out and lowered the back seats to extend the trunk space enough to slide my bike in. I got to my feet gingerly and gritted my teeth as I tried to put weight on my injured leg. I’d done something to it in the fall and the look on my face must have given it away because suddenly she was there, helping support my weight. She pulled my arm around her shoulders and wrapped her arm around my waist to help me to the car. Suddenly the groan coming out of me wasn’t just for the pain. The feel of her pressed against me, whatever the reason caused my body to react. I could smell the slightest hint of vanilla perfume and a stronger scent of strawberries from her shampoo.


The combination was intoxicating and I put my bad foot down deliberately to clear my head as the scents threatened to scour away my conscious mind. I bit off a scream as the pain jolted up through my leg. “Almost there,” she promised, oblivious to the affect she had on me. She reached out and opened the car door carefully with her free hand and eased me into the seat before she returned to get my bike.


My vision swam as I watched her straighten the bike up, pain fighting with the life-changing feel of her body that close to mine. “Your bike’s gonna need some work,” she informed me apologetically. “Looks like the chain broke and the front tire bent in the fall.” She loaded the bike into the trunk and slammed it shut before getting back behind the wheel.


“That’s okay,” I said, my head spinning worse. “After the most beautiful girl in the world put her arm around me, I’m pretty sure I can just float wherever I need to go,” I told her dreamily, closing my eyes so that the world would stop lurching.


When I opened my eyes, she was looking at me with a smile that was different somehow from the ones she’d given me before. “You’re lucky we’re still in park,” she told me. “If I’d been driving when you said that, I might have driven off the road.”


Then she did something I never would have expected. She leaned over and kissed me gently on the lips. I gasped when she broke the kiss and my eyes rolled up in my head. ‘I’ve died and gone to Heaven, ‘ was my last thought before unconsciousness took me.


Chapter 2


My first awareness after that was a white light and some faraway music.


“Died and gone to Heaven,” I murmured thickly. I heard giggling and curiosity pulled me in the direction of the sound. I rolled my head from side to side slowly and tried to claw my way back to consciousness, like a diver swimming back toward the surface of a deep pond. I blinked and my eyes started to focus, the white light resolving into a large overhead lamp. The music sharpened to a steady tone of a heart monitor and I realized that I was in the hospital. I tried to sit up, but hands pushed me back down and I turned my head, looking for their owners.


I cast my head around, my head still swimming, making it hard to focus, but I spotted my mother standing beside me, looking concerned. I remembered being mad at her for some reason, but it seemed far away at the moment, hardly worth thinking about. I continued to look around sleepily and saw Lana on the other side of the hospital bed, holding me down by the other shoulder. I smiled at her and then blinked again. “What happened?” I asked, my voice still thick.


“You passed out,” she said gently. “The doctor said you’ve got a sprained ankle, some stitches in your leg and a concussion. I guess when you tried to stand up, the concussion hit you and the sprained ankle didn’t help. I brought you here to the hospital and then called my mom since I didn’t know your number. She went next door and told your mom and they came right over.”


I looked around the room and saw Lilly and Becky sitting off to one side and Mrs. Powers standing beside them. “Hi,” I said stupidly, raising my arm to wave a little before dropping it back in my lap. “Sorry to make everyone drop what they were doing.” I frowned a little and looked back up at Lana. “Am I groggy from the concussion still or did they give me something?”


She looked a little sheepish. “Well, you kind of threw up when they took you out of the car so I think they gave you something for the nausea.”


“A Gravol IV,” my mother confirmed with a nod. “It’ll make you a little spacey ‘til it runs its course. I’m going to step out for a moment to talk to the doctor to see when he’s willing to release you. Try not to crash anything while I’m gone,” she said gently and with a slight smile. She slipped out of the room and a silence descended on the rest of us.


I reached up with my hand to rest it on Lana’s where she was still pressing me gently into the bed in case I tried to sit up again. I closed my eyes again, breathing deeply through my nose, catching occasional hints of vanilla and strawberry. I gave a contented little sigh and savored the moment of calm before opening my eyes again. Lana’s mother had her eyes on our hands and was trying hard to suppress a smile. Becky and Lilly were both deeply engrossed in the DS clutched in each of their hands. Becky looked up at me and gave me a grin to let me know she was glad I was okay before going back to her game. Sitting down, she couldn’t see me holding her sister’s hand, but she’d known how I felt about her sister long enough for both of us to be comfortable with her teasing me about it.


A moment later, my mother came back accompanied by an older man with salt and pepper hair and beard. The lab coat and stethoscope named him the doctor as loudly as his name-tag. “How are you feeling Matthew?” he asked kindly, peering at me over the top of his glasses which had slipped partway down his nose.


“I’m okay so long as I don’t do anything that involves my legs or my head,” I said truthfully. “Lana said my ankle is sprained and I have a concussion. I guess that explains part of why I passed out.”


The doctor was looking at the clipboard he was carrying with my chart on it, so he missed the slightly crooked smile on my face. Fortunately Mrs. Powers was behind him. She was having a hard time trying to keep a straight face.


“Yes,” he said with a nod, pulling out a pen and scribbling something on the chart. “Between the pain of trying to walk on the sprain and suddenly standing up with the concussion, it’s no surprise that you collapsed.” He looked up and smiled brightly. “I think we can safely release you today. You’ve suffered a grade 2 sprain, so you can expect to be fully recovered in 4 to 6 weeks. During that time, you’ll want to follow the RICE treatment. Rest the ankle. Ice it for 20 minutes at a time. Compress it with a gently wrapped ace bandage. Elevate it. So I’m afraid you’ll be spending most of the summer out of commission, but you’ll be back on your feet, if you’ll forgive the pun, before school starts. As for your concussion, I think we can safely call it on the high side of mild. You might have some temporary memory loss and confusion, dizziness and drowsiness, blurred or double-vision, headache and nausea. If those get worse or your condition deteriorates, call an ambulance right away.”


“I’ve had all those since I hit the ground,” I admitted.


He nodded and made a note on the chart. “Then maybe better to call it somewhere in the moderate category rather than mild. The old wives tale about staying awake for 24 hours is mostly false, but you do need to have someone wake you every two hours when you’re sleeping tonight and possibly tomorrow. What we’re looking for is worsening of symptoms.” He turned to my mother, continuing. “If it’s difficult to wake him or if he complains of any of the symptoms changing for the worse, call an ambulance and we’ll do a CT scan to look for trouble. Otherwise, his recovery should dovetail with the treatment for the sprain. Rest, some over the counter pain remedies and avoiding sports. He may experience irritability and sensitivity to light during his recovery as well as a few other symptoms. Here’s a pamphlet about treating sprains and one for concussions. I’d recommend crutches for him for a few weeks if he has to move around much. Keep weight off it for at least three weeks and then be very cautious until it’s healed. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to see your family doctor in a few weeks and have him reevaluate his condition.” He looked back at me and smiled again. “Your IV is done and unhooked, so you can get dressed and I’ll send an orderly with a wheelchair. The pharmacy downstairs will be able to help with crutches.”


He was about to leave when my mother stopped him. “Doctor, what about a prescription for pain. The sprain sounds like it’s pretty serious. I know we shouldn’t give him anything too heavy tonight or tomorrow because of the concussion, but after that, can we give him something a little stronger than aspirin?”


The doctor nodded and motioned for her to follow him. “I’ll write you a scrip. You can get it filled in the hospital pharmacy when you’re getting the crutches.” The two of them left the room and I squeezed Lana’s hand before removing it from my shoulder so I could sit up.


“So where are my clothes?” I asked, trying to ignore the dizziness for the moment. “Or were they an unfortunate victim of my throwing up?” I asked apprehensively. I also wondered if I’d been clear of the car before I conjugated my breakfast, but held that question until I got the answer to the first one.


“Your shirt took the worst of it. I think your shorts are still wearable, but the shirt’s probably not worth washing. It was ripped in the fall and had some blood on it,” Lana answered softly. “Your mom brought fresh clothes though.” She put a plastic bag on the bed beside me, still watching intently for signs I was in distress.


“Alright girls, clear out,” Mrs Powers said gently. “Matthew’s going to need a hand getting dressed and I doubt he’s interested in being the center of an anatomy lesson. Go wait in the hall and I’ll help him get ready.”


Becky and Lilly went right away, still playing their games. Lana gave my shoulder another squeeze and then crossed the room and slipped out.


When the door clicked shut behind her, Mrs. Powers came over to me with an amused look on her face. “Okay Champ, let’s see what your mother packed for you.” She dumped the contents of the bag and I was relieved to see a loose t-shirt and gym shorts. She helped me stand and told me to hold onto the bed rail while she helped me strip off the johnny shirt they’d dressed me in. While she was helping me dress, she casually chatted with me. “You’ve lived next door for what? Eight years now?”


“Nine Mrs. Powers. It was just before Becky and I started school.”


“That’s right,” she said brightly, remembering now that I’d mentioned it. She plucked the pair of underwear off the bed and I realized that they’d stripped off ALL my clothes. I wondered if Lana had seen that and I colored. She squatted down behind me and she chuckled. “You’re blushing Matt,” she pointed out. She carefully slipped the underwear over my injured foot and then had me lean forward over the bed so I could raise the other foot without putting weight on the injured one. I was mortified at the view she must have, but the thought of her eyes on me was making me hard. She stood and grabbed the gym shorts to slip them over my feet so she could pull them up. She stood, pulling the shorts and underwear up my legs from behind and her hand accidentally brushed against my cock, making me gasp loudly. “Oh my!” she said, sounding nearly as flustered as I was. She shifted position and looked over my shoulder down at the evidence of my arousal before looking me in the eye. “Lana’s in for the fight of her life to get that fish in the boat,” she said with a smirk and a wink. “Unless she’s already caught it, cleaned it and fried it.” She left just a hint of a question in that and I struggled to think of something to say that wouldn’t make me sound like a jackass.


She laughed a little and pulled the waistband carefully up over the equipment before patting my bottom gently. “Don’t worry. It’s a perfectly natural response at your age. I remember when I was a teenager, the boys would get uncomfortable and squirm at the sight of a lamppost that looked vaguely female. It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. It’s nice to see I can still get a rise out of a healthy young man.” She pulled over one of the chairs behind me and had me sit down while she got the t-shirt. Rather than handing it to me, she told me to lift my arms and she slipped it down my arms and over my head.


“So how long have you and Lana been making eyes like that at each other?” she asked curiously. “I could swear last week you were still too paralyzed to talk to her.”


“Just this morning,” I admitted, blushing every shade of red on the color wheel. “She saw me wipe out and sat and talked to me while I tried to stop the bleeding on my leg. We got to talking about it and I told her how I felt about her.” I wasn’t sure if I should be telling all this to Lana’s mother, but secrets were poison in my eyes right now.


“Good for you!” she said emphatically. “You’ve been making puppy dog eyes at her since the second you moved into the neighborhood. Dare I even ask what broke the ice. I’m curious what you said that has her making those same eyes back at you.”


I blushed again and told her. “It’s a long story and I’ll tell you the rest at some point, but she pointed out that I’d spoken more to her this morning than I had in the last several years combined. So I told her that I sort of short-circuit when I see her. I can’t think straight. I can barely remember to breathe. I told her that I was in awe of her because she’s so beautiful. She had to help me into the car and then she told me my bike’s wrecked. It starts getting hazy, but I said something about after having her put her arm around me, I could just float where I wanted to go.”


“Wow,” she laughed and gave my shoulder a friendly squeeze. “I had no idea you were such a silver-tongued devil. And you can call me Patty, Matthew. If I know my daughter, you’re going to be spending more time around our place than you already do.” She winked and assured me that we’d talk more about it some other time.


I smiled, thinking that I’d somehow managed not to enrage Lana’s mother. She’d always treated me well as had her husband. “I was actually doing okay until she kissed me. That’s the last thing I remember before waking up in here.”


“She kissed you and you passed out?” she chuckled. “That’s almost too cute for words. Like a perverse reversal on Sleeping Beauty. And is that why you were muttering about dying and going to Heaven when you woke up?”


I blushed even harder, but nodded.


“That’s adorable and incredibly romantic, but then again, it’s always been like that between the two of you. But I think your chariot is here. Let me get your shoe on your good foot and I’ll stuff the other one in with your old clothes.” She opened the small plastic laundry sack my stuff was in and tipped the shoe in on top of everything else. “Lana was right. It looks like the shirt’s destroyed.”


“I still want to keep it,” I said quickly.


“Why?” she asked curiously as she slipped my sneaker on my foot and laced it.


“I was wearing it when she kissed me. If I can’t wear if, I want to frame it and hang it on the wall,” I said seriously.


Her fingers froze with the knot half tied and looked at me with a look of shock. She gave herself a little shake and finished tying the shoe and patted my knee to let me know she was done. “Wow, Matt. Just wow. You frame it and put it up in your room and then you tell her exactly that and don’t be the least bit surprised if she doesn’t kiss you unconscious again.”


She wiped her eyes and stood, smiling down at me. “How did you get to be such a hopeless romantic?”


“I read,” I said. “Maybe I started to try and figure out the answers to how I felt when I looked at her, but along the way, I found a lot of ideas and came up with a few myself that just felt ... right.” I shrugged. “It’s hard to explain and there’s never been a book that talks about framing a shirt, but yesterday was a pretty terrible day for me and my week went from being the absolute worst to the absolute best. I would never want to lose that touchstone to what happened today.”


We were interrupted a moment later by the door opening. An orderly pushing a wheelchair came into the room and greeted us and started with an explanation that it was hospital policy to use a wheelchair when discharging a patient. I assume he was used to arguments, but I could barely stand on my own, let alone walk. I waited ‘til he had the chair positioned and the brake set before I carefully got to my feet and hopped, with Patty’s help to where I could lower myself into the chair. Each hop had jolted my ankle, driving bolts of searing pain up my leg. By the time I was settled in the chair, I was ashen-faced and gasping.


Patty understood and asked the orderly to give me a moment to recover. I looked up at her gratefully and she squeezed my shoulder with a smile. A moment later, I didn’t feel quite as awful as I had and nodded that I was ready to go.


The girls were waiting outside and Becky said that Mom had gone down to the pharmacy to get the supplies I’d need. We were meeting her there. We all crowded onto the elevator and it was a quiet ride down to the main entrance. We had to wait outside the pharmacy while Mom collected my prescription and crutches. She had another bag with her, but I was too distracted by the morning’s events to wonder what was in it.


I glanced over at Lilly as we waited and she was watching Mom intently. She hadn’t said anything since I woke up and hadn’t even made eye contact with me. I remembered this morning’s conversation and told myself that I had more talking to look forward to instead of less. I sighed and felt a hand on my shoulder. I looked up and Lana was standing there, a slight smile on her face, but also a hint of something else. I reached up and took her hand, looking at her curiously.


“Sorry,” she said softly. “I know you didn’t want to go to the hospital or for me to call your folks.”


I squeezed her hand and shrugged slightly. “You did the right thing. I hadn’t realized how hurt I was when I asked that. When I fainted, there wasn’t anything else you could do.” I smiled up at her and she brightened a little.


A moment later Mom arrived with the crutches and I stood experimentally while we adjusted their length for my height. Then it was back to the chair until we were at Mom’s car. That reminded me of the question I’d meant to ask Lana. “Lana, when I threw up ... I didn’t do it in the car, did I?” I asked apprehensively, dreading the thought of her having to clean that up.


She shook her head slightly. “No they had you turned in the seat and had pulled you up when you did,” she assured me.


I nodded and sighed with relief. “Good. I worried about whether I’d left a mess in your car.”


“Nope, just your bike,” she assured me with a giggle as she opened the door of the car for me to get in the passenger seat.


Instead of hopping, I tried the crutches and found the transition blessedly smoother. There were still jolts of pain, but they were much more manageable than if I’d hopped to the car. I buckled in and said my goodbyes to the Powers ladies. My eyes lingered on Lana and I smiled. “See you later?” I asked. She nodded and then blushed furiously and ducked into the car long enough to give me a quick kiss on the lips before pulling back and closing the door. Becky’s eyes were wide and Patty smiled affectionately.


I watched them walk back to Lana’s car, not wanting to be parted from Lana just yet, but knowing that she needed to take her car home and there wasn’t enough room in Mom’s car for the six of us to ride comfortably. Mom and Lilly got in and we started home. The silence in the car was only broken by the sound of the engine and the music from Lilly’s DS. I was uncomfortable, knowing that this morning’s conversation loomed over us and that I couldn’t escape now.


When we got home, I awkwardly maneuvered into the house on my crutches and made it as far as the living room before I needed to take a break. I eased myself down onto the couch, feeling all the aches and pains that I’d picked up in the crash. Mom didn’t wait for me to ask, she came over and told me to lay down. She cradled my sprained ankle gently and put a pillow under it as she got me settled.


“We need to talk about this morning, Matt,” she said firmly, giving me a look that said it was for my own good.


I grimaced, but finally nodded reluctantly. “Alright,” I said. “I’m sorry I yelled at you like that.”


She smiled and nodded, but as I’d feared, things were never as simple as that. “I know,” she said warmly. “I also know that you meant what you said. Yesterday was a bad day. Probably the worst one we’ve ever had as a family. You were right though. Lilly and I were both prepared for what happened in our own way.” She glanced at Lilly who’d taken a seat in Mom’s wing-backed chair and was looking at her feet. Her lips thinned a little, whether from concern or disappointment, I didn’t know. She turned back toward me and took my hand. “Your father and I haven’t been ... compatible for some time,” she explained. “The short version is that we fell out of love. We stayed together and tried to keep things normal, but I suspected that he’d found someone at work that suited his needs better than I did for some time. I didn’t know Lilly was aware of things until last night. I promise you, no one was keeping you in the dark to hurt you. For my part, I’d wanted your father to ease you both into the reality of it so that it wouldn’t be so bad a shock when he moved out for the last time.” She looked down and composed herself. “Clearly, he didn’t want to do that. I’m sorry I didn’t take matters into my own hands to tell you, but like you, I was taken by surprise when he decided that yesterday was the day.”


She’d taken a very soft tone as she explained everything to me and I suspected this was a repeat of the details she’d told Lilly last night and probably this morning. I lay there and listened without interrupting as she talked about how their marriage had drifted apart. She was very careful not to assign blame for that to anyone, but I’d already made up my mind about fault. He’d taken off. The only thing I could blame her for was not preparing me for yesterday. I noticed that she was also careful to skirt around what Lilly had kept from me.


“I don’t expect you to not be angry, Sweetie,” she said squeezing my hand. “Just promise me you’ll talk to me about it. I don’t want you to bottle everything up. It’s not good for you. We’re all going to be upset while we adjust. The only way we can get through it is to lean on each other.” She looked at me intently and smoothed my hair away from my face before leaning over and kissing my forehead. “Alright. I’m gonna go start on lunch. You’ve got to be starving. You barely ate this morning and I know you skipped dinner last night.” Her eyes flicked to where Lilly was sitting and looked back to me meaningfully. The message was clear: Talk to your sister.


I waited till she left the room before I turned my attention to Lilly. “I’m sorry I yelled at you too,” I told her quietly.


She shrugged, still looking at the floor, her face looking quietly miserable. “Don’t be. You were right, like Mom said. I knew what was going on and I didn’t tell you. I didn’t even realize what I’d done ‘til you yelled this morning. That’s when it hit me that you would have told me. You’re right. You never kept anything from me.” She didn’t look up, but I could see tears in her eyes and her voice got more and more choked up as she talked. “I found the pictures just before Christmas so I downloaded an app to his phone that copies his texts and pictures and sends them to an email. A couple of my friends had them installed by parents so they know what their kids are doing with them. I knew some things that Mom didn’t. We went over my laptop last night after dinner. I think she’s gonna show the stuff to a lawyer just to make sure she gets what she wants from the divorce. I feel really bad about keeping that from you. I’m so sorry.” Then she looked up at me and she broke into tears.


I couldn’t get up to go to her so I did the only thing I could think of. I held my arms out to her. “Come here,” I said urgently. She flew across the room and threw herself on me, sobbing into my chest as I held onto her. We’d always been close and this was the first disagreement we’d had in years. I stroked her back and smoothed her hair, letting her cry while I told her I forgive her and that I loved her.


It was a while before she was calmed down and she stayed very still after she stopped crying. I continued stroking her hair and telling her it was okay. It had broken my heart that she’d kept it from me, but I knew now that her mistake had been innocent and her heart had broken over the hurt she had put on mine.


Mom came into the room with a large plate of sandwiches and pushed over the ottoman to set them beside us, before disappearing back into the kitchen. She reappeared a moment later with sodas for the three of us and she pulled her wing-backed chair over to join the two of us.


“Lilly,” I prompted her. “It’s time to eat.” She responded by wrapping her arms around me and squeezing tight for a moment before sitting up and wiping her eyes with a sniffle. Her eyes were blotchy and red from crying, but she turned and picked up a sandwich, taking a bite. I reached out awkwardly and plucked a sandwich from the plate, actually feeling hungry for the first time in what seemed like forever.


We sat in silence while we ate, doing something together as a family, finally getting a sense of what our new family was going to be like. We were all flying blind now, trying to find balance in a world that had turned upside down.


When the last sandwich disappeared and I was nursing the last of my soda, the other topic finally came up. “So, tell us about Lana Powers,” Mom said knowingly, sitting with her legs crossed comfortably, watching me closely.


I blushed a little. “She happened to be at the mall when I spilled off my bike,” I explained to an arched eyebrow from my mother.


“The Mall?” she repeated. “You biked over to the mall?”


I shook my head. “Not right away. I just got on my bike and went as fast as I could. I went a couple of places before I ended up there. I went by the ball field and the high school and few other places, just going as fast as I could.”


She nodded. “You must have been exhausted by the time you got there,” she commented before nodding for me to continue.


I squirmed a little at the scrutiny, but continued. “Yeah. My legs were starting to cramp and my foot slipped off the pedal and it came around and hit my leg. That’s what caused the accident. Anyway, Lana was there right away. She said I went right over the handlebars. She wanted to call an ambulance, but I convinced her not to, so she sat with me instead, while I tried to stop the bleeding from my leg. We ended up talking.” I trailed off, not sure whether I wanted to share everything so soon after what had just happened. Finally I told them the rest in broad brushstrokes, giving them few details but leaving them with the general idea that we’d hit it off once I’d gotten past being tongue-tied around her.


Mom smiled a little and nodded at the explanation. “I take it then that she’ll be spending a fair bit of time around here while you’re recovering?” she asked, waiting for me to nod before continuing. “I don’t know how Patty’s going to feel about it. I suppose I should give her a call this afternoon to see what she thinks of it.”


“She noticed at the hospital,” I said. I skipped over the part about the embarrassing erection I’d displayed when she was helping me dress, but explained the conversation. “She seemed to like the idea,” I told her.


Mom arched her eyebrow, but nodded. “Well, I should talk to her about it anyway, just to make sure we’re on the same page,” she said simply before changing the subject. “I want you kids to think about something over the next few days,” she told us, her face and voice turning serious. “Your dad moved out and now we’re all making changes to our lives, him included. I want you to think about what sort of relationship you want to have with him. Think hard,” she said, looking at me. “What you have to say is going to affect how we settle custody between the two of us. We have to decide where you’ll live, what sort of visitation arrangements we need to make. It’ll also depend on other circumstances, but your input is going to be important.”


I frowned, but nodded. “I think I made myself pretty clear to him yesterday,” I said. “At this point, I really don’t see him being part of my life, but I’ll think about it. I won’t make any decision for sure until I find out what he wants from both of us. If he tries to arrange something I don’t like, that’ll make the decision for me. At this point, my ideal would be for him to just go away, but I get the feeling that’s not going to happen, so if you think it’s a good idea, then I’ll see him on a limited basis, even if only to make sure he doesn’t try anything with Lilly.”


“Try anything? Like what?” Lilly asked, surprised.


I shrugged. “He could try to convince you to go live with him or he could try to get you to sleep with him. It’s not like he doesn’t have a history of putting his penis where it shouldn’t be. You have the proof on your computer, right?”


“I think that’s a little far-fetched, Matthew,” Mom said dryly. “It’s a big step to go from having an affair with a secretary to molesting his daughter. I’m not going to discourage you from looking out for your sister though. Just think about it. Both of you. It might help to write down what you want and the minimum compromise you’d be willing to settle for. And that does NOT mean you can write down that he should die as your ideal, Matthew. Be civil and remember that those statement sheets could be seen by a judge if we have to settle custody in court. Let that guide you.”


I nodded, but didn’t say anything. I silently wondered if hoping he was posted to a research station in Antarctica for the rest of his life was an acceptable ideal.


The rest of the day passed uneventfully. Lilly drifted off to her room to pursue her own interests, feeling better about things since we’d talked. I napped, still feeling drowsy and Mom made sure to wake me regularly to make sure I was still okay.


It was late afternoon when I encountered my next difficulty: stairs. Crutches were awkward enough to make getting around at all an ordeal of hobbling awkwardly. Stairs complicated matters more than I would have thought possible. In the end, I sat on the stairs and raised myself with my good leg to sit on the next highest stair, dragging my crutches behind me. Once I reached the top, I got the crutches under me and made my way to the bathroom which had been the whole reason for the journey in the first place. I wondered about using the crutches to get back downstairs and had a sudden vision of myself laying at the bottom of the staircase in a tangle of broken limbs and twisted crutches. I sighed and decided to just go to my room, so I called down to my mother, waiting until she appeared at the bottom of the stairs.


“Matt? What are you doing up there? How did you get up there?” she asked, surprised.


“It was more difficult than I thought it would be but I needed the bathroom. Rather than try to get back down, I think I’m just gonna lay down in bed. I just wanted to let you know in case I fall asleep. I’m still pretty tired.”


She smiled and told me to get some rest and she’d be up to check on me in a little while.


I hobbled into my room and got into bed gingerly. I thought about doing some reading until dinner, but my head still hurt and my eyes drifted shut almost of their own accord.


I awoke to the feeling of lips on mine and kissed back, my head filled with the scent of strawberry shampoo and vanilla perfume. “Mmmm!” I moaned pleasantly, voicing my approval of the wake-up call. I finally opened my eyes and gazed into the deepest pair of blue eyes I’d ever seen. “Hi,” I whispered sleepily, still not sure if I was really awake or if this was the best dream I’ve ever had.


Lana blushed a little and glanced over at the door, making sure that my sister hadn’t snuck down the hall to spy on us before she leaned over and kissed me again.


The first two times she’d kissed me, it was unexpected, the third, I was asleep, but this kiss, I saw coming and it still took my breath away. This time I reached up, slipping my arms around her and kissed her deeply, my head spinning in a way that had nothing to do with the concussion as I let myself get swept away in the feeling of having Lana close to me with my arms around her. Our kiss deepened and when she parted her lips, I did the same, our tongues meeting as we snaked them toward each other passionately. One of us moaned softly into the kiss, I don’t know whether her throat made the sound or mine did, I was so swept up in the kiss.


After an eternity I could have lived in forever, she sat up straight and smiled down at me, both of us gasping for breath.


After a few gasped breaths, I smiled up at her and was finally able to speak. “Died and gone to Heaven,” I repeated the first thing I’d said when I woke up in the hospital. “Are you my own personal Angel?” I asked, my arm still slung around her with my hand on her waist, stroking softly.


She blushed a little and then leaned back down, bringing her lips close to my ear to whisper to me. “I’m no angel,” she confessed and then she took my earlobe between her teeth and pulled her head back slowly, dragging her teeth across my skin making me gasp a ragged breath. I’d never been so turned on in my life and suddenly my cock was painfully hard. I shivered slightly and groaned as she smirked down at me impishly.


“Oh my GOD!” I breathed, my sense on overload. “I thought you liked having me talk to you,” I said when I could think again. “How am I supposed to use words after that? I don’t even know how to English right now.”


“You don’t need to English,” she teased, still grinning and blushing. “So long as we know how to French, we’ll be just fine.” With that, she swooped down on me, silencing all thought with her lips and her tongue dueling with mine.


I don’t know how long we stayed like that. It could have been minutes, or hours or days. Time didn’t have any meaning to me in that moment. All I know is that we were interrupted by someone clearing their throat in the hall outside my room. Lana sat up with a squeak and her head whipped around toward the door, her black hair fanning out around her head. She was staring at Lilly wide-eyed at having been caught and I squeezed her hand reassuringly. Lilly had a smirk on her face and stepped into the room to talk to us. Lana was starting to calm down from the surprise, but she was still red-faced and wide-eyed.


“I thought of taking a picture and sending it to dad with the caption, ‘guess who the man of the house is now’ but I didn’t figure you’d want him to know since it’s none of his business.”


I laughed a little and moved over to the far side of the bed a little more before pulling Lana down to lay beside me, my arm still around her. “We talked things out when we got home,” I told her, since the last thing I told her was how angry I was with both Lilly and Mom for keeping things from me. “Mom also asked us to consider what sort of relationship we want with our father going forward. I doubt she’d appreciate you sending him pictures of what we’re doing around the house during the day or night,” I pointed out to Lilly with a smile to let her know that I understood she’d only been joking. “You stop by just to chat or did mom send you to make sure we were behaving?”


Lilly stuck out her tongue. “Managed to talk to a girl for one day and now you think you need checking on?” she laughed. “HA! More likely you’ll be needing rescuing than supervision.”


“I think I’m improving by leaps and bounds. I needed medical attention after the first kiss. This time I managed to stay conscious the whole time,” I said with mock solemnity.


Lana had been quiet while my sister teased me, but giggled at that, finding it far funnier than it probably deserved out of sheer nervousness. Lilly and I joined a moment later, laughing with her. The tension of the last 24 hours made us a little giddy, laughing longer and harder out of relief as much as mirth. Eventually the three of us got control of ourselves and it tapered off to weak chuckles.


We were chatting about trivial things when Mom appeared in the hall. “Dinner’s ready kids,” she said, taking in the sight of Lana laying next to me in bed and Lilly idly spinning around in my desk chair. “You want me to make up a tray for you, Matt, or do you think you can manage the stairs?” she asked.


I thought about it for a moment, acutely aware that I was probably skating the edge of what my mother thought was appropriate for someone my age to be doing with a girl. “I think I can manage the stairs if I take it slowly,” I told her and flexed my arm a little against Lana’s back to let her know to get up.


She rose to her feet gracefully and I shuffled to the edge of the bed carefully so I could sit up and took my crutches from where they were propped up against my night table before standing and settling them under my arms. The girls stayed with me while I puzzled how best to lower myself one stair at a time. In the end, I managed, but I almost teetered a few times. I thought it might be easier to use one crutch for stairs rather than the pair. I’d give it a try the next time I had to tackle the stairs either way.


Mom had set the table for four and Lana quickly called home to let her parents know she was staying for dinner. I didn’t hear the other end of the conversation, but judging from what Patty had said to me earlier, I could guess what the other end of the conversation was like when Lana’s eyes got wide and she hissed “Mom!” into the phone, clearly scandalized. I tried very hard to swallow my smirk, but something must have shown through because Lana gave me a look that said that she didn’t find it the least bit funny and I shouldn’t either.


We chatted almost normally through dinner and my appetite was mostly recovered now that we’d talked more. I also suspected that Lana had a large part in my improved mood and appreciation for dinner.


After dinner, Lana and I went into the living room and sat on the couch and I took her hand gently in mine, smiling at her. We didn’t say anything for a while, just looked at each other. I drank in the sight of her and thought that there was nothing that I would ever see that would rival her beauty. “You still take my breath away.” I told her softly, “even if I don’t get tongue-tied around you any more.”


She blushed and leaned over to kiss me again, before leaning in closer to whisper in my ear. “I’m sure I can still tie your tongue if I need to,” she breathed suggestively and then I felt her tongue slowly lick over my earlobe where she’d held it with her teeth earlier. I shivered deliciously and shifted uncomfortably, my cock growing insistently in the confines of my shorts.


“You were right,” I agreed, breathlessly. “You’re no angel, but if you’re the Devil, Hell never looked so good. Sign me up.” I grinned and took her hand in both of mine, lifting it to my lips and kissing each of her fingertips before nipping playfully at her thumb. I kept my eyes on hers, watching her reaction as I turned her hand over, kissing my way down her fingers to her palm. I nuzzled her palm for a moment, watching her face flush and her eyes glaze over as she lost herself in what I was doing. I flicked out my tongue, dragging it over her soft, delicate palm, before I bit gently into the flesh where her thumb met her hand.


She gasped and drew a ragged breath, clearly turned on even to my inexperienced eyes. I eased off a little, raining soft butterfly kisses over the same spot. She closed her eyes and breathed harder than she had before, taking several deep breaths as I made slow love to her hand. I eventually returned my lips to her fingertips and then moved her hand to my cheek, holding it against my face and savoring the feel of her skin against mine. I turned my head and kissed the inside of her wrist deeply. She gasped again and bit her lip, breathing hard as she tensed up and then shuddered slightly before relaxing.


She took a few moments to compose herself and when she opened her eyes, there was a look of wonder and a smoldering passion in them that was unmistakable. She pulled me to her and kissed me hard, her tongue forcing its way into my mouth to explore every inch of my lips and tongue she could reach with it. She devoured me hungrily, excited beyond reason and suddenly much more aggressive about what she wanted. We both heard the clink of plates from the kitchen as Lilly and my mother were finishing up with the dishes and we both reluctantly composed ourselves, my head spinning from that last kiss and I could only think of one word to describe it.


“I was wrong,” I told her in a whisper. “You’re not the Devil. You’re a tigress.”


She grinned, but still looked at me like I was about to be devoured. It was the kind of look that leaves no room for anything in her attention. “And if I’m a tigress, what does that make you?” she asked softly, her gaze burning into mine.


“Prey,” I said with a smile, “and only too glad to be caught after such a long chase. I knew that I was caught the first day I saw you, but until today, I never gave you the chance to get close enough to pounce. I was afraid that if I got close, you wouldn’t.”


She smiled radiantly and blushed again. “Well you don’t have to be afraid any more now that I’ve got my claws into you,” she said impishly, following the tigress metaphor. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure no one was going to interrupt for the next moment and then leaned in to whisper to me again. “And I’m not letting go after you managed to make me cum from kissing my hand. You have no idea how turned on I am right now.”


Now it was my turn to shiver. I was impossibly hard and if she’d so much as looked at my lap, I would have gone off like a cannon. A groan of passion and frustration escaped my throat, mercifully it was a quiet one so the running water from the last of the supper dishes drowned it out, but Lana had heard it loud and clear. “You can’t possibly be more turned on than I am right now,” I said raggedly, trying hard not to squirm. “I’m on the verge of cumming too.”


She glanced at the kitchen and gave me a grin, her eyes bright with excitement. “And what would it take to make you cum for me?” she asked coyly. She looked down and traced one finger from my bare knee up my thigh to the hem of my shorts.


That was all it took. I gasped and panted as I felt the eruption start. I threw my head back and my entire body spasmed in time with the contractions in my cock, flooding my underwear with cum. I bit my lip and rode out the most intense orgasm I’d ever experienced as Lana stroked my leg slowly, watching as I twitched and shuddered through the waves of ecstasy. When I recovered, she was grinning at me and I blushed.


“Let’s go upstairs,” she suggested. “I think one of us needs to clean up and change.” she giggled and kissed me passionately before she jumped up and got my crutches. I took them from her and hobbled awkwardly to the stairs wanting to get cleaned up before my shorts soaked through. I handed her one of the crutches and managed to get up the stairs much easier with just the one crutch supporting my bad leg.


At the top of the stairs, I looked between my room and the bathroom before she moved around me and beckoned me to follow her into my room. She closed the door quietly behind us and then walked over and knelt in front of me, pulling down my shorts before I could react. My eyes bugged out as she took a close look at my cock. It was still semi-erect and was rising back to attention under her gaze. She smirked and gently freed my bad leg from the shorts before she pulled over my desk chair and had me sit so she could strip them completely off. To my utter dismay, she picked up my underwear and looked at the semen pooled inside. “That’s a lot,” she commented softly and then settled down to examine me in more detail. I was covered in cum and wanted nothing more than to clean up, cover up and die of embarrassment in that order.


She tossed my underwear and shorts into my hamper and pulled me closer to where she was kneeling, my desk chair easily rolling on its wheels. She spread my knees and grinned up at me before she put a finger to her lips and shushed me. Then she lowered her head and kissed the tip of my dick, making me gasp. I’d seen this in the two magazines I had as well as the porn Dad used to keep hidden on the computer in his office, but I’d never guessed at how the imagery paled in comparison to the sensation. I stared at her, with my mouth hanging open in shock as she slowly and carefully licked my cock clean of the semen from my previous orgasm. I was breathing hard as she tongued every inch of my erection, making sure to use her lips to kiss her way down toward the base. She licked her way around the base before I felt her lips on my balls. She sucked them gently into her mouth one at a time, tonguing them lovingly while she rested one hand on my thigh and the other held my cock out of her way, stroking it with delicious slowness. She finally released my balls from her mouth and squirmed her tongue into the crease where my thigh met my body, chasing any trace that might have dribbled that far.


I was panting hard, like I was running a marathon and my eyes were locked on hers as she raised her head again. She pulled my member down again and kissed the crown again before looking up at me and swirling her tongue around the head, making me writhe in rapture, biting my hand to keep from crying out. She just smiled and winked at me. She took a deep breath and then opened her mouth wide, lowering her lips over my cock. I could feel the heat of her mouth even before she closed her lips around me, sealing them on my shaft. I groaned and sank my teeth into my hand deeper, the pain barely registering as she slowly plunged herself down my shaft before pulling back with agonizing slowness. I was writhing like I was under torture, the sensations more than I could sit still for. She plunged down my shaft again, her tongue lashing against the underside as she bounced the head off her gag reflex, making obscene sounds in her throat that drive me wild. My eyes rolled up in my head and I reached down running my hands through her hair, not pushing or pulling, just wanting to touch her.


She looked up at me with a look that told me that she was enjoying herself almost as much as I was or maybe she was just enjoying how much she had me ready to climb the walls. She bobbed up and down gently a few more times and I was ready to cum again. I was rolling my hips gently in time with her movements and groaning almost constantly, stifling the sound by continuing to bite my hand hard. Our eyes locked and she winked at me, then she practically dove down my shaft, slamming her nose against my stomach. I felt the tip of my cock thrust past her gag reflex and push into her throat. Her body lurched softly trying force the obstruction out of her esophagus as she gagged on the shaft, her throat pulsing around me. She stuck out her tongue and started tickling my balls with it while she swallowed reflexively and suddenly I was over the edge. I clenched my jaws around the meat of my hand and howled in pleasure as my cock erupted in her throat. She pulled her head back until just the head was in her mouth, swabbing it with her tongue mercilessly as I thrashed in the chair, bucking my hips and spasming with every pulse in my cock until the orgasm finally faded.


I collapsed back into the chair and shuddered as my heart hammered in my chest. I could taste the coppery blood in my mouth, aware that I’d bitten hard enough to break the skin. She slowly stroked my shaft with one hand and cupped my balls with the other while she milked the last few drops from my cock, swallowing them before releasing my cock with a final affectionate kiss. She grinned impishly and crawled up to kiss me hard. I could taste my cum on her tongue, but I didn’t care. If she was okay tasting it, I wasn’t going to get bent out shape about it.


She took a look at my hand and smirked again at the bloody tooth-marks. She kissed the broken skin affectionately and then gave me another peck on the lips. “What drawer for your shorts and underwear?” she asked softly. I tried to speak, but words utterly failed me. I pointed to the top drawer of the dresser, my head lolling limply in time with my heaving chest.


She giggled and got up to get me a change of clothes and quickly helped me get dressed again. “Back to square one, huh?” she commented playfully. “That’s okay, I’m sure it won’t take you nine years to find your voice again.” She got me my crutches and helped me out of the chair. “We need to get your hand cleaned up. The bacteria in your mouth can cause some pretty bad infections.” She followed me to the bathroom and swabbed the bite marks with peroxide. I hissed as they stung, but she’d graciously helped me put on my big-boy pants, so that’s the only complaint I made. When she was done, she gently washed my hand with warm water and soap and then patted it dry before massaging Polysporin into each wound to help them heal faster. Then she took the roll of gauze from the medicine cabinet and wrapped my hand before cutting the length from the roll and taping the end so the wrap held. “All better,” she declared and kissed me affectionately.


She led me back to my room, this time leaving the door open. She had me climb into bed and then crawled in next to me and pulled my arm around her while she snuggled in close, laying her head on my chest. I pulled her closer and raised my head to kiss her on the top of the head. “I love you, Lana,” I murmured. “Tigress.” I felt her shift slightly and she gave a contented sigh, draping an arm across my chest and throwing her leg over mine, tangling hers between my thighs and forcing my leg against her sex. She ground her crotch against me softly and then raised her head to look at me.


“I love you too,” she said, sounding a little surprised by the revelation. She stretched to kiss me and then settled back into her original position, with her head on my chest.


We must have drifted off because the sound of the phone woke me and from the jolt that came from her, she’d been napping too. A few minutes later Mom appeared in the hallway, carrying the cordless. “Lana? Your mother’s on the phone. She wants a word with you,” she explained and brought the phone over to her before leaving us alone for the moment.


Lana had blushed some when Mom came in and sat up, brushing her hair back over her ear and taking the phone. “Hi Mom,” she said softly. I couldn’t hear the other end of the conversation, but Lana was smiling at me as she talked. “No, nothing’s wrong. We were just napping when you called ... MOM! Do you want me to put you on speaker so you can ask him? ... Fine. Hang on.” She pulled the phone away from her ear and hit the speaker button. “Okay Mom, you’re on speaker.”


“Hi kids,” Patty’s voice sounded amused and suggestive at the same time. “How’s the fishing going Matthew?” she asked with a chuckle.


I colored and looked questioningly at Lana, who didn’t seem surprised at the way her mother was acting. “Hi Patty,” I said, sitting up a little. “I really can’t say how the fishing is going. After all, it’s up to the person holding the rod to do the bragging, isn’t it?” I asked as innocently as I could.


She must have been taking a drink of something because there was a choking sound and a lot of coughing from the other end of the phone and suddenly Lana went from embarrassed blushing to grinning at me in sudden delight. Patty took a long time to recover and then her voice was a little hoarse. “Okay, I guess I deserved that,” she finally laughed. “I just called to tell Lana that she needs to get her boat back to port in half an hour. She’ll have to pick up fishing some other day and before you ask, no, we are not prepared to tell the Coast Guard you’re cleared to spend the night at sea.”


“Yes Mom,” she said, sounding one part scandalized and one part disappointed. We said goodbye and hung up.


“So your mom told you what she said to me at the hospital?” I asked, feeling a little embarrassed, but not as much as I would have a week ago.


Lana nodded and shrugged. “My mom is a freak,” she said simply. “She told me all about the talk you had. Well, almost all. She told me to ask you about the shirt. What did she mean my that?” She’d twisted around so that she was laying on her stomach with her chin resting on my chest while she looked up at me.


“She told me the shirt was a lost cause and I told her I wanted to keep it anyway even if I can’t wear it. It’s the shirt I was wearing when you kissed me the first time. I told her I’d frame it so I’d always have it to remind me of today.”


She looked at me in shock for a long moment and then practically attacked me. She lifted up and swung her leg over my hips straddling me before she lowered herself down, molding herself to me as she crushed her lips against mine with a frenzied passion. She broke the kiss and suddenly she was kissing me all over my face, tears in her eyes as she showered my face with a hundred frantic kisses like she was afraid she’d never see me again. Finally she wrapped her arms around me and laid her head on my shoulder as she held me as tight as she could. “Damn it!” she said finally. “I have to go home. Why would she tell me to ask that and then tell me to come home?”


“Probably so you’d have time to think and process everything that happened today,” I admitted. “That seems like the devious kind of for-your-own-good thing that parents do sometimes. Or maybe she just wants to live vicariously through you and wants an update before things progress too far.” I shrugged. “She seemed very interested in how you were going to ‘get that fish in the boat’ as she put it. Stranger things have happened.”


She giggled. “Should I tell her I ate it raw?” she asked, her mischievous side showing again. It was a side I had never seen when I worshiped her from afar and I found myself falling in love with her all over because of it.


I laughed and shrugged. “She seemed really happy with how things were going at the hospital and she’s comfortable enough to joke about it with us. Give her a little hint and see how bad she wants to hear more.” I stopped and turned serious for a moment. “Kidding aside, she probably wants you to throw the brakes on before we get too carried away. We’ve known each other forever, but I learned more about you today than I have in the whole time I’ve known you. I still have a lot more to learn too.”


She nodded and sighed. “Yeah. I know what you mean. Until today, all I knew about you was that you lived next door, hung out with my sister and had a crush on me. I never would have guessed you could say the sweetest things to me once you started talking.”


“It’s easy when they’re true,” I said, earning me another kiss. “As much as I want you to stay, you should probably get home before your mom decides your time is up.”


Neither of us wanted the day to end, but I knew I was going to be going back to sleep soon, my head was hurting and the room seemed too bright. She reluctantly got to her feet and shook out her hair, the dark mane of straight pure black hair hanging down her back and ending just below her shoulder blades. I wanted to bury my face in those locks and breathe in the scent of her, but there wasn’t time. I asked her to turn out the light and let my mother know I was going back to sleep when she went downstairs.


She gave me another dazzling smile and leaned down to kiss me quickly before she took the cordless phone from my night table and wished me sweet dreams. She flicked off the light and pulled my door closed. I heard her pelt down the stairs and then I didn’t hear much of anything. I lay there looking blindly at the ceiling wondering how today had turned out so perfectly. I was still scrambling to catch up with how much my life had changed and where I was going from here. I hadn’t come to any conclusions before sleep took me.


Chapter 3


Mom and Lilly took turns waking me through the night, taking a few moments to ask me how I was feeling and talk for a few moments. After the third time, it was a little annoying, but I remembered the doctor saying that I’d be irritable and tried not to snap at them for waking me each time.


The next morning when Mom came to check on me, I was already awake. Between the naps and the full night’s sleep, I was fully rested for the moment.


“How do you feel Sweetie?” she asked, coming to sit with me. I’d had a small smile on my face and was lost in thought when she came in.


“Uh, good, I guess. The headache’s not AS bad today. I still hurt a lot, but there’s not much I can do about that. I suppose you’ll have to tell Donald about the accident, huh?” I asked, deliberately using his name instead of calling him dad. I was still angry at him and had decided that if he wanted that title back, he needed to earn it. I wasn’t optimistic about his chances.


She nodded softly. “He’ll want to know and the hospital visit goes through his insurance at work. Better to hear it direct than find out from someone from his human resources department. Is there anything that you want me to tell him specifically?”


I thought about that for a moment and shrugged. “Don’t tell him about Lana. Just tell him I’m home and comfortable and he doesn’t need to do anything. If I decide to have anything to do with him, it’ll be on my terms. I don’t want to see him before I have the ability to leave the room when I’ve had enough of him.”


“Any particular reason you don’t want him to know that you have a girlfriend?” she asked with a smile. “I’d have thought right now you’d want to twist the knife by letting him know how much better things are without him here.” She had a knowing look on her face.


I shrugged. “That might be fun for a moment and I might find a way to do that down the road, but right now, I don’t want him to know. When he left, he gave up the right to know what happens here.” I plucked at the blanket for a moment before looking at her again. “So what are we going to do now?” I asked, clarifying what I meant. “I mean, you always stayed home with us and he went to work. How are we going to manage for money with him gone? I know he made good money, so I’m sure there’s some saved up, but that’s his too, isn’t it?”


Mom smiled and patted my hand. “Don’t worry about it Sweetie,” she said brightly.


“I think that ship has sailed Mother,” I said dryly, giving her a more serious look. “I might not know all the intricacies of how the world works, but I learned accounting from Donald, sitting in his office while he worked at night. I understand revenue and expenses. Do we have a plan or do we need to figure it out?”


She snorted a laugh. “Of all the things your father could have taught you, he chose finance,” she said ruefully. “Typical. Alright. I do have a plan. I have a lot to do over the next few weeks, so I might have to lean on your sister to keep an eye on you until you’re well enough to get around on your own.”


I nodded in agreement. “I don’t think Lilly needs to give up her whole summer, but I’m sure Lana and Becky will hang out when she’s out with her friends. For that matter, I’m sure Patty would be okay with me spending part of the day next door propped up on their couch.”


“Patty?” she said with an arched eyebrow. “Since when are you on a first name basis with Mrs. Powers?” she asked, emphasizing her proper name to convey her opinion.


“Yesterday,” I told her. “When we were at the hospital, she helped me get dressed while you were talking to the doctor. She wanted to ask about me and Lana and told me I could call her Patty.”


She nodded thoughtfully. “I see. Alright then. Did she give you any indication how she felt about how close you and Lana have gotten?” she asked a little too casually.


I blushed with embarrassment at the thought of telling my mother about what Patty had said. “Without being indelicate, she was really happy that I’d told Lana how I felt. She felt like we’d be a good fit together.” I congratulated myself on glossing over the comments she’d made about my erection while still including the sentiment in the conversation.


“Did she?” she asked, a little surprised. “I would have thought that she’d have been concerned about the difference in your age and Lana’s. Or how it would color your friendship with Becky. That’s something you need to be aware of too. You spend a lot of time with Becky. She might be hurt if you start coming to see her sister and not her.”


I didn’t really see the problem and I told her that. “Becky’s been teasing me about the way I acted around Lana for years. She knows how I feel better than anyone. If she’s going to be hurt by anything, it’ll be that she needs to find something else to tease me about, but I suspect that she’ll just change how she teases me about how I act around Lana now.”


She nodded and sighed. “We never did quite get around to giving you the formal talk about sex,” she said, clearly dreading the topic. “Normally I’d tell your father to sit you down for it, but with things the way they are now, you’d rather hear it from just about anyone else. This is going to be an awkward conversation for both of us, but we’ll do our best with it. Let’s start with the basics. You’re smart enough to know that boys and girls are ... built differently.” She paused to give me a chance to answer her and I decided to let go of one of the few secrets I had from her.


“Mom, I’m aware of the anatomy. I’ve seen the porn that Donald had downloaded in his office downstairs. It was particularly ... visual. And I have a couple of magazines. Between them and the movies he had, I’ve got a rudimentary grasp of how things work mechanically. We also took the health class last year. They talked about diseases and pregnancy. They also said not to have sex at the end of practically every sentence. ‘Here’s the penis. NEVER TOUCH IT!’ ‘That’s a vagina. YOU MUST NEVER GO THERE!’ Mostly they talked about puberty and the changes that occur, but they spent about 4 minutes one class talking about birth control and condoms. Does that help move the conversation along some?” I asked with a little smile, hoping that she didn’t lose her mind over the pornography I’d just admitted to.


She nodded and I realized that she was blushing a little too. We were both embarrassed about the situation, but she composed herself and kept going. “Okay,” she said. “We should probably go over some of what you’ve seen and talk about the difference between that and reality. Where do you keep the magazines?” she asked.


I reluctantly pointed to the desk drawer. “They’re pushed to the back under some old scribblers,” I told her, certain that this was the last time I was going to see the two magazines I’d paid an older kid to get for me last year. He’d charged me $20 each for them and at the time it had seemed like a bargain.


She rummaged through the drawer and came back to the bed with the two of them. She opened the top one, a Hustler that I’d pored over endlessly. I knew it mostly by heart at this point. I was turning red as she turned the pages slowly, looking at each page thoughtfully without saying a word. When she got to the end of the magazine, she saw the ads for phone sex, adult toys, DVDs and a couple of websites.


Finally she put that aside and looked at the next magazine. This one was an issue of a magazine called Club. She paged through it, her face showing no emotion as she looked at each page showing models masturbating, having sex with men, other women and sometimes both. There had even been a model in one of them that had been peeing. The look on her face was one of unrestrained lust frozen on the page as the stream of urine splashed on the pavement of a driveway in a burst of droplets in every direction as she squatted, her thighs spread wide.


When she was finally done with each of the magazines, she closed them and took a deep breath, composing herself again. “Well, I have to say, I wasn’t prepared for THAT,” she said, smiling a little to tell me that she wasn’t angry. “I thought that you might have a Playboy or two stashed away. This is ... a lot to take in.” She paused and blinked a little before starting again with a rueful shake of her head. “Okay. You’re a lot more dialed-in to the mechanics of sex than I thought. There’s a few things that I want to make you aware of though. First is that a lot of those poses are extremely exaggerated, probably for the sake of the camera so they could get a better visual. Most sex doesn’t require quite the level of gymnastic achievement that they show in there. In fact, I can’t imagine some of those positions are particularly comfortable for either of them.” She paused to open one of the magazines again and to my mortification, she stopped at the scene of the girl pissing on the concrete driveway. “As for this, I can tell you that at no time in my experience has a trip to the bathroom ever caused a reaction like that. I think most women will agree. I’m sure you’re aware of the feeling of relief when you finally get to a bathroom when you really need to go, but this is either some really good drugs or a plastic smile. Most girls don’t get turned on by things like this.”


Mercifully, she closed that page, moving on to one of the pages of people engaged in sex. She pointed to a picture of a man licking the pussy of a particularly large-chested blonde. “You see what he’s doing there?” she asked and waited for my nod. “Oral sex is something that a lot of people aren’t willing to do. They don’t like the taste or they can’t get past the idea that it’s where people urinate from or whatever other issue they have. They find it disgusting.”


“I don’t,” I said defiantly. “It’s no grosser than kissing on the mouth at the end of a date. After all, no one stops after dinner on a date to brush their teeth or use mouthwash, right? So what’s the big deal? The camping survival books say that it’s okay to drink pee in an emergency when water isn’t available. It’s probably less gross than eating liver.”


She smiled and gave a little chuckle. “No, I suppose there aren’t many people that take a toothbrush with them on a date. At least not for that reason and that’s a good attitude to have. I suspect you have this magazine to thank for normalizing urine, but that’s a whole other discussion that we probably won’t have to have.” She tapped the magazine again and flipped pages till she found what she was looking for and turned to a page with a close-up of a woman’s spread pussy. “I’m gonna give you a beginner’s course in what to do if and when you find yourself asked to do that for a girlfriend.” She took several moments to detail all the parts from the labia and clitoris to the opening and even describing how to kiss and lick the crease between the thigh and the outer lips.


“Pay particular attention to the clitoris, but be gentle with it because it’s very sensitive. Trace circles around it with your tongue, like this,” she said, tracing her finger around the clit on the page, going slowly and I was reminded of how Lana had swirled her tongue around the head of my cock the night before. If I hadn’t been already painfully hard at that point, the thought would have brought me to full attention, but the sight of my mother stroking her finger over the image like that was so erotic that I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d ever done that with another girl before.


“The girl will tell you what you’re doing right and when you’re straying from what she wants. You can use this same technique with fingers too if you find the taste too much for you or if she’s on her period. That’s another thing you should be aware of. Girls still get turned on when they’re having their period. It’s a little messy down there, but that doesn’t mean that the parts stop working. Now, another thing you can do to please a woman is to wrap your lips around her clit and suck on it softly. Just the area I’ve been circling. Just close your lips around it and suck softly, then you can flick the clit with your tongue, but again, you have to be gentle. If you go too rough, it can feel painful for the girl. You can do the same for a girl’s nipples although they can take a little more rough treatment than you should apply down here.”


She went on, teaching me about all the things I could do to pleasure a woman with nothing more than my mouth and I paid complete attention.


When she felt like we’d beaten the topic to death, she flipped back to a page where a woman was eagerly sucking on a cock. “I somehow doubt that you’re interested in learning to do this?” she said questioningly.


“Not really my thing,” I said simply. “I think there’s a couple of guys at school that are into that sort of thing, I never thought much about it.”


She nodded. “Then I’ll give you advice from what to do when getting one. That’s a much shorter discussion. Enjoy the ride and keep your hands to yourself,” she said simply. “Tell her what you like, warn her when you’re close to cumming and never, EVER grab her head. If you push too deeply, she could gag and end up throwing up all over you. I doubt you want that to happen and she’ll most likely never do it for you again if you force her head down like that. That’s if you’re lucky. More likely, she’ll never speak to you again.”


She glanced at the clock on my night table and sighed. “Your sister will be up soon. I should start breakfast. I think you’ve got enough to think about for one day. We’ll have another talk later and you can ask any questions that may occur to you. We’ll also look at that download collection your father had if it’s still in the office. I’m sure that was even more instructional.” She smirked and leaned over to kiss me on the cheek before she left to go start breakfast.


She’d left the door open, so my original plan to relieve my discomfort was shot. I lay back and tried not to think about sex in any way, willing my erection to go away so I could start my day. It seemed to take forever, but slowly my erection wilted to sulk at being ignored for so long and I breathed a sigh of relief. I went to get out of bed and realized that she’d left the magazines with me. I wondered if she’d left them on purpose or if she was planning to confiscate them later. I grabbed my crutches and picked them up, dropping them in my desk drawer, but not bothering to hide them this time. Everyone in the house knew where they were now. Hiding them seemed silly.


I went to the bathroom to relieve my bladder and washed my hands before tackling the stairs. I shifted both crutches under the one arm to descend the stairs and made my way to the table a little more smoothly than the day before. I was surprised and pleased, thinking that I might be getting the hang of it after all.


Lilly still hadn’t appeared so I mentioned the magazines to Mom. “I was surprised that you left them with me. I figured you’d have confiscated them when we were done talking.”


“Well we’re not done talking,” she pointed out, amused before continuing with a shrug. “What would be the point? You clearly know how to get more if you want them.”


“Not really,” I admitted. “The guy I knew goes to a new school now so I don’t see him any more. I guess I could find someone else or order from one of the ads in the back of the magazines I have, but I couldn’t exactly have them delivered to the house and I don’t particularly feel like wandering around the school asking people if they have an older brother that’d do the shopping for me.”


She nodded and we let the topic drop while she made a big breakfast. She didn’t do it every morning, but with everything that happened, she’d decided to go all out and I wasn’t about to tell her not to go to the trouble. Lilly drifted into the kitchen a few minutes later and dropped into a chair next to me with a yawn. “Mom, please tell me we don’t have to wake him again tonight,” she said thickly. “I’ll do it, but I feel like I didn’t get any sleep at all.”


“I think we can all sleep tonight,” she said lightly. “Your brother said he feels a little better today and the pamphlet they gave us at the hospital stressed that the first 24 hours were when most problems showed up. We’ll see how today goes and decide tonight.”


I decided to change the subject and asked Mom about what her plan was in the post-Donald household, remembering that our conversation on that topic had taken a left turn.


She smiled a little and set plates in front of the two of us before returning to the stove to collect her own bacon and eggs. “I’ve been thinking of returning to teaching for a few years now. You two are old enough that you don’t need me around here full-time to pick up after you. You both started doing your own laundry this past year and you keep your rooms neat enough. The rest of the house might need a bit of extra tidying, but we’ll see if we can’t split up a few of the extra chores and if it gets to be too much, we’ll see if we can find a housekeeper to come in once a week to help tidy up.”


I nodded and asked what she’d be teaching as we ate, mostly keeping up the conversation, but interested too. Lilly and I had both come to her for homework help in the past. I knew she had been a teacher, but had given it up when I was born.


“Kindergarten or high school. They both have a similar skill-set,” she said dryly. “Probably high school though. There’s no shortage of wide-eyed college grads that think they love small children and want to teach those classes. A fair number of teachers are leery of teaching teenagers. There’s a feeling among some teachers that by the time they’ve reached high school, there’s been too much damage and too much neglect from years in the public school system. I have to make some calls this week and see if there’s anything available, but I’ve got a few favors I can cash in to bump my way up the line if there is one.”


“So I might end up with you as a teacher this year?” I asked, not sure how I felt about that.


“Maybe,” she admitted. “If you’re not comfortable with that, I’m sure we can get your schedule adjusted so that we don’t have to do that though.” She sipped her coffee while we ate and Lilly asked if she could have some. She’d been wanting to try it for ages, but had never been able to convince either parent to give her that much caffeine at once. Mom looked at her and her lips thinned as she considered her before finally nodding. “Just a little though and ONLY because last night was rough on you. This is not going to be a regular thing. You’re too hyper as it is.”


She got up and poured a half a cup, diluting it with a generous splash of milk. She added sugar and then set the cup and the sugar dish in front of Lilly, suspecting she’d want to sweeten it more. “What about you?” she asked, obviously feeling permissive today.


I shook my head and instantly regretted the motion and the greasy breakfast at the same time. I swallowed hard and hoped the nausea would pass soon. “Maybe once school starts,” I allowed. “Right now, I’m supposed to rest. Coffee will just keep me awake when I should sleep.”


She nodded and put the pot back into the coffee maker. “Alright. I’ve got some calls to make this morning. I need to talk to a lawyer and see about getting back to work. You two have anything to do to entertain yourselves?”


Lilly said she was going out with her friends if Mom didn’t need her and she told her that she didn’t.


“I’m probably gonna hang around the house today. I was supposed to have a baseball game at 10, but I can safely say I’m not gonna make the rest of the season.” I felt a little dejected about that. I’d liked playing and the thought of spending the rest of the summer sidelined made me realize that I was probably going to be bored a lot of the time. Even with Lana to occupy my thoughts, I couldn’t expect her to give up her summer to sit with me. Suddenly I felt restless. All the things I wanted to do with Lana were going to have to wait until I could walk again. I couldn’t even go to the beach with her. The thought of spending a perfect day with her on the beach led to pleasant thoughts of her in a bikini and I clearly got lost in the daydream because the next thing I know, Lilly was calling my name. “Sorry, what?” I asked, rousing myself from the fantasy and irritably reminding myself that it was just a fantasy until just before school started and maybe not even then.


“Geeze, you were a million miles away,” she said. “I can imagine what you were thinking about.” She smirked and sipped her coffee.


“I was thinking about all the things I wanted to do this summer,” I said flatly. “Can’t do most of them without two feet to stand on.” I’d finished breakfast and got to my feet, setting my crutches under me. “I’m gonna go poke around the basement,” I announced before anyone could respond to what I’d said.


I moved over to the basement stairs and carefully navigated to the bottom without killing myself and poked around the rec room we had down there. I spent a fair bit of time down here with Becky on rainy days and during the winter. The pool table had a piece to put on top of it to play ping pong and there was a nice couch with a big-screen TV for watching movies. That took up most of the basement. There was a bathroom, furnace room and the office. I hobbled my way to the office and tried the knob. “Asshole,” I muttered when the knob refused to turn. I stood on my good leg and dug in my pocket for my wallet, pulling out a gift card that I’d used up and kept for some reason. I was about to slide it into the doorjamb when I heard someone on the stairs. I looked over and saw my mother at the foot of the stairs. “Hi,” I said lightly. “The idiot locked the door before he left. Wanna see a magic trick?”


She rolled her eyes at the news that he’d locked the door and then came over to see what I was up to curiously. “Feeling a little down about being stuck around the house this summer?” she asked as she came to stand beside me.


“A little. It wouldn’t be so bad, but with a girlfriend, there’s about a hundred things that I’d want to do with her. And no, I’m not talking about what we were discussing upstairs. Well, that too, but I can’t even go to the beach with her. The sand isn’t exactly made for crutches. I can’t take her to the carnival or even go for a decent walk with her. It’s just frustrating.” As I was talking, I took the gift card and slid it in between the door jamb and the door, wiggling it to wedge it in where I needed it to be as I pulled the door toward me and then pushed on it, giving the card some room to bend a little at a time. When I felt it was in far enough, I gave a flick of my wrist and pushed the door open.


My mothers eyes got wide when the door opened. “Where did you learn to do that?!!?” she asked, unnerved.


I moved into the room and flicked on the lights. “I read about it in a book. It didn’t tell how to do it specifically, but a little trial and error on my bedroom door and I got the hang of it. It’s come in handy and no, I’ve never used it for anything underhanded, but there were a couple of times that I forgot my keys and used it to get into the house while you were out shopping and, of course, it helps in getting into the office when someone locks the door.” I smirked. “At the risk of getting a lecture about language, it takes a special breed of asshole to lock rooms in a house he doesn’t live in any more.”


“Definitely not his most classy moment,” she conceded, “but try to keep that kind of talk under wraps at least until we get everything figured out and legally settled. He can still exercise his parental rights as much as the court lets him until we settle.”


“I will,” I promised and looked around the room. “Why would he bother to lock the room up?” I asked as the question popped into my head. “He didn’t keep anything valuable here that I know of. He looks like he packed up all his papers. The computer is gone from the desk, so there’s really nothing that anyone can get into unless he’s got something stashed in the room that he didn’t have a chance to pick up before he left. You think?” I asked, turning to her, curious about her input.


She shrugged and looked around with me. “I suppose there’s only two ways to find out. Search the room and ask him directly.”


“I’ll search the room. You said there were some phone calls you had to make. I’ll come get you if I find anything worth mentioning,” I promised.


She nodded and looked around the room with a sigh. “We should probably figure out what to do with this room soon. It shouldn’t sit idle.”


“I figured you’d use it for an office when you started back to work,” I said, surprised.


She shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. I have an idea what to do with it, but for now, take your time, don’t push yourself and I’ll come down with lunch if you haven’t given up by then.”


I nodded, wondering what she was going to do with the room if she didn’t want it for an office. I put the thought out of my head and started looking around for likely places to hide something. I started with the desk, sitting in the office chair my father had probably spent a fortune on and looking around. The surface was cluttered with trash that hadn’t been worth taking, but I sifted through it carefully, wondering if there was something there. Old receipts, Rolaids wrappers, printed emails related to work and a few dog-eared sticky-notes that didn’t mean anything important were all I found. I dumped each of them in the trashcan as I read them and dismissed them. After the desk surface was clear, I pulled out the drawers, finding the same detritus. After a moment, I reached under the desk and ran my fingers along the underside looking to see if there was anything taped in place. Feeling nothing, I got up and went out to the furnace room for a flashlight, undeterred. I pushed back the chair and carefully slid to my knees, crawling under the desk and shining the light around for signs of something hidden there. I pulled out the drawers and looked underneath and even shone my light into the empty space behind them before I satisfied myself that the desk was clean. Just to be thorough, I also searched the underside of the office chair and finally found something interesting. There was a flash-drive tucked into a gap in the lining. I smiled and put it in my pocket to check out later.


I looked around the room all morning without finding anything else, but I hadn’t given up my search by the time Mom appeared at the door with a plate of sandwiches and a pair of sodas. “Come sit on the couch and take a break,” she said with a smile. “We can fill each other in.”


I nodded and put the book I was looking through back on the bookshelf sticking out slightly to mark where I’d left off. I followed her out the the rec room and we sat on opposite ends of the couch with the sandwiches between us. “How did your calls go?” I asked, taking a bite from a sandwich.


“Not bad at all. There IS a teaching job at your school if I want it and that very much depends on how comfortable you are with having your mother hanging around your school.”


“I’m fine with it,” I said lightly. “Honestly, the closest I ever come to getting in trouble is when I disagree with my English teachers. Mr. Orychuk was the worst of those, but unless he’s moved up to teach high school, I don’t have to worry about him.”


She nodded. “I remember that incident. He reprimanded you for using profanity in a creative writing assignment. I haven’t heard a repeat complaint, so I presume that you’ve learned your lesson.”


I grimaced. This had been a sore spot for me. “I don’t feel like I did anything wrong,” I said truthfully. “Stephen King uses profanity in his writing and he’s a respected author. They’re recognized words in the English language and it was an English assignment. The only lesson I learned is that some people are too weak to even read those words without feeling threatened by the implications. Mostly I’ve cooperated out of pity for his delicate sensibilities. I hope my English teacher this year will be better. Or at least that they won’t assign any creative writing if they’re not prepared to face creativity.”


She smirked. “That’s certainly one lesson to take away from that event. Sometimes people in authority impose rules that don’t make much sense to the people that have to follow them. Sometimes they do actually make sense and sometimes that reason is nothing more than to protect their ‘delicate sensibilities’. You don’t have to like it, but unless you end up self-employed, you’ll have to take that lesson out into the working world. In any case, that’s just one of the calls I made today. I also called a lawyer about the divorce and I have a meeting tomorrow morning to discuss the details. I’m taking your sister’s pictures with me for a little extra meat.”


“I may have something to add to that,” I said with a grin, reaching into my pocket. I produced the flash-drive and told her where I’d found it. “I think there’s more to be found in the office though, so I’ll keep looking. This was small and easy to grab if you knew where it was. He could have pocketed it easily while he was cleaning out the office. So he either forgot it, decided it wasn’t important or that we wouldn’t find it. Regardless, I’m gonna keep looking this afternoon, but I want to look over the contents of the drive before I do. It should be interesting if he was hiding it in his office chair.”


“I’ll get my computer and we’ll look at it together,” she said, popping the last of her sandwich into her mouth before getting up and hurrying upstairs. She was back in less than a minute and plugged her laptop in and moved the empty plate so she could sit down with me. We balanced the computer on our legs and plugged in the drive. Once Windows picked it up, we selected the drive and it was a mess of folders. We opened the first one and there was a mass of accounting work that we couldn’t make much sense of. We went through several more folders at random before we gave up for now, figuring that the drive was just a back-up. I pocketed it again, figuring that if nothing else, I could delete it and use it myself.


“I’ll comb through it in more detail later, but I want to finish with the office for now. I’m more certain now that there’s something important in the office that he doesn’t want us to see. If it wasn’t the drive, then it was something else.”


She followed me into the office, curious about what I had done. I told her about searching the desk and chair and how I was going through the bookshelves for anything that might be hidden there. She looked at the books and asked if I had any interest in keeping them. I told her I didn’t. There was a lot of them on stamp collecting, coin collecting and a few of my father’s other boring hobbies. He’d been interested in stamps, coins, building model ships in bottles and civil war reenactments, none of which was even slightly of interest to me except for some of the civil war stuff. I told her I might keep a couple of those books unless he made a fuss in which case, he could have them.


“I have to go out this afternoon for a little while. I’ll stop and see if I can get some boxes for you to pack them up. That’ll get them out of your way while you search.”


I laughed a little. “Smooth. Disguise an unpleasant chore as helping me do something I’m already doing. I suppose there could be something hidden behind the books. I’ve only been pulling them out one at a time and it WOULD make it easier to move the bookshelves to check behind them.”


“You’re really going to toss the room completely, aren’t you?” she asked in amazement.


I nodded. “It’s a mystery. Until I solve it or decide there was nothing more to it than habit on his part, then I keep searching. That means pulling everything out from the walls and looking behind it on top of it, underneath it and inside it.”


“I hope you find what you’re looking for,” she said with something that sounded like sympathy. “I think you’re looking for something that’ll pull it all together so the divorce makes sense to you. Maybe you should look at the pictures that Lilly has later on. They don’t quite have the photographic flare that your stash has, but they might help you make sense of things.” She didn’t seem happy about that thought and I could sense something was wrong.


“Mom?” I asked uncertainly, searching her eyes. I don’t know why I did it, but in that moment, she looked like she was about to shatter. I took a step toward her and wrapped my arms around her in a hug.


She stiffened at first, but slipped her arms around me. I heard the clatter as my crutches fell away leaving me supported by one leg and my hold on her, but I ignored that for the moment. Suddenly she was crying and I was struck by the stark realization that once upon a time, she and Donald had been very much like Lana and I were now. The depth of their love must have been as deep as ours, but somehow the well had run dry and now she was left to fend for herself with two kids and he was off living his life with impunity. I hated him in that moment as I held my mother and let her cry herself out on my shoulder. I could only imagine what his secretary looked like, having never seen her or even a picture of her, but my mother stood weeping into my shirt, obviously thinking on some level that she couldn’t blame him for choosing her. The fact that she thought the pictures would help her make sense of the situation said she was probably young and beautiful. A thought for later.


I stood quietly, letting her have whatever time she needed and held her, stroking her back and comforting her as best she could. When she had calmed on her own, I had one arm around her waist and the other was smoothing her hair like she’d done for me when I needed to be reminded that someone cared deeply.


“I’m sorry,” I whispered to her with as much emotion in my voice as I had when my first thought was that it was my fault. She sniffed and raised her head, looking at me. Her makeup was a mess from crying, but she was searching my face.


“You don’t have anything to be sorry about,” she said firmly, her voice still thick with emotion. “This isn’t your fault.”


“No,” I agreed, but pulled her closer again. “That doesn’t make me any less sorry about how much you’re hurt. Seeing the pictures must have really hurt you. I got the feeling that you were aware that he was cheating on you. It didn’t seem to bother you all that much before. What changed? Why are you so upset about it now?”


She sighed and put her head down. “She’s young. She’s thin. She looks like she belongs in the pages of one of your magazines. She’s a wet dream waiting to happen. Next to her, I look terrible. It’s terrible to think like that, but I can’t help it. I look at her and feel ... inadequate.”


I stroked her hair. “That’s an unfair comparison,” I told her firmly. “I’ve seen the photo albums from when you were younger and you looked like you could have been a model. Hell, you could still model. Anything you might have lost to age, she’ll lose too. You have me and Lilly to show for any worry lines you might have and despite the amount of trouble I’ve been the last few days, I think that’s a pretty fair trade-off. For what it’s worth, I landed myself the most beautiful girl in the world for my girlfriend. I’m lucky beyond reason for that. I don’t love you one ounce less than I did before yesterday. When I asked him why, he said that he didn’t love you. Not that he found someone else, not that he didn’t find you attractive. What he did wasn’t about you or me or Lilly or even this mystery secretary. It was about him. That’s why I don’t want a relationship with him. When push comes to shove, I don’t trust him to not be all about him again. When I need him, will he be there if there’s something important going on in his little world? Probably not. If I can count on a pizza delivery more reliably than him, then I’ll call him Donald and the pizza guy Dad.”


She laughed and sniffed, swatting my chest lightly. “That’s not funny,” she said, unable to keep a straight face. It was good to hear her laugh especially after the broken sound of her weeping. I didn’t tell her how much that had bothered me. My sister and I were counting on her, on her strength. I had to do everything I could to lend her what little strength I had to give. That meant I had to get myself better.


“It’s a little funny,” I countered with my arms still around her. “On a serious note though, you need to stop thinking she stole him from you. He left us. She just happened to be where he went. You’re just as beautiful and desirable as she is. When you walk into your first classroom, there’s going to be a lot of guys paying attention to your every move. They might not learn much, but they’ll pay attention.”


She blushed and laughed a bit before giving me a dazzling smile and kissing my cheek hard. “Ugh! I must look a mess,” she said, fanning her face. Let me get your crutches and then I’ll go clean up.”


I took the crutches from her and got them under me with a sigh of relief. Standing on one foot for that long kind of sucks. I could feel my stiff joints screaming in agony. “Mom, before you leave, can you call someone to come hang out. Patty, Becky, Lana or Lilly are fine. I just can’t get to the door if someone knocks and I’m down here.”


She nodded and turned at the door to smile knowingly at me. “You wouldn’t happen to have a preference who you spend time with alone in the house while I’m gone out, would you?” she teased me with a chuckle.


“Of course I do,” I shot back, “but we don’t mind if you’re home. At least we haven’t so far.”


She arched an eyebrow and her lips thinned as she pressed them together. “Something you want to tell me?” she asked in that too casual way she had.


I held her gaze evenly. “Mother, if you don’t stop asking me right now, I SWEAR, I’ll tell you,” I threatened and then deliberately stood still, maintaining eye contact and willing myself not to break and smile before she did.


She gave me a long, considering look and opened her mouth to say something only to close it and continue her inner struggle. She bit her lip still looking at me and trying to decide whether to call my bluff or whether she wanted to know.


“A tempting dilemma,” she said at last. “Maybe I’ll wait until you have a chance to practice what we talked about this morning before I take you up on it. I somehow doubt there’s as much to tell as you think there is.”


“Care to make a wager on that?” I asked, cocky all of a sudden.


She heard the challenge in my voice and looked at me with a suddenly predatory smile. “Trust me, there’s nothing you can say that would shock me.”


“Then name your terms and show your cards,” I said simply.


Her eyes narrow slightly and I could see the curiosity burn in her. “Alright. If I win, you do my laundry during the school year and shovel the driveway all winter.”


“And if I win?”


“What do you want?”


“So much more than chores,” I said suggestively, teasing her mercilessly.


Her eyes widened and she blushed crimson. “I can’t believe you said that!” she said, shocked.


“If I win, you teach me everything. You called this morning a beginners lesson. Lana deserves a PhD.”


She looked at me a long time, her face unreadable. “You must think you’ve got aces up your sleeve to roll on,” she said finally, a little uncertainty.


“Royal flush beats the three remaining aces,” I said casually. She clearly couldn’t hear my heart hammering in my chest. She was actually thinking about it. I couldn’t believe my ears, but I knew that if I showed anything but confidence, whatever spell had fallen on the room would be broken.


“Done,” she said, looking almost as surprised as I was that she’d said it. She was blushing harder than I’d ever seen her, even this morning when we were talking about sex.


It took me a moment to process what had just happened, but then I adjusted the crutches under my arms, not sure if my good leg was going to hold me as my knee felt like it was made of jelly at the moment. I decided to start with how Lana had made me cum, knowing that it was nothing surprising and to build up from there. “We were sitting on the couch last night and she touched my leg. All she did was run a finger from my knee up to where my shorts started and made me cum.” I could see the disappointment in her eyes and suppressed the smile.”When I was recovered enough, we went upstairs and she sat me in my desk chair.” To emphasize the point, I moved carefully over to the office chair here. I turned to face her as she’d come back into the room a step or two. “Then she stripped off my shorts and underwear.” I caressed every word like I was retelling the story to a lover, which I suppose was the bet we’d made. “She stopped to admire the effect she had on me with one simple touch, just one fingertip. Then she put them in the laundry and pushed my knees apart.”


I spread my legs as I’d done the night before, acting out the event for her benefit and I could see her react. She took a step forward as if in a trance. One hand had gone to her throat and she was stroking her skin there slowly. I filed that observation away for later use.


“Then she kissed me,” I said softly. “I was a slippery, sticky mess and she pressed her lips to the head of my cock,” I said, my voice lowering to a whisper, drawing her closer as she strained to hear. “She stared into my eyes, just like you are now and she lashed every inch of me with her beautiful tongue. She cleaned up every drop of cum from my body, licking and kissing gently until she was sure she got it all. She wrapped her soft hand around my erection and lifted it out of the way while she worked her way lower, licking my thighs and sucking on my balls one at a time. I don’t think she could have fit them both in her mouth, but then I would never have believed what she’d already done with her mouth, or what she was about to do.”


She’d reached the desk and leaned against it, the hand at her throat moving lower, teasing the top of her cleavage as she listened to every word I said, her eyes glazed over. I decided to press further. “She looked up at me like I’m looking at you and then she tilted my erection down, pointing it at her face, stroking its length slowly and then she opened her mouth and moved toward it. I thought I was going to die as she held her lips wide so I entered her mouth without touching her. I could feel her smooth hand holding me steady and her breath teasing me, torturing me. Then she closed her lips around me and I was sure I HAD died. I could feel her tongue moving over me, swirling around the head just like you told me I should do to her clit, to yours.”


She rewarded that brash statement with a throaty moan and I knew that I could stop now and she’d declare the bet satisfied, but there was so much more to tell and I was enjoying the telling as much as she was. “She forced her head down until I hit the back of her throat again and again and then she looked up at me and winked at me.” I winked at her to demonstrate. “Then she rammed her head down, forcing my cock past her gag reflex, choking and swallowing hard as she fought the urge to throw up. She opened her lips and stuck out her tongue, teasing my balls while the head of my cock was trapped in her throat, the swallowing making me cum harder than I’ve ever cum in my life. After shooting directly down her throat, she pulled back and held the rest of it in her mouth, stroking me hard while her tongue whipped around the head of my cock for what felt like hours until I was spent. Then she slowly crawled up my body as I sat there powerless to even speak.” I suited my words by slowly rising out of the chair moving closer to her. Her hand had stopped and I don’t think she was even breathing as I closed the distance until she had to feel my breath on her lips. “And then she kissed me, letting me taste myself on her tongue.”


I held her eyes and my lips descended on hers, kissing her as Lana had kissed me, my tongue slipping past her lips which had gone slack during my tale. She moaned into my mouth, shuddering hard and suddenly, she was attacking me.


Her tongue thrust into my mouth and she was groaning and trembling hard, her hands clutching my shoulders as if she was afraid I was going to pull back. Eventually we had to break the kiss and we both fell back gasping. I dropped back into the chair hard and she reeled, clinging to the edge of the desk to keep from falling over as she recovered. When she could speak again, she tried to regain her composure. “That was an incredibly erotic account of the kind of blowjob most men never get to experience, but that’s not exactly a shocking event.”


“I wasn’t done,” I said evenly, the smile on my face telling her that I hadn’t played the best cards in my hand yet.


The color drained out of her face and she was clearly at a loss. “There’s more?” she asked, her voice trembling.


I nodded. “I didn’t tell you what convinced her to love me with her mouth like that or to touch me in the first place, for that matter.”


She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment and then whispered the words that I’d been waiting for. “Tell me,” she pleaded.


“No,” I said and her eyes flew open, her face painted in dismay at being denied this pleasure. “I’ll show you,” I told her and the gratitude on her face was matched only by her lust. I beckoned to her to come to me and I took her hand in mine as I had Lana the night before, repeating every brush of my lips against her skin, the memory seared into my mind permanently. I was able to easily retrace my steps, kissing where I had kissed, licking how I had licked, biting when I had bitten. She groaned and bit her lip hard, her body trembling in what I was coming to recognize as the feminine orgasm. She’d cum when I’d kissed her lips, I was sure, and now she was in the throes of passion again.


I kissed the inside of her wrist and smiled up at her. “That was when Lana came too,” I said softly. To my surprise, she started to tremble all over again, cumming for the third time in a few minutes. I stood and pulled her to me, kissing her neck as she buried her face in my shoulder. She trembled almost constantly for the next ten minutes as my lips explored her neck and earlobe lazily.


Finally, she seemed to calm and she looked up at me. There were a lot of emotions on her face, but she looked at me like she’d never seen me before in her life. “Where did you learn to do that?” she asked, clearly shocked by the effect I’d had on her.


“I didn’t,” I told her softly, still holding her since she seemed like she was still trying to recover. “At least not in the traditional sense. I’ve been reading at college level for years. I read everything, but I paid a lot of attention to anything I could find about love. I’ve been trying to understand how I felt about Lana forever. I’d read a snippet about kissing a woman’s hand here and there, I’ve read four translations of the Kama Sutra and tried to tackle the original, but it doesn’t translate to Western culture very well. I’ve read poetry and Shakespeare and history’s greatest authorities of the heart, trying to find the words to describe what I felt for her. Who knew the answer was just over the top of my handlebars?” I smiled a little.


“Actually that’s not true. I made the connection when I was asking Donald why on Tuesday. I was in shock. What he’d said changed my world fundamentally and I couldn’t make sense of anything. I realized that was the same way I felt when I saw Lana. She took my breath away and changed my world every time I laid eyes on her. Getting through it with Donald gave me the tools to do it with Lana, so when she came running over, instead of freezing up, I talked to her and I’ve fallen in love with her all over again. I’m extremely lucky. I fell in love with the idea of Lana when I was 5 years old. When I got to know her, I fell in love with her in ways I hadn’t seen when I worshiped her from a safe distance.”


She looked at me and hugged me hard. It wasn’t an erotic gesture, but a motherly one. “I am so proud of you for finding the courage to talk to her and so happy to find out that you like what you’re finding out about her as you go.” She smoothed my hair and then let me go. “I’m gonna go clean up. I’ll make sure you have some company before I leave the house. Do you want anything when I’m out?”


I stopped to consider what I might want and I told her nothing today, but that I’d want her to pick up something for me in a couple of weeks if she could. She smirked, thinking I was going to ask her to get me something pornographic, but I shook my head. “Not that. We’ll talk about it later. Oh, did you call Donald to tell him about the accident?” I asked.


“Shoot. That slipped my mind. I’ll go do that now. He’ll probably want to talk to you,” she warned me.


I shrugged. “If he does, he does. I’m not going to avoid him, but I’m not going to come running to the phone when he calls.”


Chapter 4


She nodded in understanding and slipped out of the room, leaving me to compose my thoughts and then go back to searching. I went back to the shelf I’d been searching and started dragging books out of the shelf and putting them on the desk in stacks. It was a slow process because I could only handle one book at a time while I was on crutches. I was still tackling the top shelf when I heard someone knock at the office door. I turned and smiled, seeing Patty standing there. “Hi, Patty,” I said in a friendly way, dropping the latest book onto the desk and taking a break to talk to her for a few minutes. I crossed over to her and gave her a light hug before moving back over to the desk and dropping into the office chair with a bit of a groan. “Mom call you to come over while she’s out?” I asked.


She came and sat down in one of the two chairs that were across the desk. “Yep. She asked if there was anyone at our place interested in the job. Becky’s gone to baseball and Lana went over to talk to her best friend, Marlene, today. She’s been acting squirrelly all day. What did you do to that poor girl?” she asked with a laugh.


“Squirrelly, how?” I asked evasively, not willing to give up any information until I knew what was going on.


Patty gave me an amused look that said she knew I was dodging the question. “She came home like she was floating on air and she’s been grinning like the cat that ate the canary since then. As soon as she got up this morning, she was on the phone to Marlene and HAD to talk to her right now.”


She took a drink of the soda she had with her and I decided to tease her back. “Well it wasn’t a canary, as you well know,” I said evenly, making her choke and sputter.


She coughed and then sniffed, blinking back tears. She’d clearly snorted it up her nose. “You (cough) did that on purpose.” she accused, laughing and coughing at the same time. She finally got the coughing under control and she wriggled her nose uncomfortably.


“Sorry,” I laughed a little. “I just couldn’t help it. I’ll have mercy on you for now.”


“I don’t get it,” she said after a moment. “Becky’s been teasing you for years and you’ve never turned this wit on her. I didn’t know you had it in you. Where’s this Matt been all along?”


I shrugged. “I was always here, but she was always teasing me about how I acted around Lana. It was a little too close to home on too many levels. Until yesterday, I’d never had the courage to talk to her and I was kind of ashamed that I couldn’t find my voice with her so I didn’t have the confidence to fight back because I guess I agreed with everything she said. Now it’s a whole different playing field. I’m proud of myself for talking to her, ecstatic at how things turned out and I can’t wait to tell everyone about it. Becky’s going to have to find a new set of buttons to push to make me squirm now.”


“You said there was a lot more to the story when we were at the hospital,” she reminded me. “Ready to share? I’ve been careful not to pry for information from Becky or Lana.”


I nodded. “It’s not really a secret. My dad came home on Tuesday and packed his stuff, announcing to me that he was divorcing Mom. He’s been cheating on her for a while with his secretary, I guess. Mom knew it was coming ahead of time and Lilly had found pictures of him and his new girlfriend on his phone, so I was the only one in the dark. If I hadn’t come home when I had, he would have snuck off without even telling me in person. He hasn’t been back or called since. Mom said she was going to call and let him know about the accident, but she didn’t bring the phone down so maybe he didn’t want to talk to me. No loss there, I guess.”


She shrugged. “Doesn’t seem like a classy way to exit a marriage, especially with kids involved, but it’s not for me to judge. So what actually put you over at the mall yesterday? Lana said when you went off the bike, you were going like the Devil himself was chasing you.”


“I had a big blowup with Mom and Lilly at breakfast. The night before, when I realized that they’d both known that it was coming and hadn’t told me, I felt betrayed, like they’d blindfolded me and marched me into a minefield. So I avoided them both all night and sat in the garage until my curfew was up and went to bed right away. Mom kept prodding me to talk about it and I finally blew up, asked how they’d feel if the three people they trusted most had known the family was about to be torn apart and had kept the secret from them. Then I bugged out and jumped on my bike. I didn’t have a destination and every time I got some place, it seemed like the worst idea in the world. I honestly didn’t know I was at the mall ‘til after I hit the ground. I was just trying to ‘beat the devil’ as Stephen King put it when he wrote IT.”


She nodded taking another sip of her soda. “That’s a shitty day,” she said in sympathy. I found myself enjoying talking to Patty. She treated me as an equal, talking to me like we were on the same level instead of talking down to me from a position of superiority. “And all that made you talk to Lana?”


I shrugged. “I’m not going to discount the importance of the blow to the head,” I said with a grin. “Call it a cognitive adjustment. I don’t really know. She told me that she wanted to make sure I was okay and I said I didn’t even remember what okay felt like. I told her what happened and she asked me if I wanted to talk about it. I opened my mouth to tell her that I didn’t want to talk and I couldn’t say the words. Instead, I poured it all out sitting in the grass, bleeding on myself. One thing that the last couple of days has taught me is how destructive secrets are. My dad kept them and it tore our family apart. Mom and Lilly kept them and it tore me apart. I’d kept my feelings for Lana a secret for years. Everyone knew, but so long as I didn’t say it, the secret was still intact in my head. After all the damage that secrets had done, I couldn’t keep that one any more. I had to tell her. That was what broke the ice. I’d clung to that secret and it had kept me in my shell. Now I’ve let it go and I’m not really much different in my head, but I’m not afraid that someone is going to find out about how I feel. I want them to know. I’m proud of it.”


“And how DO you feel about Lana now?” she asked directly, watching my face.


“I love her,” I said simply. “I’ve searched every book I could find to put words to my feelings and that’s the only word that works. I fell in love with the idea of Lana 9 years ago. I told my mom less than an hour ago that I was lucky because since I’ve started getting to know her, I’ve fallen in love with who she is. I’ve seen aspects of her personality that I could never have guessed at while I had her on a pedestal. I’d always kept her at what I’d ludicrously judged to be a safe distance and because of that, I never knew how mischievous she could be and I love it. I find myself looking forward to each new thing I learn about her. She’s no longer on that pedestal and I love her even more for it. I could never reach her when I had her up there, but sitting in the grass at the mall, we found each other.”


Patty smiled at me deeply and we sat in a companionable silence for a few minutes before she spoke again. “None of that explains what you did to my daughter last night that’s put her in such an altered state.”


“The truth?” I asked and she nodded her head a little too eagerly. “I kissed her hand.”


She leaned back and gave me a look that said I should try for something a little more believable.


Before she could reply, Mom came back to the door and called for me. “Matt, your father wants a word with you. Sorry. I tried telling him you were resting.” She brought the cordless across the room and handed it to me.


Instead of putting it to my ear, I put it on speaker and set it on the desk in front of me. “Hello?” I said neutrally, putting a finger to my lips to let them know to be quiet.


“Hi son.” My father said. He could probably tell he was on speaker, but he wouldn’t have any idea that Patty was listening too. “Your mother tells me that you had to spend some time in the hospital yesterday. You okay?”


“I’m as well as can be expected,” I said dispassionately. “Adversity is teaching me new skills.”


“I’m glad to hear you’re doing okay,” he said, clearly glossing over the double entendre in what I’d said. “Listen, I was thinking about coming by after work to make sure you’re okay. Is there anything I can bring you?”


“Oh I can’t think of anything,” I said casually. “Between Mom, Lilly and the Powers, I’ve got everything I need.” I grinned at the two women, enjoying how I was handling the conversation.


There was silence from the other end of the line for a moment and he finally sighed and started talking. “Look, Matt, I know this whole thing is a big mess right now. I just want to see you and try to explain and maybe get us to a better place. Can we do that?”


“I suppose that we can discuss it,” I conceded lightly. “Did you want this to be one on one or were you planning on talking to Lilly tonight too?”


“Which would you prefer?” he asked, clearly willing to play by whatever ground rules I set down.


I thought about it for a moment and thought of something. “I’ll meet you at the food court at the mall at 5:30. You can buy me dinner. I’ll ask Lilly if she wants to come and if not, it’ll be just you and me.”


“I can do that son,” he said, sounding happy with that. “I’ll see you then.”


“Just one more thing. Where’s the key to the office? I went down there this morning looking for something to read and the door was locked. Mom didn’t know where you kept the key.”


“I’ve got the key somewhere. It must be in one of the boxes. I’ll hunt it up and get it to you. There’s still a few things I’d like to collect from it there, but once I do, the rest is yours to do with what you please.”


“Okay. I’ll see you at 5:30,” I told him “Bye.”


As soon as he hung up, I turned off the phone. “He’s lying about the key,” I said. “I know for a fact he keeps it on his key ring at all times. I’ve seen him open the door while I was using the pool table. There’s definitely something in here he doesn’t want us to find.”


Patty looked surprised. “Wait, this is the office you said was locked? Then how is it that we’re all sitting here and the door’s not broken?”


“Apparently my son is quite adept at the felonious arts,” my mother said dryly.


I showed Patty the used gift card and explained that there’s a technique to slipping the card between the door and the jamb to unlatch the door. “Doesn’t work on deadbolts, but most knob locks are a cinch. If the door’s loose, it takes less time than using a key.”


“And you learned this why?” she asked.


“I read about it in a book and decided to see if it worked or it was junk information. It took me a little time, but I got the hang of it. It’s come in handy a couple of times when I forgot my key and came home while Mom was out shopping and it was really handy today, clearly.” I looked at my watch and it was almost 2. “I could use a hand searching the rest of the room if you’ve got time Patty. Mom, you still going out to get some things?”


She nodded and looked at the time herself. “I’ll be back in about an hour. Plenty of time to take you to the mall in time for the meeting. I’m curious why you want to meet him there,”


“It’s public, heavy traffic and if he pisses me off, I can make a scene and he’ll have little choice but to leave. If he comes here, he might decide to stay and loot whatever it is that he wants from the office.” I shrugged. “And this is our home. I don’t want him here. That’s the first rule. After what he did to us, this is our sanctuary. Unless we all decide he’s forgiven and welcome here, then the answer is no. I don’t think that’s unfair. No one deserves to be uncomfortable in their own home. I won’t let him here if him showing up is going to upset even one of us and right now, I know it would upset you and me, so he can suck it up and meet me at the mall.”


Mom went to run her errands and Patty helped me empty the bookcase and then move it so I could look behind it with no further luck. I sighed and looked around the room for inspiration. We took pictures off the walls to check the backs and the wall behind them. I went so far as to check the light fixture and the heating duct for clues, but still couldn’t come up with anything. I flopped into the office chair and spun around a few times in frustration.


“Well we’ve looked most everywhere in here with no luck. I suppose we could ... pull ... up ... the ... carpet,” I said with the sudden inspiration.


Patty clearly thought I was joking, but I threw myself out of the chair and was feeling along the carpet. “This isn’t one piece!” I said excitedly. “A few years ago he wanted to renovate the office and put in carpet tiles. If one of them is loose, there might be something hidden under it.”


“That’s pretty far-fetched, isn’t it?” she asked dryly as she watched me crawl across the carpet, tugging at the fibers every foot or so. I stared at the wall behind the desk and worked my way around the room toward the center until I finally found what I was looking for under the desk where I’d started the whole search. I laughed and pulled my head out from under the desk.


“Far-fetched or not, I found it. Can you pass my that flashlight?” I asked, pointing it out.


Her eyes widened and she brought the light quickly, crowding under the desk with me. The loose carpet tile was attached to a wooden hatch that fit snug into the hollow built into the floor. I took the flashlight from her and looked around the cavity I’d uncovered. Both of us were a little wide-eyed by what we found there.


We looked at each other and didn’t say a word, just replaced the plug so the carpet sat flush and backed out from under the desk.


When we were back in our seats, she broke the silence. “Well one thing’s for sure,” she said softly. “Your meeting with your father is going to be interesting.”


I nodded numbly, unable to think what I was going to do. “Please don’t say anything,” I asked her when I could find my voice. “I don’t want to jump to any conclusions before I find out for sure.”


She nodded. “Are you going to tell him you found it?”


I shrugged. “An hour ago, it was just a meeting with my father to try to explain the divorce. Now...” I trailed off, not even want to say the words out loud.


She nodded in understanding. “Let’s just change the subject for now. You’ll decide what to do when you’re there. I somehow doubt you want to share that meeting with Lilly now though.”


“No, definitely not. Until I figure out what that means, I don’t want her getting a hint of it. Once I know, then I’ll have to tell them. In any case, what’s the new topic?”


She smirked. “Same as when your mom came in. I don’t believe a word of it. She came home looking like she’d just been on the best ride of her life and you’re telling me that you kissed her hand? Nuh-uh. Try again.”


I shrugged and slid the phone across to her. “Call Lana,” I told her. “Tell her what I told you and ask her if it’s true.”


I’d learned enough of how to pique a woman’s interest from my mother’s reactions to know that she wouldn’t be able to stand the curiosity, so I waited, leaning back in the chair to watch her.


“Alright, Mister. Maybe I’ll just do that,” She picked up the phone and dialed Lana’s number. I reminded myself to get her number soon so I could call her myself. “Hi Pumpkin,” she said a moment later. “I’m next door and wanted to find out where you are. You still talking with Marlene?” I waited calmly, listening to the side of the conversation I could hear. “No, nothing’s wrong. Matt’s mother just had to go out and she didn’t want to leave him here all alone. Sorry. You missed it,” she added, unable to keep herself from teasing.


I was getting the impression that Patty was a merciless tease and I smiled, feeling it was only going to escalate from here.


“Listen, Matt and I have been talking and he’s been telling me ALL about last night,” she said, grinning evilly at me.


“That’s a lie!” I said loud loudly, smiling. “Put it on speaker if you’re going to lie to the poor girl, Patty,” I scolded her playfully.


“Fine,” she said in mock disappointment and put the phone between us. “There, you’re on speaker. Now you two can get your story straight.”


“Hi Matt!” she gushed brightly from the other end of the phone.


“Hi Tiger,” I said, keeping my eyes on Patty for a reaction and wasn’t disappointed when she mouthed the word again, her eyes twinkling. “For starters, I haven’t been telling her everything that happened last night. She asked what I’d done to you and I told her the most exciting thing I did was to kiss your hand. Other than that, I just sat and behaved myself.”


She went into a fit of giggling that seemed to last forever before tapering off. “That’s true. I already told Marlene about it. I hope you don’t mind. She’s like my best friend. I had to tell her. I just wished I’d been home when you needed me to come over.”


She was talking a mile a minute and I had to wait till she took a breath to get a word in. “I don’t mind. I’d tell my best friend, but your sister would probably run away screaming with her hands over her ears,” I laughed. “Mom’s going out was sort of last minute though. Don’t worry about it. You can’t give up your summer just for me.”


“I know,” she said lightly. “If I’d called Marlene to come over though, she could have met you today.”


“Well, I don’t seem to have any plans for tomorrow,” I said. “I have an all-day appointment to not get myself any more injured, but that’s it. Of course I think your mother would take it as a personal triumph if we both suffered some sort of sexual injury since she’s so disappointed by hearing that I just kissed your hand.”


“Well did you tell her HOW you kissed it?” she asked, pretending to be exasperated. “There’s kisses and then there’s KISSES after all. Tell the whole story Matt. I thought you read a lot. You know that details matter.” She giggled.


“I can’t tell her the whole story. There’s kisses and then there’s KISSES and then there’s sushi.”


That brought out a fresh round of giggles. Then shrieking and a frantic argument on the other end of the phone. “I think I have to go!” she said. “She’s trying to take the phone. I’ll come see you later.”


The phone cut off and Patty looked at me questioningly. “Tiger? Sushi? Okay, now I know that more went on last night than you’re letting on. Spill it. You had your Tiger’s permission so tell me. ALL of it.”


“I’m not sure I should,” I said playfully. “You seem pretty anxious to hear all the obscene details.”


“So there ARE obscene details!” she declared, slapping the desk between us in triumph. “Now! Or I may break your other ankle,” she threatened, laughing.


“Alright, alright,” I conceded. “Since she’s told Marlene all about it and I get the sense that you guys are a lot more open about sharing than I knew...”


“We are, but we can talk about that later,” she promised.


I nodded, putting a pin in the topic to review later. “Alright. First off, I told you the truth. The most exciting thing I did to her was to kiss her hand. I didn’t just give it a peck though. I kissed it all over. Each of her fingertips, down her fingers to her palm and all over. I didn’t keep track of time. I just focused on her, using the softest kisses I could to cover her from fingertips to wrist with my lips. I nuzzled her palm and nipped at her skin.” I sat back, losing myself in the memory of it, feeling calm and relaxed while I slowly told Patty about how I’d expressed my love for her daughter without words. “When I bit at the heel of her hand, she was so turned on that she said it made her cum.”


Patty had been savoring my account of the gentle make-out session like a good novel and I knew that I could have a real future at creative writing if I wanted it. Her eyes widened when she heard that Lana had had an orgasm just from that attention. “Mmm!” she growled in deep satisfaction at the account and squirmed a little. “You should write that down. It’s beautiful. I could take that to the coffee house poetry reading and leave the room filled with lusty ladies. Better yet, you could.” She smirked.


“I think I have all the lusty lady I can handle,” I admitted. “I’m going to be hard pressed to keep up with her.”


She shrugged dismissively. “I think you’re doing just fine, unless there’s more to tell me? I didn’t hear anything about sushi in all of that,” she said shrewdly.


“No, I suppose you didn’t,” I chuckled. “Do you want the abridged version or the pornographic details?” I asked, figuring I’d give her the option to gloss over knowing too much about her daughter’s sex life.


“Spill it. ALL of it!” she demanded, waiting for me to continue.


So I told her about the light touch that had set me off, about her cleaning me with her tongue and about the blowjob she’d given me, sparing her nothing. Her eyes widened at hearing that Lana had forced my length into her throat and cooed softly when I described kissing her afterwards.


“There’s a lot of boys that won’t do that,” she told me directly. “No shortage of men that won’t for that matter. You keep kissing her, no matter what. It sounds like last night was very special to both of you.” She drained the last of the soda she’d been nursing. “I suppose I owe you an explanation of why I’m not screaming a blue streak for you defiling my daughter, don’t I?”


I shrugged. “I think ‘owe’ is too strong a word, but I’m certainly curious about how much you share and how eager you seem to be to guide me along the way.”


She nodded and took a moment to order her thoughts before speaking. “Daniel and I were about your age when we met. He’s a year older, but I’d skipped a grade. For us it was love at first sight. We couldn’t stand to be apart. We were always butting heads with our parents over being so young and not knowing what we wanted. It pissed us off because we knew exactly what we wanted. In our sophomore year our parents finally put enough stress on us that we broke it off. We were both miserable. Oh sure, we’d had our spats and problems. We’d break up on Saturday night and we’d kiss and make up on Monday morning, but in the end, we could never be apart and sophomore year proved it. We were meant for each other. By the time we’d been apart for three months, both our parents started calling back and forth, trying to figure out how to put us back together again.”


She paused and chuckled over that memory. “That was an unmitigated disaster. We kept going out to dinner and ‘coincidentally’ running into his family there. After the second time it happened, we both knew what they were doing and that made it worse. We’d dug our heels in when they were trying to keep us apart and we weren’t going to get back together just because they said so.”


“Just before Christmas, I had a screaming match with my mother about interfering in my life. They were trying to drag me out for another family dinner that his parents were already invited to and I told her we weren’t stupid. We knew what they were trying to do. I may have told her I’d rather kill myself than get back together with him. It wasn’t true. Even then we loved each other, but were so sick of people pushing and pulling us that we’d stand in traffic if they told us to get off the street.”


“Anyway, that put an end to the family dinners and Christmas that year was a very muted event. We did get back together just before the end of of May, but it was our choice, not theirs. Since then, we’ve kind of taken the attitude that our kids opinions are important. We want the best for them and try to encourage them to do what makes them happy while providing guidance, not control.”


“And we never had a son, but we’ve always felt like you were part of the family so we always treated you like our own.” She smiled at me and her eyes were glistening with tears as she said it.


I was overwhelmed. I’d known that they always treated me well, but I never imagined that they felt the same way about me that then did about Lana and Becky.


Wordlessly, I got to my feet and hopped around the desk to where she was sitting, leaving my crutches where they were. I took her hand and pulled her up to hug her as tightly as I could without hurting her. There were tears in both our eyes and she held me as tight as I held her.


“Okay, what did I miss?” I heard my mother’s voice from the door and we looked up, both of us teary and emotional. We laughed and sniffled, brushing away tears.


“Everything’s fine Mom,” I assured her. “We were just talking. Patty told me that I haven’t lost a father, I’ve gained a second set of parents.”


“No, you always had us, Champ. We just never said the words before,” she assured me.


I blushed furiously and hugged her again, giving her a kiss on the cheek for the first time and then reluctantly returned to my seat, wiping my eyes and sniffling a little.


Mom didn’t seem surprised, but then she’d spent so much time with us growing up, that my name was usually pronounced ‘Matt and Becky’ when she called for meals.


She joined us and squeezed Patty’s shoulder as she took a seat next to her. “Thanks,” she said warmly. “He’d never admit it, but I think he needed to hear that more than anything.”


I nodded. “I guess it’s not a surprise. You guys always treated me really well. I just always pronounced ‘mom and dad’ as ‘Mr. and Mrs. Powers’ at your house.”


She beamed and told me that I could call her Patty or mom as I wanted and Daniel would be fine with the same.


We shared a warm smile and basked in the closeness of the moment.


“How did your errands go?” I asked Mom wanting to lighten the mood a little. We were all happy, but the emotion was getting a little thick at the moment.


“Good, I got a bunch of boxes for the stuff in here and a couple of rolls of packing tape. We can start working on clearing the room whenever. I think we’re gonna need the space sooner rather than later.”


“Gonna use it for your office when you go back to work?” I asked, certain that’s what she’d do since it was already set up that way.


“Lord no. I don’t need that much space. I think we’re going to move you down here and turn your old room into an office for me,” she said casually, smiling when my eyes got wide. My bedroom was the smallest in the house. It had seemed immense when I was five and it was the room I picked out when we moved in, but now it was starting to get cramped with my desk, dresser and bed in it.


“When did you decide that?” I asked in surprise.


“You’ve outgrown your room,” she said simply. “It’s time you had more space and a little privacy. When your father moved out, I realized you were going to be cooped up in the house with two ladies and without another man in the house, you could easily get overwhelmed. Now everyone has their own bathroom and you have a little more space to retreat to when girl talk gets to be too much. The rec room is still family space, so you can’t have that to yourself, but we’ll set this room up so it works for you.”


“Wow!” I said, overwhelmed. “I dunno what to say. Thanks Mom ... Moms.” I finished with a grin.


“I had nothing to do with this,” Patty said with a chuckle. “I think I can offer some help getting things squared away for you though since you’re not going to be carrying anything down the stairs soon. I’m sure Lana will have input into how you decorate too. So we’ll put her to work. Don’t you worry. All you have to do is tell us where you want things and we’ll get it right.”


I looked around the room a little more, seeing it in a new light, considering how everything would fit best. I thought I’d keep the two bookshelves that were in the room already. The one I had upstairs was cheaper and old enough that the shelves were starting to bow under the weight of the books I had on them.


“Has Lilly been home?” Mom asked, looking at her watch. “It’s almost 4. If she wants to go with you, she’ll need to head home soon.”


That brought me back to reality and I decided that I wanted to talk to Donald alone at least this time. “Uh, I think I’d rather talk to him alone this time, if it’s alright with you,” I said softly. “There are things I want to ask him that he probably won’t answer if there’s anyone else there.”


She looked at me searchingly and finally nodded. “Just promise me that you won’t fly off the handle,” she said with just a hint of a question in her voice.


I nodded in agreement. “It’s nothing worth getting upset about. I just want to talk to him directly without having to dance around the topic.”


“Alright,” she agreed reluctantly. “I still need to call her to find out what she’s doing for supper.”


I nodded. “I should probably get a shower too. I’m kind of overdue for one.”


“That works out,” Patty said. “I have something I want to ask your mom before I go home. Charlotte, if you want to take Matt to the mall to meet with Donald, Lilly can have dinner with us. We’re used to setting an extra place.” She winked at me with a smile.


I smiled back and got my crutches under me to go upstairs to shower. I’d have been tempted to use the one downstairs, but my clothes were all upstairs so that’s where I went.


I went to my room and stripped down awkwardly before struggling into my robe while juggling the crutches. I moved across the hall to the bathroom and started the shower to let the water heat up. I was suddenly very glad that our shower had a grab bar as I propped the crutches next to the sink and got in. I switched the water from the faucet to the shower and immediately let out a blood-curdling scream as the water ran over my body, every cut and scrape feeling like I’d been immersed in acid.


A moment later, the bathroom door flew open and the two of them burst into the room. “Are you okay?” they asked almost at the same time.


I was clinging to the grab bar with both hands, trying to get hold of myself. “Sorry!” I managed, every muscle in my body clenched against the unexpected pain. “That just really hurt. I didn’t expect it.”


“Jesus, no wonder!” my mother hadn’t seen all the injuries like Patty had when she was helping me dress. “Your back is a mess of scrapes. That must sting something awful.”


“Yup!” I bit off the word, still steeling myself against the pain. “Alright. Show’s over, ladies. I’ll be here all week. Don’t forget to tip your waitress.”


They finally laughed and closed the door with a click, leaving me to grit my teeth and wash myself. It turned into one long adventure in agony and took me more than twice as long as it normally did. By the time I finally turned off the water, I was glad to escape from the spray. I dried myself off as carefully as I could. Drying my back felt like I was rubbing sandpaper into my skin, but I gasped and flinched my way through it. I took a look over my shoulder at the condition of my back and made a face. Definitely not a pretty sight.


I crossed the hall again and got dressed awkwardly before wrapping my ankle in a fresh ace bandage. I thought it looked a little better. Now it looked like an overfilled balloon rather than a parade float and I resolved to ice it more often and I pulled on a sock over my good foot before looking at the clock and seeing that it was almost 5. I frowned at how long things were taking for me with the injury. At least the nausea was mostly gone and the dizziness was manageable.


I got to my feet and went to find Mom. She was in the living room, waiting for me. “Your sister’s going next door for dinner and when we get home, she’ll be back. I suspect she won’t be alone either. I had a long talk with Patty while you were in the shower.”


Oh? I asked, slipping my sneaker over my good foot. “Do I get to know the details or is it a secret?”


“It’s a secret,” she confirmed, “but it’s one you’ll like, I’m sure.”


I nodded as we got ready to leave and I let her open the passenger door for me. I got settled and she closed the door before getting behind the wheel and starting the engine.


“I feel like I have a lot of conversations to catch up on this summer,” I said as we drove. “I don’t mean that in a negative way,” I assured her, “just that things have changed so much for me that I need to find my footing with everyone. You, Lilly, Lana, Becky, Patty, Daniel, Donald. My relationships with each of you have changed. I guess I’m still finding out what that means. Some relationships are stronger while others have been stressed and need repair.”


She nodded, keeping her eyes on the road. “That’s very true. You know sometimes it’s hard to remember that you’re just 14. You understand things a lot more clearly than other boys your age.”


“It’s not really surprising to me. I’ve been searching for answers to the way I feel for years. While other kids were watching cartoons I was reading Milton. I blame you,” I said, amused. “If my mom hadn’t been a teacher, I probably would have been less inclined to dwell on questions and more inclined to want to be a Power Ranger when I grew up.”


She laughed and pulled into the parking lot at the mall. We were about 15 minutes early, but we didn’t have a handicapped tag for the window so she had to park in a normal spot. She walked me to the doors and I pointed to where I had landed. We hadn’t had rain and the grass was still stained with blood if you knew to look for it.


She shook her head and opened the door for me and got me settled at a table well away from the nearest patron. Being a Thursday, the mall was busy, but nothing like it would be tomorrow. She told me that she was going to walk down the mall and do some browsing. She’d sat me so I was facing the mall, which would put my father facing away if she came back to get me and he was still here. She gave me a pat on the shoulder and then walked away. I watched her go until she turned into one of the stores and then I turned to look around to see who else was in the food court tonight. There was the usual assortment of teenagers and a smattering of families. I was there long enough to be bored and wished I had a cellphone. The games would have been a way to pass the time and more important, I could text Lana and let her know I was thinking about her.


That made me smile. I was sure that she knew. I’d been thinking of her since I was 5. That wasn’t about to stop now.


Chapter 5


I was pulled out of my thoughts by a hand closing on my shoulder gently. “Hi Matt,” my father said, coming around the table and taking the seat across from me.


“Hi,” I greeted him with more warmth than I had all week. I figured if I was going to give him a chance to explain, I could at least be civil while we were talking it out. “Look, before we start, I just want to say I’m sorry for how I spoke to you the other night. I’m reacting a little better now. I’m not going to lie to you and tell you I didn’t mean any of it, but I didn’t mean all of it. Some of it I meant, but probably shouldn’t have said.”


He gave me a grim smile and nodded. “I suppose that’s as good as I can expect for now. Your sister not ready to talk?”


“Actually, after we talked, I decided that I wanted to speak to you alone first. I’d encourage you to talk to her soon though. Be warned, she’s got her own opinions and you’re likely going to get no more gentle treatment than you got from me on Tuesday.”


He nodded again. He was taking this stoically, knowing that he’d hurt us all. “Okay. Would you rather talk first or would you like me to get dinner and we can talk while we eat?”


“That’s fine. We can eat and talk.”


“What would you like?” he asked, starting to get up.


“I think Taco Bell. If you’re getting it too, you can just get the party pack and a couple of drinks. It’s ten tacos, fries and nachos, but the nachos are nasty.”


He nodded and said he’d be right back. He hurried over to the kiosk and placed an order, paying for it and waiting. They weren’t all that busy tonight and he was back relatively quickly for ordering Taco Bell. We sat and dug in, each finishing our first taco without saying a word before he broached the subject.


“I’m sorry I hurt you the other day, son,” he said softly, sounding like he meant it.


I shrugged. “It hurt me more the way you said it,” I told him truthfully. “I had no idea it was coming and you didn’t prepare me for it. It happened and in the long run, being gentle about it wouldn’t have changed the reality of it. I’m more interested in hearing the whole story. I want you to tell me. ALL of it. I’ll be very clear, I know a lot more than you’ve told me or that Mom’s told me. I might know all of it, but I certainly know a lot. It’s time for you to fill in the blanks and smooth out a foundation we can build on going forward.” I picked up another taco off the tray and unwrapped it while he considered his answer.


“Well, what do you know? We can go from there and I can fill in the blanks,” he offered.


I shook my head. “That’s not how this works,” I said simply. “Consider it a trust-building exercise. I have pieces of the picture. Which ones and how many are for me to know right now. When you’ve told me your story, If there are pieces that don’t match up, then I can decide if they’re important enough that you’re hiding things or if they could have slipped your mind. Like I said, this conversation is about creating a foundation to build a relationship on. One of the things I meant was that you stopped being my father. If you want that title back, this is how you do it.”


I’d spoken without heat, explaining it to him as if I was explaining the rules to a game we were about to play.


He nodded and composed himself, mulling over the things he wanted to say. “I’ll try, but some of it is ... difficult to explain.”


“If that’s your way of telling me I might be to young to understand, I’ve had to do a lot of growing up in the last two days. When we get to those points, tell me and we’ll talk it out to make sure we’re on the same page. To put it in perspective, I’d rather you told me the stark truth than sugar coat it. You didn’t sugar-coat it on Tuesday. I’d rather be revolted by the things I find out today than walk out of here with half the truth. If I don’t feel like you’ve told me everything, then it means that we don’t have anything to talk about in the future. I’ll ask questions if things start going over my head. And if there’s anything you want kept secret, tell me. After this week, I hate secrets, but I understand that in the middle of a divorce, information is power. I’m not going to sell you out any more than I’d tell you anything Mom’s said or done. This conversation is about you and me and it’s for our ears alone. That help you out some?”


He nodded, chewing on a mouthful of fries thoughtfully. “Alright. Everything. This is gonna be a long talk. First, what I told you about your mother, that I didn’t love her any more, it’s true and it isn’t. I still care about her, but I’m not in love with her. The passion that two people should have for each other has been gone for a long time. We’ve stayed together because you kids needed us, needed a stable family. We didn’t want to spring this on you when you were 9 or 10. We didn’t feel like you’d be emotionally mature enough to handle it so we put it off. Or more to the point, we just avoided the topic.”


I nodded, interrupting him. “I remember. You and mom shared precisely 5 public kisses per year. Your birthday, her birthday, your anniversary, Christmas morning and New Years Eve. Beyond those, you never showed affection that I can remember.”


He nodded. “Exactly. We were passionately in love when we were younger and went from that to being comfortably friendly and it slid downhill from there. Eventually we were so distant that I was spending more time in my office than our bedroom. It was no marriage. It was a play we put on for you and Lilly so we wouldn’t break your hearts. Your mother and I started talking about it about a year ago. She wanted to wait until you were 16. That would have put you at driving age and she wanted us to stay together, get you a car and have her ready to go back to work.”


“So what threw off the timetable?” I asked, taking a drink from my cup.


“I met someone,” he said simply. “She’s someone I work closely with and she and I are very compatible. I’m sure you’ll find out about her sooner or later. If we’re still moving forward, I’ll want you and Lilly to meet her eventually. We fell in love and I felt alive in a way I hadn’t in years. I don’t hate your mother and I felt terribly about the whole situation, but in the end, it was only a matter of two years and I felt you and your sister were old enough to deal with it. Maybe not as well as you would in a couple of years, but enough to grasp the basics and pick up the rest along the way.”


“What made the two of you so compatible?” I asked, knowing I’d get around to the rest of the conversation sooner or later.


He looked uncomfortable but tried to answer as best he could. “Common interests,” he said slowly, picking his words carefully. “She works closely with me and we spent a lot of time together.”


“You’re sanitizing your answers,” I scolded him. “Truth. ALL of it. What made the two of you so compatible?” I repeated the question, driving it home.


He made a sour face and sighed. “You want me to go into all the gory details? Really?”


I nodded. “I’d rather hear every filthy kink she fulfills than the vague dodge of ‘common interests’. I want to understand. I know it’s difficult, but if you get off on pissing or something and mom couldn’t or wouldn’t get on board, I’d rather know that’s the deal breaker than what I was left thinking on Tuesday. I thought I’d done something to cause it and you didn’t stop to tell me any differently. Now’s your chance to lay it out, man to man.”


He looked down at the tray between us and nodded. I noticed he’d flinched at the mention of kinks. “Alright. This is one of those things that’s hard for me to talk about. You’re right. Miranda and I are very sexually compatible. We’re both into types of sex that your mother wasn’t comfortable with. Sadomasochism, bondage, yes, water sports and other things. Miranda’s much younger than I am and she’s adventurous in ways that your mother couldn’t bring herself to embrace. That caused a lot of stress on our marriage. I wanted those things and she didn’t, so she resented my desire, thinking that I was telling her she wasn’t good enough and at the same time, I’d shared my innermost desires and she’d rejected them. It felt like she was rejecting me. That pulled us apart. She couldn’t handle sex with those conditions and I couldn’t handle sex without them.”


I smiled and decided that it was time to unnerve him. “Are you a top or a bottom?” I asked casually, biting into another taco as if I’d asked if he preferred baseball or hockey.


“What?!!?” he asked, shocked. “How do you even know those words?”


“A smart boy doesn’t tell his parents every book he reads,” I said dryly. “I also have that thing that comes on computers now, the Internet. You may have heard of it. It was a big deal a few years back.”


“Jesus wept!” He said, running a hand over his face. “A bottom,” he said, blushing furiously. “I wanted your mother to be more controlling in the bedroom. She balked and the more I pushed, the more she refused. It was important to me and it was important to her to not do that.”


“And it never occurred to you that she might have a submissive streak too and she was simply uncomfortable with taking the dominant role?” I’d finished my taco and had my fill. I slid the tray toward him an inch to let him know it was all his.


“No. I never thought- WHY?!!?” he blurted out, wondering if I knew something else on the subject.


I shrugged. “Nothing’s happened,” I assured him. “It’s just a thought that occurred to me. When two doms end up trying to make it work, it usually goes bad. One of them has to bend neck to the other or it’s a fight that escalates until someone gets hurt. I can only imaging two subs trying to pass the whip would be end up the same way. Someone has to take control or someone gets hurt. In this case emotionally. You never talked to her about it?”


“Obviously not the kind of conversation you’re talking about. What part of the internet have you been going to?”


I shrugged. “The same sites you go to. When your computer is on the network, I can access your hard drive to see your videos and pictures. Some of them are watermarked by the websites you got them from. Magic!”


“You can do that?” he asked, stunned.


“It’s a checkbox in Windows. Then you can access the whole thing,” I told him simply. “I told you I knew things. So Miranda’s your Dom and I’m guessing she put some pressure on you to devote to her 24/7 or at least give her more time than you could while living at home. Are you her only toy?”


He blushed again and shook his head. “There’s three of us. Two girls and me. Just don’t tell anyone?” he pleaded with me.


I nodded graciously and told him I’d already promised not to betray his confidences. I didn’t tell him that Lilly had pictures of him and Miranda together. “Do you have a picture of her?” I asked, having never been shown the ones Lilly had downloaded. He pulled out his phone and started scrolling through them for an image that wasn’t pornographic. “Just show me. I’ve combed through your porn. Another pair of tits isn’t going to scar me for life.”


He blushed even deeper and slid his phone across to me. I swiped through all the photos on his phone, admiring her figure and her face. She was young as he’d said and beautiful, but there was something about her that I didn’t particularly appreciate. Maybe it was the imperious look on her face or maybe it was an emotional response to knowing this was the woman that had ended my parents marriage years early.


I looked up when I was done and stared directly at him. I took a chance on what I now knew about his behaviour. “You’re not to tell her I’ve seen these,” I said. It was a command and we both knew it. “Nor are you to let her know by word or deed that I am aware of the nature of your relationship. Only that she’s your girlfriend and that is all.”


For a wonder, he bowed his head meekly and said he understood and would obey.


I realized that I’d been right. He’d stopped being my father. I was in control here. It was unnerving, but like I had with my mother earlier, I knew that showing anything less than complete confidence would break the spell.


“Now you can explain why you lied to me earlier about where the key to your office was,” I told him evenly. “I know you keep it on your key chain. You wouldn’t have taken it off there unless you were leaving it at the house, like you’d been commanded.”


He lowered his head and gulped. “That I cannot tell you,” he said and I knew that I was up against the control Miranda had on him.


“Miranda has ordered you to keep this thing secret,” I said. It wasn’t a question, but a statement of fact.


He nodded imperceptibly.


“And she’s commanded you to deny me the key until you can retrieve what she has you hiding in your office,” I said, getting another nod in return. “It just so happens that I don’t particularly need a key to access the office. Miranda is about to be greatly disappointed when she learns that what was hidden in your office chair and the hollow beneath your desk are no longer secret.”


His head snapped up and his eyes were wide with panic.


“What other hiding places do you have in the house and the garage?” I demanded. “Remember, I knew those. Assume I either know the others or I will find them. Miranda commanded you not to reveal that she had you hiding things in our house and you have followed her command because I already know that. Now you will reveal all of it to me. The things you left there put us all in jeopardy. This is what you must do to protect your children. You will do it.” I didn’t give consequences, I didn’t raise my voice, I didn’t give him a choice.


“There’s a nook behind the furnace and three bags hidden in the rafters of the garage. Those are the only ones,” he swore.


“When we’re done here, you are to go home and act normal. If she notices anything bothering you, you are to tell her that our talk was strained, but that I tacitly agreed to another meeting at some unspecified time in the future. You’re worried about me and feel like I may have been more hurt by the news than you’d anticipated. If she broaches the subject of the hidden items, you will tell her that I still have not agreed to let you come to the house, that I stood by my original declaration that you could submit a list of items and we would gather them. Tell her that we agreed to a compromise of you being able to pick up the prepared boxes at a time we can both agree to.”


He gulped and nodded.


I continued, hammering home as much control as I could in a short span. “Remember always that Miranda’s chief concern is Miranda. She has endangered your children by having you store these things for her. She continues to endanger your children every time she commands your agreement to things that harm us.” I leaned forward and stressed the next four words drilling my gaze into his eyes. “DO ... WHAT ... IS ... RIGHT!” I growled.


He nodded, his face white. I nodded to the exit and he got to his feet, hurrying away. I somehow figured he would excel at the task I’d set before him.


I put my head in my hands and stared at the table top for a long time. I felt sick to my stomach. I knew what I had on my hands now and it was up to me to deal with it. Not just because I’d promised him that I’d keep his confidences, but because I was the man of the house now. Even if he left Miranda, even if he somehow fixed things with Mom, I’d just taken ownership of him. I’d used every weapon I could think of sitting there frantically scrambling to stay ahead of the fire that was still threatening to burn me alive.


I flinched when Mom put a hand on my shoulder and looked up at her. Her face immediately fell and she took my face in both of hers. “It was bad?” she asked, concerned as she searched my eyes.


I took a deep breath and shook my head slowly. “It was ... It was what it was,” I said with a sigh. “He was honest with me. I had to push him, but eventually he told me everything.”


“Everything?” she asked with emphasis as I slowly got to my feet.


I held her gaze and nodded. “Everything he knew. There are things he didn’t, but it’s going to take me some time to get everything straight in my head.”


She looked a little uncomfortable, but nodded and led me back to the car. I managed not to throw up what I’d eaten, but I wanted to.


I could tell that she wanted to ask, but she held her piece. “Mom,” I said softly. “I promised him I wouldn’t share his confidences. He told me things about himself and how things went from his perspective, but I can’t talk about them. Just like I’ll never tell him anything that we talk about. You can tell me anything and it goes no further than me. I just wanted you to know that. I also think it would be best for all involved if I wasn’t called to testify if this sees the inside of a courtroom.”


She was clearly mortified, guessing at what he might have told me, but nodded. The rest of our drive was silent and when we got home, I went to my room, searching for something in the back of my closet. I finally found the large gym bag and pulled it out, turning toward the door.


I was startled to see Lana standing there. Her pale skin framed by her raven hair made her look angelic and I stared into her deep blue eyes before I recovered. I grinned at her, my bad day starting to get a little easier to handle. “Hey Tiger!” I said, dropping the bag and taking the two steps to join her, slipping one arm around her waist to pull her to me. I put my head down on her shoulder and breathed deeply, filling my head with the scent of strawberries and vanilla. I could feel the tension oozing out of me and for the first time today, I felt truly right. “I am SO happy to see you.” I said softly against her neck, not realizing till that moment how much strain I was under.


She wrapped both arms around me and hugged me tight. “Mom said you went to see your dad. Are you okay?” she asked stroking the back of my neck with one hand.


I marveled to myself at how lucky I was to have this angel care for me. “I am now,” I said, letting calm wash over me here in her arms. “I wasn’t before, but I am, now that you’re here.”


She squeezed me tighter and I could feel her lips on the side of my neck.


“Geeze, get a room you two,” my sister was standing in the hall, smirking. She was holding her phone and angling it like she was going to take a picture of us. “I want one to send to dad,” she teased.


“Scram, Blue,” I told her with a chuckle. “I’m not interested in tormenting him right now. Maybe some other day.”


She stuck her tongue out and went into her room, slamming the door behind her, but she was skipping when she went.


I looked at her door and shook my head. “I swear, sometimes she acts like she’s still 4.” I pulled back and kissed Lana deeply. “Come with me,” I said with a smile.


She let me lead the way, putting a hand on my shoulder on the stairs to help me keep my balance. I was silently grateful because I was still getting intermittent concussion symptoms and I’d been ignoring doctor’s orders on bed rest today. I resolved that tomorrow would be a slow day once I got everything from the hidey holes in the garage and the house. She was curious as I led her down to the basement, having never been down here before.


“Oh, you have a rec room!” she said, obviously thinking that this was what I wanted to show her.


“Yep, but that’s not what I wanted to show you,” I told her, stopping in front of the office door. I fumbled with the gift card that I used to open it and her eyes widened when she saw me pop the lock like a pro.


“Don’t you have a key for that door?” she asked, confused, following me inside.


“Not yet,” I admitted. “My father still has it for the moment.”


She nodded. “So this is his office?” she asked, looking around.


“Nope. We’re going to move my room down here. Mom’s going to turn my room upstairs into her office. I’ll have my own bathroom, there’s a mini-fridge in the rec room and the big-screen and couch for watching movies.”


“That’s great!” she gushed, bouncing on her toes and clasping her hands together. “When are you going to start moving?”


“Probably in a day or two. I want to take some extra time to rest tomorrow. I haven’t been keeping my foot elevated or been putting ice on it like I should. The bandage is keeping a lot of the swelling down, but not enough.”


She frowned. “And WHY haven’t you been taking better care of yourself?” she asked, crossing her arms over her breasts and tapping her foot expectantly.


“I was poking around the office most of the day and then I had the meeting at the mall. Now I’m showing you where I’m going to be spending my nights dreaming of you. That seemed important.”


She was trying hard to look stern, but her smile started to peek through. I was suddenly struck that this was the face she’d use to scold our children when they were misbehaving. Something new that I learned that made me love her even more. I loved that face she was making. I couldn’t tell her that in that moment, but I knew I would eventually. I’d never thought about having kids before and in that moment, I felt it was a certainty, not a possibility.


“Alright,” she said firmly. “Back upstairs. You’re going to lay down in bed for the rest of the evening and I’m going to get you an ice pack for your foot.”


“Yes Ma’am,” I chuckled. “You don’t have to order me to bed twice.” I started toward the stairs and waited for her to join me before trying to climb the two flights to my room.


To my surprise, she gave my ass a swat, making me jump. “Take better care of yourself or I’ll take up a permanent post as your nurse,” she warned me.


“All my naughtiest dreams come true,” I teased back and chuckled as I pulled myself up one stair at a time. She stopped in the kitchen to ask my mother for an ice pack and informed her that the swelling in my foot was bad.


That, I hadn’t needed. It was one thing for my girlfriend to take care of me. If my mother got the impression I was getting worse, I’d spend two weeks in bed and I had things to get done.


I was halfway up the stairs to the second floor when Lana joined me again carrying an ice pack and a towel.


She got me settled and slid a pillow under my foot before carefully unwrapping the bandage and setting the ice pack in place. Her face was concerned when she looked at the condition of my ankle and she slid into bed next to me and lay on her side, watching me. “I wish I’d been here today,” she said softly. “If I had, you might have taken it a little easier and your foot wouldn’t be so bad. Tomorrow I will be here and that’s not up for discussion.”


“I wasn’t going to argue,” I said defensively. “Who in their right mind would turn down the chance to lounge around in bed with you all day?”


She smirked and swatted my chest playfully. “Charmer,” she said before moving closer and kissing me. “Mom said that you two had a long talk. She asked me what really went on last night. I told her and she said she still didn’t believe it.”


“I think it was the first part that she finds hard to imagine,” I pointed out. “It’s not exactly the kind of thing you hear about in common discussions of sex.”


“Where DID you learn that?” she asked curiously. “I mean in all the movies and stuff they do that, but it’s more like a handshake than what you did.”


“Well, I picked it up a little bit at a time. I’ve read so much on love and dating and sex that it all blends together after a while. There were a couple of books from the Victorian era that talked about the ways to kiss a lady’s hand to convey different meanings.”


“And what were all those kisses saying last night?” she asked playfully, one finger tracing circles on my chest. She was blushing slightly and concentrating on what she was doing with her finger.


“It said ‘I love you’ in every language I could say it in,” I told her.


Her finger stopped and she grinned at me again, kissing me deeply. “Well, you may have been reading about kissing a lady’s fingers, but what I did afterwards wasn’t very ladylike, was it?” She asked with a giggle.


“Of course it was,” I countered firmly. “A kiss is still a kiss whether it’s on the hand or the lips or anywhere else. It’s an expression of love. There’s nothing unladylike about it.” I stroked her hair gently and thought to myself that I could easily stay in this moment forever and be perfectly content. “I love you,” I told her breathlessly.


“I love you too,” she said, looking up at me with a smile on her lips. “Marlene thinks I’m crazy,” she said suddenly, changing topics with a smile.


“Why does she think that?” I asked curiously raising my head a little.


“She’s never seen me like this before. I was practically bouncing all day when I was telling her about everything. She thinks I’m making most of it up though. She just kept saying ‘he did not say that’ when I’d tell her about the things you say to me.”


I chuckled. “Well, if she spends any time around us, she’ll change her tune. How much of last night did you tell her about?” I asked, still running my hand over her perfect, straight hair.


“All of it. She calls bullshit on that too,” she giggled.


I laughed with her, letting all the stress of the day fade away. She made me feel better than I could possibly have imagined just by being here with me. “Which part? What I did or what you did?”


“Both. ‘Lana Powers with a dick in her mouth? Never!’ That’s what she said.”


“Well technically part of it was in your throat,” I pointed out. “And it was a mind-boggling experience.”


“Yeah, for me too. That actually made me cum again doing that.”


My head came up and I looked at her in surprise. “Really?!” I gaped.


She nodded and blushed. “I was so turned on at the way you were moving and then you touched my head. I wanted you to pull me down, but I knew you wouldn’t, that you’d be worried about hurting me, so I took a deep breath and pretended like you were forcing my head down all the way and I felt myself cum when you did.” She blushed and bit her lip. “Would you?” she asked softly.


“Take control? Force you down on my cock so that it fills your throat? Make you mine?” I asked, my hand taking hold of the hair on the back of her head and pulling it softly to pull her head back. She moaned hard in obvious arousal.


“Yesssss!” she begged, her eyes pleading. I didn’t know what had sparked this, but there was no way I was going to let this girl down. Not after the talk I had with my father earlier in the evening.


“Is that what you want?” I asked, using my best authoritative voice. “To be controlled, owned, forced? For me to claim every inch of you, to use your body to pleasure mine?”


Her eyes pleaded with me silently and I could see the answer in them. “Yes!” she said, her voice trembling. “Please! Make me!”


I pulled her to me, crushing her lips against mine, my hand still in her hair, guiding her to me. She groaned against my lips and her tongue lashed against mine like she was possessed. If there was any doubt in my mind about whether this was something she really wanted or not, that kiss snuffed them out. She groaned and shuddered and writhed against me, cumming again from the satisfaction she got from submission.


When we finally broke the kiss, she started kissing me all over my face, chanting a mantra of “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!”


Then her hands were fumbling at my zipper and I reached down, pulling her hands away. She looked at my face, confused. “Dump the ice in the bathroom sink, come back and lock the door. Then I want to watch you undress for me. Show me what’s mine,” I commanded her lovingly and she shivered again before bounding out of bed like a shot.


She took the ice and darted from the room, returning a moment later. Her eyes burned into mine and I knew that this was something she wanted as much as she wanted the sweet words I said to her. She closed the door and locked it before approaching the bed. She pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it aside, her black hair flying free. She had on a white lacy bra and while I had no concept of cup sizes, her breasts looked perfect. Her skin was so pale it was almost translucent and I longed to taste it. My cock was so painfully erect that it felt like it was being crushed in on itself as she tantalizingly unzipped her shorts. She wriggled deliciously, her tits bouncing, to push the shorts over her hips and then suddenly she turned her back, showing me her ass as she bent over slowly to push them down her legs even they would have dropped on their own if she’d let them go. Her thong matched the bra she was wearing and as she pushed her shorts to the floor, her ass spread on its own, drawing a moan from my throat as I stared at her panty-covered pussy. I could see the wet spot at her entrance and I wanted nothing more to push those panties into her pussy with my tongue until they disappeared right then.


She peeked over her shoulder at me and winked before straightening up. She was perfect, more beautiful than I could have imagined and graceful in her movements. She stepped out of the material pooled around her feet and turned to face me, reaching behind her to unclasp her bra. The other hand held it in place for a moment before she pushed the straps off her shoulders and finally cupped each breast before pulling the bra away and letting it drop. I drank in the sight of her, entranced by the display of her skin, letting her preen under my attention.


“Absolutely gorgeous!” I whispered, making her blush cutely. She grinned and then turned around one more time, hooking her thumbs in her panties and arching her back to thrust her ass back at me before leaning forward at the waist, cocking her hips as she rolled the panties down to her ankles. I groaned loudly and burned this moment into my memory forever as her ass spread again, with nothing to hide her from my sight. It was the most erotic thing I’d ever seen and I wanted to bury my face in between those cheeks. I wanted to shower her with love from the top of her split, down between the cheeks of her ass until I could torture her clit with my tongue and make her howl for mercy.


I beckoned to her and she came to me, her panties still clutched in on hand. She took them and held them to my lips, letting me feel how they were soaked through. I inhaled the scent of her arousal and I nearly passed out from the intoxication. I snaked my tongue out and deliberately licked at the gusset she was holding to my lips, tasting her for the first time. I pulled my shirt over my head and tossed it aside, I wanted to feel her skin against mine. As much as I craved my release into her throat, I wanted to taste her too and I wanted to be as naked as she was for this part.


She got the hint and started on my shorts, opening the fly and tugging them down as I lifted my ass to help her get them off. Then we were naked together for the first time. She dropped the shorts and started to crawl between my thighs, pushing them apart until I shook my head. “Turn around,” I ordered. “One knee here, one knee here,” I patted the sides of my head. “I want to taste my girl.”


She got the idea and grinned, moving so that she was draped over me, her perfect breasts pressed into my stomach while I looked up into the gates of Heaven. I felt her hand wrap around my cock and I groaned, feeling her breath on my glans. I responded by wrapping my arms around her waist and pulling her tight against me. I was surprised because she was freshly shaven. I’d expected some hair down there and now that I was close, I could see a few stray hairs that had been missed by the razor. I filled my hands with the globes of her ass and guided her down onto my waiting mouth. My lips touched hers and I felt her whimper, the sound muted by her thighs on either side of my head. I kissed her thighs and her outer lips, raising my head to even plant my lips on her ass directly eliciting another gasp from her. A second later, she moaned and wrapped her lips around the head of my cock, wetting it with her tongue and slowly starting to bob her head up and down.


It was my turn to groan and I continued kissing her asshole, running my slick tongue across the pucker swirling it around as she squealed into my cock. She rocked her hips, gyrating instinctively at the unfamiliar attention. I finally re-positioned my head and returned to kissing the outside of her pussy. She was starting to drool moisture and my face was already wet. I opened my mouth and let a bead of it drop onto my tongue to taste and decided that I liked it. I licked the drops from her mons and then turned my attention to her labia, swabbing them with my tongue as she shivered deliciously and the blowjob turned into a hum-job as she was moaning constantly around the mouthful of my length.


I lowered my hands from her ass to use my fingertips to pull her delicate flower open for the first time and I feasted my eyes on the beauty of her folds. They were a deep pink, almost red and inflamed. I flattened my tongue and slowly, deliberately licked from her clitoral hood all the way back to her asshole where I curled my tongue to tickle her back door again. She lifted her head off my cock and groaned out loud before ramming her head back down, bouncing her gag reflex off the glans. I dipped my tongue into her folds, drawing it up and down until I suddenly found her entrance and thrust my tongue into her like a miniature cock. She made a high-pitched whining sound and I felt her passage tighten around my tongue suddenly. Her whole body went rigid and I speared my tongue in and out of her as fast as I could, my lips mashed against her labia as I tongue fucked her through the first orgasm of the night. She shuddered and her whole body went limp, my cock still filling her mouth as she moaned and groaned.


I didn’t stop when she came down off her orgasm. I’d felt the obstruction at her entrance with the very tip of my tongue. I knew it was her hymen and that I was going to have to hurt her when it was time for us to have intercourse, but I didn’t want that tonight. Especially after what she’d confessed that she wanted, I wanted to take her. I wanted her to feel me pressing into her, making her mine in just the way that she’d always treasure. For tonight, I intended to make her cum again and again.


I adjusted where I was concentrating, following her inner lips to the place where they met. I wriggled my tongue around in circles as she’d done with her tongue around the head of my cock and was rewarded with a renewed response. She started grinding her hips hard, making it hard to keep my tongue where I wanted it so I pressed my head forward and closed my lips around the clit and its hood, sucking and wiggling my tongue under the folds of skin. I felt the delicate little bump of her clit and sucked more firmly as my tongue tickled it as gently as I could. Suddenly her hips bucked and my tongue was mashing her clit against her pubic bone and she screamed, her teeth closing on my cock uncomfortably as she came hard. She forced her jaw open and sat up, pressing herself harder on my tongue, still crying out in ecstasy as she rode from one orgasm to the next. I felt a splash against my face and realized that she’d squirted.


She pressed both her hands on my chest and used the leverage to ride my tongue as hard as she could, her hips slamming back and forth. Her ass jiggled as she ground her pussy all over my face. She came again and again and squirted again, her whole body convulsing as she drenched my face and the pillow below me. She screamed herself hoarse and then she had one more huge, shuddering, crashing orgasm. She slammed her pussy and ass down on my face and every muscle in her body clenched as she threw back her head, her hair flying like a banner above me. The sound that ripped from her throat barely sounded human, let alone remotely like her. She trembled and I felt more liquid. I latched my mouth to her pussy and drank it down tasting the sharpness of her urine. The last orgasm had made her lose all control of her bladder.


She collapsed, boneless and her head pounded into my groin hard enough for me to see stars and feel like I’d been electrocuted. I groaned in pain and with her collapsed on top of me, I couldn’t even curl up into a ball and whimper like I wanted to.


I heard a key in the bedroom door and a moment later, I heard my mother’s voice. I couldn’t see her. In fact the only thing I could see was the ceiling and Lana’s perfect pussy. It was still convulsing softly and I was tiredly fascinated with it.


“Are you two okay?” she asked concerned. I did the only thing I could. I raised the hand nearest the door and gave her a shaky thumbs-up.


“Well he hasn’t killed her, Patty. I can see her breathing,” she said dryly and I realized that she must be talking to Patty on the phone. I turned the thumbs up into a wave.


“He says hi,” she informed her and I went back the thumbs up symbol telling her she got it right. “No, she can’t say anything. She may need paramedics and a cigarette, not necessarily in that order.”


She’d clearly been on the phone with Patty for some time and had probably put it on speakerphone when Lana had had that last immense orgasm that had put her out like a light. I gave her pussy a slow, affectionate lick and then another, slowly cleaning up all the juices and the last of her urine from her thighs.


“No, I don’t think either of them can get up at this point. Well, she has him pinned down and I don’t think ... Unbelievable. He’s back at it. You want to talk to him? Maybe you can get him to do something else with his tongue. Okay, hang on.”


She put it on speakerphone and then used the handset to rap me sharply on the head. “Stop that! You’re gonna kill the poor girl. Here, take the phone and talk to Patty.”


I could tell she was fighting the urge to laugh, so I took the phone and set it on top of Lana’s ass. “Hi Mamma Patty,” I said tiredly, flexing my jaw. I hadn’t realized while I was caught up in the moment, but my jaw ached like the time I chewed a whole mouthful of gum for hours. “I’m afraid Roy Scheider was right. ‘we’re gonna need a bigger boat’,” I said, making a Jaws reference.


She laughed. “I heard the captain going down with the ship. She’s not gonna be sore tomorrow, is she?” she asked a little more seriously.


“No. We didn’t do that,” I assured her. “I’m gonna hurt like hell tomorrow. I think she dislocated my jaw, I know she bit the blue fin and she head-butted me somewhere MOST distressing when she face-planted. If any of us is going to have trouble walking, It’ll be me, but that’s okay. I wasn’t planning on going far. Good thing too. I’m currently buried.” I could hear laughter from both ends of the phone and then my mother was angrily shooing my sister out of the room telling her to mind her own business.


With some difficulty, I raised my head enough to see my mother’s face. “Lilly said she wanted a picture of the two of us to send to dad. If this wouldn’t make his head melt, nothing would.” I dropped my head back to the pillow and decided that it was probably destined to go into the trophy case beside the shirt I’d been wearing when I went over my handlebars. “You need me to wake Lana and send her home Patty?”


“God no! I don’t need to see her till she’s recovered, showered and awake,” she said. “I was kind of concerned that you two had done something with a nine-month countdown, but if you say you didn’t, then I’m not worried.”


“I wasn’t planning on taking that step till I’m up and walking again,” I confided to both mothers. “That’s probably six weeks or a little longer to shake off the last twinges in the leg. Does that sound like a more comfortable timetable to everyone?”


Patty answered right away. “Give it a couple of extra weeks. I’m gonna get her on the Pill and that takes about 60 days before it reliably kicks in. She’ll let you know the dates when we get it and God help her if she doesn’t give you the right date.”


All this time, Lana hadn’t stirred and I was tempted to bite her on the ass, but I decided the laugh wasn’t worth the payback.


“Fair enough. I’ll double check to make sure mission control has the same telemetry before we clear the tower. While I’ve got you on the phone, do you have time to help me with something tomorrow? Doesn’t matter what time and it shouldn’t take long. It’s just something I need you to help with.”


“Sure,” she said. “I think I know what you’re looking to get a hand with and it shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll give you a call in the morning.”


“Thanks Mamma,” I said gratefully, then hesitated. “Lana being here overnight isn’t gonna cause any friction, is it? I can seriously wake her and get her cleaned up and home if you prefer.”


“It’s fine. Dan was surprised I made her come home last night. I’ll let him know he’s not going to be a granddad next spring and he’ll be fine. Take care of my baby tonight and I’ll see you in the morning.”


“I will,” I said solemnly then added, “Thanks again. Night.”


I hung up the phone and then waved my arms theatrically. “Help!” I said in a small voice.


Mom laughed and helped me get out from under Lana. She looked at the mess of the sheets and shook her head. “You go clean up and I’ll work on changing the bed.” She lifted the pillow I’d been resting my head on and shook her head skeptically. I took my crutches and hobbled across the hall to the bathroom, not bothering with my robe since everyone in the house had seen the spectacle in my room. I looked at myself in the mirror and shook my head, turning on the shower instead. I washed much more quickly than I had this afternoon and it didn’t sting quite as bad. If my hair hadn’t been drenched, I would have washed at the sink, but I wouldn’t have traded it for the world.


When I was done, I wrapped a towel around myself and knocked on Lilly’s door. When she answered, she gave me a weird look. “What did you do to her?” she asked bluntly.


“I kissed her unconscious,” I answered simply. “Can you do me a favor and get me a large bowl from the kitchen. One of the plastic ones is fine.”


“Why?”


“For the same reason I took a shower and Mom is helping change the bed. Just leave it in the bathroom. Please?”


She nodded. “Okay, but you owe me a better explanation than that.”


I nodded in agreement, but told her it would have to wait. While she scampered off, I slipped back into my room and asked what I could do to help.


“Put down a tarp before you do that again. That’d help,” Mom said sarcastically, but smiled.


“Ha, ha!” I said dryly and looked at the bed. She had Lana covered with a blanket and off to one side. The sheet was already undone from the near side of the bed and I went to the bed to check on her. “Lana honey?” I said, putting my lips close to her ear.


She stirred a little and made a sound that sounded like a very sleepy meow.


“Here, kitty, kitty, kitty,” I said softly to her, getting a slightly louder purr, but still no consciousness. “I love you,” I said just a touch louder and this time her eyes fluttered open and she smiled at me sleepily. Another smile I’d never seen and it melted my heart all over again. I kissed her and told her to come with me.


She stretched and pulled back the covers, getting to her feet before she saw my mother and she squeaked with mortification, darting back under the covers. “Baby, she’s already seen. She put the blanket over you, but we need to get you cleaned up. Come with me.” I took her hand and squeezed it comfortingly and she got out of bed, turning crimson. I gave her my robe and she pulled it on gratefully.


I took her across the hall and filled the bowl with warm water, adding a dash of my sister’s body wash and then had her stand as I used a washcloth to lovingly wash her body, savoring the delicate intimacy of touching her all over. She watched me work, neither of us saying a word as I tenderly swabbed away all her juices before I led her into the shower and rinsed her off, holding her close as the spray soaked us both down.


“I’m so embarrassed,” she said finally, looking down.


I lifted her chin and kissed her. “Don’t be. No one here is mad and the only words of criticism have been said in jest. Everyone here loves you. I know I do.” I slipped my arms around her and held her while she got hold of herself. “My mom called your mom so they could listen in together. They’re happy we found each other. You saved me and I’m not just talking about getting me to the hospital. For nine years, I couldn’t say a word to you and then on the one day, when I couldn’t talk to anyone else in the world, you were there. What would I do without you? I hope I never have to answer that question.” Little did I know then.


She looked up at me, her blue eyes looking at me like she’d never seen me before and she hugged me tighter. “That’s the kind of thing Marlene doesn’t believe you say,” she said softly.


I smiled at her and shut off the water, leading her out of the shower and taking a towel to dry her off. I brushed her hands away when she protested that she could do that. “Not the point,” I told her. “I’m doing it to pamper you. Everything tonight is about you.” she nodded and let me continue silently, letting me pat every inch of her dry.


When I was done, she took a towel and started to dry me. “I want this,” she said firmly and dried off my shoulders and chest and back, walking around me slowly as she dried my arms and sides and moved lower, touching my thighs. She could see the red bite marks on my penis that were just fading and she looked at me horrified. I’d find a way to tell her gently about the headbutt to the balls that she’d given me, but not tonight. She finished drying me and then she tenderly kissed the place where she’d bitten me before wrapping the towel around me again. I wrapped my robe around her and we went back to my room.


Mom was just putting a pillowcase on a fresh pillow. I noticed there was a scented candle burning on my desk, filling the room with a pleasant apple cinnamon scent to replace the distinctive smell of girl cum. She smiled at us with only a hint of a smirk and before she left, she gave me a brief hug and a kiss on the cheek, then she did the same to Lana. “Sweetie, your mom said she’d see you in the morning,” she told her and blew out the candle before she left, closing the door behind her.


“I should get home,” she said, still obviously embarrassed and started picking up her clothes.


“No,” I said firmly. “Put those down and get into bed. Your mother knows where you are and that you’re safe and secure and loved. The only thing she’s worried about is that we don’t have intercourse until she can get you on the Pill and I promised her we wouldn’t. She’s taking us at our word and giving us the chance to be together like we both want. Take it and thank her in the morning.”


She nodded and dropped what she had in her hand, getting onto the bed and sliding over so I could get in. I slid in beside her and pulled her to me, cuddling her close even though the night was really too warm for comfort. We drifted off to the sound of wind rustling the leaves on the trees outside, cradled in each others’ arms.


Chapter 6


I woke the next day slowly. At first I was convinced it had all been a perfect dream, but then I felt Lana stir against me and a smile spread slowly across my face. I still kept my eyes closed, savoring this moment, waking up with my love in my arms. It was a perfect feeling in a perfect morning. I felt so rejuvenated that I wanted to be up and about. I flexed my ankle experimentally and it still hurt, so I wasn’t going to be running any races today, but the only thing I had in mind was the scavenger hunt with Patty and I had my treasure map already.


I opened my eyes and Lana was smiling at me. “Morning!” she whispered. She looked more dazzling every time I saw her. She leaned in and kissed me deeply before stretching and yawning.


I took the opportunity to gently cup her breast, feeling it beneath my fingers. I’d later find out that it was a very generous C-cup, but I had no way of guessing just yet. It was so soft I could barely believe it. I felt her nipple harden against my palm and I lowered my head, moving my hand so I could take it in my mouth, licking and nipping at it gently while she cooed softly before she pushed my head away.


“Didn’t you get enough last night?” She asked playfully.


I chuckled softly. “I think someone got enough last night,” I said playfully. “I’m actually a little sore this morning.” I moved my jaw experimentally and it felt stiff.


She giggled and stretched out in bed looking up at me with the brightest eyes I’ve ever seen. “Do I need to finish you off to start the day?” she asked coyly.


I was sorely tempted, but shook my head. “Like I said, I’m a little sore at the moment. When you passed out, you pitched forward and head-butted me pretty hard down there. I may need ice for more than the foot today.” I chuckled a little to let her know I wasn’t mad.


“I bit you too,” she said, obviously not happy with herself. “I’m sorry.”


“It’s okay,” I assured her. “I know it wasn’t on purpose and I may be wrong, but I think last night was the hardest and longest you’ve ever cum, am I right?”


She nodded. “I’ve ... you know, done it to myself, but never like that.” She plucked at the blanket and then bit her lip. “It was pretty messy to clean up, huh?” she asked, troubled.


“Nothing you have to worry about,” I said definitively. “Some girls squirt like guys cum.”


“So I didn’t, you know, um, pee on you?” she asked turning red, her wide blue eyes searching mine.


I kissed her lips and got up to hop to my desk. I pulled out the magazine I had stashed in there and hopped back to the bed and slid back in. I opened the magazine to the scene of the girl pissing on the driveway and looked at Lana. “If I keep this around for random entertainment, do you think I’d be bothered or turned on by you doing it to me?” I asked gently. “You squirted several times and then when you passed out, your bladder let go. Do you know what I did when you did that?”


She looked at me wide-eyed and slowly shook her head, probably afraid that I’d hate her for it.


I leaned in and put my lips to her ear. “I locked my lips on your pretty pussy and I swallowed, the same as you did when I came in your mouth.” I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her tight against me nipping at her earlobe.


She flung her arms around me and held me tight. “You don’t hate me?!” she asked panic and relief warring in her voice.


“Of course not!” I said forcefully. “I kissed you unconscious. We’re even now. We’re gonna have to have some sort of playoff game to see who wins this match. Of course I may get a pair of those swimmer’s goggles before we do,” I joked, making her burst into giggles that were at least half relief.


When they finally tapered off, she kissed me. “I was afraid you’d be grossed out about it.”


“Nah. I’ve got stuff like this floating around,” I said, patting the magazine, “and some of the wilderness survival stuff I’ve read says it’s okay to drink urine in survival situations. It’s sterile. It just has some waste minerals in it. It’s bad to drink it too often. You can develop kidney stones from the buildup of the minerals. Having said that, I was VERY grateful you didn’t lose bowel control at the same time. That would have definitely given me the nickname ‘shithead’ for the rest of my life.”


She broke out into fresh giggles at that and buried her face in the pillow to stifle the sound.


I stroked her bare back while she giggled her way through the awkward moment and when she calmed down again, I leaned down and kissed the nape of her neck. “We can seriously explore every kinky activity known to exist if you want. If we don’t like something, we can shrug it off and drop it from our activities without looking back. I’m game for just about anything, so long as it’s something we both think might be fun.”


She nodded and pulled the blankets back, pushing me onto my back. “Stay still. I just want to see if there’s any bruising,” she said and took my cock in her hand, looking it over close enough that her nose was brushing the skin. “It looks okay,” she said, looking up at me. “Is it tender?”


I shook my head and she nodded, giving it a little kiss before resting it against my stomach. She cupped my balls and I squirmed, and knew instantly that this was a different matter. “SO tender!” I said urgently and she pulled her hand away reflexively. I sighed with relief. “Could be bruising or it could be blue-balls. Either way, I’m gonna hurt something awful the next time I cum.”


She obviously felt terrible and I knew I had to say something comforting. “Don’t worry about it. If you’re up to it later, you can help me take care of the problem. I’ve gotta do some chores this morning and an errand that I need your mom for, but by noon, I’ll be back here waiting for my own personal nurse to come make sure I take my medicine.”


She grinned impishly. “Maybe I’ll ask mom to pick up a rectal thermometer so I can take your temperature, properly.”


“I think I’m about to be in over my head,” I said and slid to the edge of the bed. “Care to help me wrap the ankle?” I asked, changing the subject before she started exploring what else she could get out of the nurse role-play.


She jumped up and was kneeling in front of me in a flash. She took a fresh bandage from the bag mom had left by my bed and carefully wrapped the ankle. “It looks a little less swollen this morning,” she said brightly. “But this looks to be plenty swollen,” she patted the head of my dick which had reacted to the sight of her naked and kneeling before me. “Maybe we should wrap it too,” she suggested and then wrapped her lips around it and started sucking it hard, bobbing up and down.


As soon as her lips wrapped around the shaft, she had me. There was no way I was going to push her off, so instead, I remembered what she’d said about forcing her head down last night. I tapped her on the top of the head and she looked up at me questioningly. I gently placed a hand on each side of her head, holding her steady and I could see the delighted smile in her eyes. She nodded just a little bit and held steady while I took her head more firmly and pumped her up and down my cock. I pushed it up against her gag reflex and she heaved and coughed a couple of times before she quieted, breathing hard through her nose.


I waited until she’d just finished taking a deep breath in and then held her head steady, lifting my hips and thrusting into her throat. She choked on it, making obscene noises in her throat and I could feel her tongue slither out along the bottom of my cock to lick at my balls tantalizingly. I groaned softly, knowing I was close and I pulled back, out of her throat only to thrust back in. I fucked her face and throat with small thrusts of my hips, pulling her toward me with each thrust and pushing her back when I pulled back. I was flattening her nose against my stomach and I knew I couldn’t hold out. I pushed into her throat and blasted the first shot directly down to her stomach before pulling back, so I could cum on her deliciously talented tongue.


She started sucking hard and reached up with one hand to pump my cock as fast as her fingers could fly. I rolled my hips and moaned as quietly as I could, not wanting to wake anyone if they were still asleep.


Eventually, the spasms stopped coming and I relaxed back, the ache replacing the rapture. When she finally released me from her mouth with a pop, I groaned a different type of groan and rolled onto my side, waiting for the feeling to peak.


I still reached out for her and pulled her back onto the bed with me and kissed her deeply. She hadn’t swallowed this time and as our tongues dueled, we ended up splitting the mouthful of semen, each of us swallowing half.


When we broke the kiss, I asked her for help getting dressed. She knew from the other night where my shorts and underwear were and she pulled a t-shirt off a hanger in the closet, helping me get dressed in half the time it would have taken me to get it done. I pulled a sock onto my good foot while she wriggled into her shorts, not bothering with the panties. I told her to dump them in my hamper.


“I figure you’re going to spend enough time here that you should have your own drawer when I move into the new room. I might as well start learning how to do laundry for you now,” I pointed out.


“You really think our parents will go along with that?” she asked skeptically.


“Please! You’re mother’s done everything except splurge for a foam finger that says ‘Go Matt! Go!’ and my mom helped change the sheets last night and kissed us both goodnight. Patty swears that your dad was surprised that she made you come home the first night. No one’s objected so far.” I frowned and realized that wasn’t specifically true though. “I think we may have a problem though.”


She looked at me curiously and noticed my concern. “Oh? What problem?”


“Becky. She hasn’t been over to see me since Tuesday night. I have to make time to hang out with her. She might feel like you stole her best friend. I’m worried about her.”


“Let me talk to her this morning while you do your chores and errands and I’ll bring her by around lunch time,” she said confidently. “I’m not as close to her as you are to your sister, but I can talk to her about things and feel her out.”


I nodded and got my crutches under me. I gave her a kiss and then we went down to the kitchen, following the smells of breakfast.


For the second time this week, my mother had made a big breakfast. This time she seemed like she was determined to feed an army. I sat at the table and Lana went to help with getting everything ready and to the table, making things run smoother. Lilly joined us and a few minutes later, there was a knock at the front door and she bounced back up to get it, leading Patty back to the table.


“Morning,” she said to me with a smirk. “How was your night?” she asked coyly.


I took a sip of orange juice and fixed her with a crooked grin. “In the much anticipated rematch, I managed to kiss Lana unconscious, leaving us tied at one knock-out each. The next bout is for the title. We’re planning to sell it on pay-per-view. Would you prefer to attend or tune in live from the comfort of your living-room?”


“Nice,” she chuckled and took a cup of coffee from Lana who was zipping back and forth, trying to be as useful as she could, still feeling bad about last night. “I guess it depends on ticket prices,” she said dryly, taking a sip of coffee.


“Oh it’s not the tickets that they kill you with. It’s merchandising. Lana and I were discussing foam fingers that say ‘Go Matt! Go!’ just this morning. Those will retail for only $39.99.”


“Lana, honey,” she said sweetly, getting her attention over at the counter. “You’ve created a monster. Remember last week when he was shy?” They shared a laugh.


Breakfast turned out to be uneventful, everyone discussing their plans for the day. Lilly had friends that she had plans with, Mom was going to be spending the morning with the lawyer, Patty and I were going to be working on cleaning out the crap that Donald had been keeping for Miranda. Lana was going to hang out with Becky and talk to her about everything that had been going on. She was hoping to bring her back around lunch to hang around with me for the afternoon.


“You girls haven’t spent a lot of time together this summer,” Patty noticed. “What sparked that decision?”


“It was Matt’s idea,” she said simply. “He noticed that she hadn’t been around since his accident and he’s worried she might be feeling left out so I told him I’d talk to her and bring her by later. I’d planned on sitting on him to keep him from doing too much today since his ankle was a lot worse yesterday, but I’ll settle for him taking the afternoon and evening to keep his foot up since he said he had things that needed to get done today.”


Patty nodded and sipped at her coffee. “Glad you’re thinking about Becky. I think you might be right that she’s feeling left out.”


“Well I didn’t make a big deal about it Wednesday because she was at the hospital and I know we’ve had a game since then that I couldn’t go to, so not a huge deal, but I want to talk to her before things go too long.”


We made some small talk until people started drifting away one by one. Lilly took off on her bike and Mom went to get ready. That just left the three of us alone at the table. “So once Mom leaves for the lawyer’s office, me and Mamma are gonna tackle getting a few things cleaned up around here. I might ask her to run me into town, but I can’t imagine that we’ll be that long.”


“Since when do you call her ‘Mamma’?” Lana asked with an arched eyebrow.


“We talked about it yesterday, Sweetie,” Patty told her lightly. “Matt’s been in and out of our house for nine years. He’s family. We just never said it out loud. Why do you think that your father and I haven’t lost our minds over you getting so close so quickly? We know Matt. He’s been in love with you for more than half his life and he’ll never stop loving you. We know him well enough to know he’d never hurt you. Besides, the sex you’ve already had is the stuff of legend. I couldn’t deny you that kind of experience. It doesn’t come around often enough to make it a sure thing. So Matt’s as welcome next door as he is here.” She reached out and took one of my hands and took Lana’s with her other hand. “I told him we’ve always felt like he’s the son we never had.”


“That means I’ve been kissing my brother,” Lana pointed out with a laugh. “I’m told that’s frowned on.”


“Only in 42 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, American Samoa and IHOP,” I said dismissively. “I’m sure we can work around that.” We all laughed and then Lana left with a quick kiss for me and Patty and I got up from the table.


“So what’s the plan?” she asked curiously. “I assume you want to clean out the spider-hole?”


I nodded. “I could really use a sympathetic ear attached to a level head,” I said, thinking back to the distressing conversation I’d had with my father the night before. “The meeting I had with Donald last night was ... bad. Really bad.”


We went back up to my room to retrieve the gym bag and I told her about the whole thing. I grabbed the box of Zip-Lock bags from the kitchen on the way to the basement and once we were safely down there, I talked it out while we emptied the stash in the office. “Totally blew my mind,” I told her. “He’s been hiding this shit on her say-so for who knows how long. If someone had found this and asked the wrong questions, we were all fucked. He doesn’t live in the house any more. The hammer would have fallen on Mom and then Lilly and me were without two parents. For a guy who works with numbers, I would have thought that he could put two and two together. But the kicker is that he’s a hardcore sub. Like over the top sub.”


“Wait, ‘sub’?” she asked, not familiar with the term.


I nodded, understanding. “Submissive. He’s horny for the BDSM scene. She’s his owner. Not kidding. He gets his rocks on giving up control to her. But, being a piece of shit, she made him do something that would train-wreck all our lives. I’m not the kind of guy to judge. I’ve followed the links he had on his computer and when those relationships work, they’re like a machine, but when someone decides to victimize the other, it’s all kinds of therapy, plastic surgery and jail time.”


I just cut off suddenly, realizing I was babbling. “Sorry,” I said, trying to calm myself down. “It’s just a lot to take in and I can’t tell Mom about any of it because it’s all ammunition for the divorce. I can’t tell her about THIS because I can barely wrap my mind around it. Oh, he also told me there’s two other hiding spots. SURPRISE!”


We had been careful to use the Zip-Locks to handle the contents of the spider-hole so that we wouldn’t be physically touching them, a precaution that I thought was prudent, given that I was paranoid about what we were going to do next.


“Thanks for helping me out with this,” I said gratefully, “and thanks for listening to me rant like a madman.”


“I don’t have a problem with helping you,” she said dismissively. “I know you were as shocked as I was when we opened that plug. All you can do is try to clean up the mess now.”


I nodded. “I would have done this part by myself, but one of the spots he told me was somewhere I can’t get to on one leg, so I might need help with it. I doubt it’ll be hard to reach. Donald isn’t precisely athletic.” I looked at the stack on the desk and shook my head. “Let’s get it in the bag. A gym bag is a little more discreet than THAT.”


I was disgusted and it showed. “If the other stashes are like this, I almost want to turn her in myself. Well, I suppose we should go see the one behind the furnace.”


She smiled a little, letting me grouse about it for the moment. “You know there are plenty of people that lay asleep at night and fantasize about finding something like this,” she pointed out.


“Finding ten million dollars in embezzled funds hidden in your house isn’t as comforting as I’d imagined. I’d feel better if I knew that the embezzler was buried along the I-95 in a couple of dozen holes. Then I could imagine spending it. Right now, I need to get it out of the house and somewhere secure.”


“You COULD turn it in to the FBI,” she suggested and I stopped to think about it for a long minute.


“I don’t think it’d be that simple. My dad’s implicated since he stored the money here. He’d be looking at jail time and I’m pretty sure they use guys like him as currency in prison. Given enough time, I can try to trickle some of it into bonds or something legitimate and untraceable to whoever she stole it from.”


I led the way to the furnace room and carefully got down on my knees to reach into the cavity behind the furnace, my hand closing around a bag of some kind. I pulled it out and swore. It was at least three times as big as the other stash, maybe larger. We looked inside and I shrugged. “Okay, so new plan: the seven of us move somewhere that doesn’t ever get snow, take new names and live like kings. Good plan? I thought it was a good plan. Maybe lacking some of the details, but we can hire a detail guy.”


We hauled the money back to the office and counted out the bricks. “This chick is fucking crazy,” I declared. “Unless she stole this from 50 different companies, there’s already people looking for her,” then I shrugged. “Well, last one is in the garage. I may have a complete meltdown if it’s the big bag.”


We closed the office door behind us and walked out to the garage. I’d brought the flashlight and shone it up into the rafters. “He said it was up there in three bags.” I crossed over to the tool bench and boosted myself up to sit on it. I saw the stern look on her face and gave her a nod. “I’m just shining the light. I imagine it’s in one of the corners.”


In several places there were boards crossing the rafters to form make-shift platforms that we’d used for storage over the years. Some years, the patio furniture would go up there or something that we couldn’t find room for in the house. I was high enough standing up that I could see the tops of them and shone the light around slowly, looking for gym bags or briefcases or something relatively small. He’d said it was bags. It was on my third pass that I saw them. It was three hard-sided suit-cases. “I hate being right,” I said softly and pointed it out. “It’s in the far corner. It’s three pieces of luggage.” I got down to my knees carefully and then sat down on the bench, using one of my crutches to pull over the milk crate I’d sat on what seemed like a lifetime ago, even though it had been less than three days ago. I used the milk crate to hop down and joined her beside where the cases were. I pointed out the ladder and told her I’d try to help her ease them down, but it probably required two able-bodied people to get them down.


“He must have used a piece of rope to get them up into the rafters,” I said, confused. “Unless they’re half empty.”


Patty climbed the ladder and hefted the first case. “Oof! Not half empty,” she assured me. “Then he had to have help getting them up there unless he emptied them, put the cases up there and then put the money back in them. Stand back. These cases are made to stand up to what baggage handlers do to them. They may crack open, but I’m just gonna drag them over the edge.”


“Okay. Just be careful. I don’t want you to get hurt,” I said, taking a few steps back.


She heaved and the first case swung down heavily from the rafters, dropping the the concrete with an ear-splitting racket. Fortunately the case didn’t break in the fall. A moment later, the second one came down on top of it, sliding off to one side before it was joined by the third.


We stood over them, looking at each other and the cases themselves and shook our heads in disbelief. “That bitch is flat-out crazy,” I reasserted. “Unless these are filled with nickles, there’s so much money in here that someone’s going to murder to get it back.”


She nodded mutely and crouched down to undo the clasps on the top case. “Ready?” she asked reluctantly.


“No,” I admitted. “Are you?”


“Probably not. Let’s get it over with.”


She lifted the lid and we both stared. It was more money than either of us had seen in one place. I had no idea how much, but at a guess, there was close to $100 million between the three hiding spots.


“Close the lid,” I whispered. “Please?” I was overwhelmed. I understood how much trouble we were in. I knew that whoever came to collect they would have a gun and would kill us all to get it back and cover their tracks. “What do I do?” I asked her, lost. “When it was just the size of a couple of backpacks, it could have gone in a safe-deposit box or something. It could have been hidden anywhere. This is...” I trailed off and leaned hard on my crutches. My vision was swimming slowly and my head was pounding. I could feel my heart beating in my chest like I could feel the barrel of that gun on the back of my neck.


“I still think you could turn this in to the FBI and walk away free,” she said gently. “It’ll be bad for your dad, but if he was only holding it, he should be able to testify against her for immunity.”


I laughed mirthlessly. “She could order him to take the fall and he would. I could see it in his eyes. The submission thing for him isn’t a game. It’s a need. When I was giving him orders when we were talking, there was nothing left of my father in there. He has none of the parental authority in him. I don’t doubt that he still loves me and Lilly and probably Mom in his own way, but he’s not my parent any more. He’s not even an equal. He’s just an empty slate, waiting for someone to write instructions on. It was scary to look at.”


I told her about the flash-drive and figured that it might be the paper trail to where the money came from. “I’m good with numbers, but there’s a lot of information there and it probably took her years to assemble all of it so it might take some time to make sense of it. One of the few useful things Donald taught me,” I laughed at the irony. “I could probably work as an accountant right now if the clients weren’t concerned about age or certifications.”


She looked at the cases again and sighed. “Let’s get these into the house and locked in the office for now and we can get you set up in bed or on the couch. You’re looking a little pale.” She suited her words and closed the clasps on the case again, extending the handle and rolling it over to the door. She took three trips, owing to the weight in each case.


I was relatively useless in getting the cases down the stairs, but I unlocked the office. “I think we need a new lock for this door,” I said, no longer feeling happy with the fact that the key to this door was in hands that couldn’t be trusted.


“What did you have in mind?” she asked looking at the knob.


“I’d prefer to just cash-dump it in the nearest bank, but I know that raises red flags with every law enforcement agency known to exist.”


She smiled understandingly. “You want to keep it,” she said, amused.


We closed the office up, which was the best we could do for now and I shrugged. “It’s certainly an enticing prospect. Mom wouldn’t have to go back to work, Lilly, Lana, Becky and I could all go to college. We could pay off the houses or move somewhere that Miranda can’t find us. I need time to think and go through the flash-drive. That’s where the answer lies. I’m sure of it. If I can find out where the money came from, I can put the whole thing back on her and walk away with at least part of the stack. Some companies have rewards for things like this.”


She nodded. “Well, I’m afraid Daniel or I won’t be much help in sorting it out. I went to culinary school, so I can keep you well fed while you work. Daniel works in front office for the Bruins, so he sees his share of paperwork, but he’s in marketing, not accounting.”


He nodded. “All I really need is a laptop and time,” I assured her. “Mine is in need of replacing, but if I can work out this last puzzle, I can get one. And the ankle is going to give me plenty of time to work with this particular puzzle.”


“Well, since I don’t need to go shopping for a safe deposit box, should we go next door and see how the girls are doing or give them a chance to talk and come over here when they’re ready?” I asked, at something of a loss.


“Why don’t we get you settled here and you can start working on your laptop to see what you can find before lunch,” she suggested. “Go get comfortable in bed and I’ll bring up an ice-pack for your ankle.”


I nodded and headed upstairs slowly, being careful not to overbalance. I really was getting the hang of the crutches. By the time I got used to them completely, they’d go in the garage or to Goodwill or something.


I set my laptop on the far side of the bed and ran the charger around to it. The battery was nearly worn out and it was tethered permanently to the charger. Donald had gone back and forth on getting me a new one and had said he’d consider it again when it was time to go back to school. So I was relegated to using it wherever I could plug in. I rarely took it with me anywhere. The school had frowned on them and it was a little heavy for casual carrying.


I got myself settled more or less in the center of the bed and turned it on, reaching down to adjust the pillow under my ankle. A few minutes later, Patty came in and settled the ice-pack on my ankle. She pulled over my desk chair and watched while I loaded the flash-drive and started scrolling through the list of folders and I narrated softly as I went. The file explorer told me there were 217 folders. I explained that if each of those represented a different company, then things were a lot less stressful since the companies would be looking for small amounts.


I picked one of the folders at random and opened it, looking over the documents. I had all the software to run the files on my computer, but the problem was there was a lot of documents that purported to be the same document just with an extra extension on them. “It looks like there’s at least two different versions of the same documents. In some cases there’s three or four.” I pointed them out. “If I had to guess, Miranda’s been cooking the books and making payouts for extra expenditures that weren’t in the originals. Kind of like the digital era version of having two sets of books for a business. One you use for tax purposes and another for revenue streams you don’t want the government to know about. That’s how they got Capone. They caught up with his bookkeeper and made him give it up.”


Patty nodded and watched me comb through some of the documents, switching back and forth. She sat quietly and after a while I fell silent too, engrossed in the work, combing the documents for differences between them. I opened a notepad file and copied the details of every difference in the files for the same time period.


The pattern jumped out almost immediately. “Red Lake Imports,” I muttered, tapping the screen again. “Stupid. They’re using the same company to funnel the money through. It’s clearly a multi-million dollar company. What do you want to bet that it doesn’t have a tax number or employees?”


She snorted a laugh. “Well it has ONE employee and she works hard for them.”


I opened a browser and searched the Massachusetts registry of businesses. For a wonder, Red Lake was listed. I clicked on the entry and it listed a private corporation. There was a website so I followed it and it was professionally done, but cheap. There was no depth to the links, the backgrounds were just blank color palettes and there was little information. I checked the information page and was surprised at what I found. Miranda Oxford was listed, but not as the CEO that I’d expected. That spot was reserved for Donald Russell. I could tell that the photos were done at an office, but it wasn’t one I’d seen and I’d been to my father’s office so I looked for a physical address and found a listing in Boston. The building was a combination of office space and apartments. I suddenly knew that Miranda lived in that building.


“Either my father’s a bigger dupe than I thought or I smell a rat,” I said, feeling particularly dirty about the whole situation.


She nodded. “Certainly seems that way,” she said softly. “Sorry this didn’t clear up more for you.”


I blinked and looked at the file explorer. I opened it up and went back to the first folder, reading the headings at the top. Then I opened the next folder and did the same, looking at the headings on each document. “My dad works for a shipping company,” I said slowly. “He shouldn’t have access to these. They’re for the companies’ internal accounting department. No one at his work should see these. They sure as hell wouldn’t have access to make changes to them. Not for over 200 businesses. That doesn’t make sense.” I tapped my finger nervously on one of the keys without pressing hard enough type anything. “Unless his shipping company isn’t a shipping company,” I said sourly and went back to the documents scanning the business names and doing some quick searches. “This part is gonna take me a while, but I think I’m on to something.”


She nodded and checked her watch before plucking the ice-pack off my foot. “Just yell if you need anything. I’m gonna poke around the kitchen and see what I can find to make for lunch.”


I spent the next two hours chasing down the details on every business in the documents. Confirming that they were all local, all privately owned, all with Irish owners and all unusually successful. I also noticed a number of payments in the records labeled ‘Petty Cash Replenishment’ for $4000. In one case, the entry showed up 87 times in a 30 day period.


I shook my head. My father knew better. That kind of ham-fisted accounting was a red-flag to a 14 year old. It would be like Christmas to an investigator. I copied the contents of the drive to my laptop and then as an added precaution, I emailed a copy to myself through my g-mail account so that it was stored online if my laptop should bite it and the flash-drive fall out of my possession. I finally closed my laptop and pulled the flash-drive out of the port.


I sat, lost in thought. My father was no longer just a dupe in this. He worked for the mafia. He was also dumb enough to try to skim, whether it had been his idea or not. Best case scenario for him now was to turn on his employers and Miranda and hope for some extremely protective custody in a white-collar prison. Worst case was that the mafia found out first and slowly reduced him to spare parts. I was still turning it over in my head when I heard the doorbell. I heard Patty answer and a few moments later Lana and Becky found their way into my room. I moved my laptop to the night table and smiled.


Where Lana was taller than me by a fair bit, Beck was much closer to my height, compact, muscular and lean. They had some similarity in their faces, but even there, Beck and Lana had slightly different coloring and there was enough difference between them so they’d never be mistaken for twins.


“Hi girls!” I said brightly, glad for the distraction.


They came in and Lana circled around to the other side of the bed to sit with me while Becky dropped into the desk chair and moved closer. “Hey Matt,” she said quietly.


“Hey Becky,” I said. “How did the talk go this morning?” I asked, including both of them.


Becky shrugged. “Okay, I guess,” she said, still very subdued, looking down while she talked.


Lana touched my arm and the look on her face said that the talk wasn’t as smooth as I was being told.


I nodded slightly and then turned back to Becky. “I’ve been kind of worried about you,” I said truthfully.


She nodded, still not looking up. “That’s what Lana said. She said you missed me.”


“She’s right. The last time I saw you was at the hospital and everything was normal. Now you seem really upset and trying not to let on,” I said gently.


She shrugged, neither confirming nor denying it but didn’t say anything more.


“Are you mad at me?” I asked finally.


She looked up then, but then looked away again, shaking her head.


“You’re disappointed that Lana and I got together, aren’t you?” I said.


She shrugged again, rocking back and forth in the chair slightly, still not looking at either of us.


“I’m sorry that hurt you,” I said truthfully. There was nothing I could do about how I felt about Lana, but I felt that I was losing my best friend in the bargain. “I didn’t know you felt that way.”


Her head snapped up and she looked defiant. “Felt WHAT way?” she snapped.


“That you didn’t want me to be with Lana. You’ve known how I felt for a long time. I figured all the times you teased me was because you were cool with it.” I knew that wasn’t the whole truth to the answer, but for now, it was the safest part. “You’ve been my best friend forever. I thought you were kind of in my corner when it came to this. I didn’t think it would bother you.”


She looked embarrassed, but less angry. “Who said I was bothered?”


“I do. You’re my best friend. I can tell when something’s bothering you. You haven’t been over to check on me since I got hurt or even to tell me how the game went without me. That’s not like us.”


She shrugged again. “You’re busy with Lana now,” she said, clearly using it as an excuse.


“I’m never too busy for you, Becky. You know that,” I scolded her gently, then looked at Lana. “Can we have a minute?” I asked her.


She nodded and slipped off the bed, closing the door as she left the room to let us talk.


“How long have you wanted it to be you and me to end up together?” I asked directly and she reacted like she’d been slapped. She looked at me wide-eyed and didn’t say anything. “I never knew,” I assured her, “until right now. I never thought there was anything more to the way you teased me about Lana, but you were hoping that I’d start looking at you that way, weren’t you?”


She slowly nodded, her lip trembling and I suddenly felt very stupid. I reached out and took her hand, pulling her and the chair closer. I pulled her out of the chair and onto the bed, hugging her tight as she started to cry. “I’m so sorry,” I told her.


“You didn’t do anything wrong,” she sobbed against my chest. “I was stupid!”


“You’re not stupid!” I said, a little more harshly than I intended making her flinch. “You’re sad and wish things could be different.” I didn’t tell her that things might have been different if she’d told me sooner, but that was a truth that served no purpose. I held her and lent her as much strength as I could and let her cry her eyes out while I soothed her as best I could.


When she started to calm down, I hugged her even tighter, not wanting her to pull away while we still had things to talk about. “I love you very much Becky,” I said gently and she looked up at me, surprised. “I’ve never thought of you and me being together, but I’ve always loved you. We’ve been friends forever. I spend so much time at your house that your parents think of me as their own son.”


“Yeah, but now you’re gonna spend all your time with Lana!” she said, on the verge of breaking down again.


“No, I’m not,” I told her firmly. “I love you and Lana both, just not in the same ways. She’s been here a lot the last few days because she wanted to be here. If you want to be here, then be here. I’m not going to stop being your best friend just because Lana’s my girlfriend. I’ll want to spend a lot of time with her because we’re getting to know each other, but I’ll also want my best friend too. You know where Lana went during the day yesterday?”


She shook her head. And looked up at me. “I thought she’d be here.”


“Nope. She went to talk to her best friend and tell her about me. I know it’s not the same. You already know Lana, but in a way, it is the same. She needed to talk to her best friend and just celebrate about finding someone she really likes. I’ve missed having my best friend.”


She put her head down, pressing it into my chest while she thought it through. “I still wish I hadn’t been stupid and had kissed you first,” she said glumly.


I nodded and stroked her hair, drawing a contented sigh from her. “That’s fair,” I told her. “Although you were not stupid. Honestly, there’s no one that could have predicted what happened on Wednesday. It was perfectly reasonable to think that I would have kept treating her the same until she got a boyfriend or went off to college. It’s kind of funny actually. The last thing my sister teased me about on Tuesday night was to ask me if Lana got a new boyfriend.”


That got a surprised laugh out of her and she wrapped her arms around me, hugging me tight. “So Mom and Dad really let her stay here last night?” she asked shyly.


I nodded. “And they weren’t mad at all. I’ve started calling your mom Mamma and she came over this morning to help me with a few things. She also teases us a lot about what we’re doing. So did you tell Lana all about how you felt?” She nodded. “Was there anything else you discussed that you and I should talk about?”


She hesitated and then nodded and looked up at me. “But you have to ask her.”


“Okay. Are we okay now? Or at least in better shape?”


She nodded and screwed up her face. “I always knew that you were in love with her. I just never thought it would happen and that you and I might start dating. It’ll be okay. It’s just a lot to get used to.”


I chuckled and nodded. “You’ll have to find something new to tease me about. I don’t exactly stare at her any more.”


“I’ll probably just make fun of you for the stuff you do, like Mom does.”


I laughed. “That works on Lana more than me and I think it’s only because it’s her mom. She doesn’t get flustered as much by Lilly.”


I gave her one last squeeze and then let go. She sighed slightly, but went back to the door and opened it, calling for Lana.


“You guys okay?” she asked, pausing at the door. Becky had already moved back to he chair and was idly spinning around.


“We’re doing okay for now. We’re all still adjusting. I know the feeling. This week I’ve had most of my relationships with people change one way or another.” I patted the bed beside me and she joined me, putting an arm around my neck as I slipped one around her waist. When she was settled, I decided to bring up what Becky had said. “Becky told me most of what you guys talked about this morning, but told me there was something I had to ask you to tell me.”


Becky stopped in the chair and looked at us both. She looked embarrassed, but she gave Lana a look and nodded a little.


Lana kept her eyes on her sister for a few more minutes before shifting her gaze to me. “Well, we talked a lot about what happened. I hope you don’t mind me telling her. I know she’s your best friend, so you probably wanted to,” she gave me a sheepish smile and went on. “In any case, she wanted to know about what we’d done together and I told her about that too.”


I nodded understandingly. It didn’t surprise me that she’d shared.


“Well then she asked ... she wanted to know if she could be your girlfriend too.”


Chapter 7


I blinked. I looked at Becky who was red-faced and looking at the floor. Then I looked to Lana and what I saw there blew my mind. She gave me the tiniest nod she could and mouthed ‘yes’ to me. I was hesitant, but something in her eyes swayed me. She wanted this for some reason that she couldn’t tell me with a look.


I smiled at her and I saw that look intensify. She was delighted. I’d have to find out why later. I turned to Becky and she was still not looking at me. I held my hand out to her and she took it without a word spoken between us. I drew her to me and freed my other arm from around Lana for a moment to put both of mine around her. I drew her into my arms and kissed her.


She whimpered into my mouth as I kissed her deeply, my tongue playing with hers. She was panting by the time we broke the kiss and shifted to let her sit beside me and put my other arm around Lana, drawing both my girls close.


They sighed contentedly and suddenly I had two heads resting on my chest. They reached out and clasped hands, lacing their fingers together and resting them on my stomach.


‘From whom much is given, much is expected, ‘ I thought to myself, stroking two beautiful backs and just drifting. I wasn’t really tired, but last night’s romp had taken a lot out of Lana and I could feel her breathing slow as she drifted off into a contented nap. It surprised me when Becky did too. I suspected that this issue had disturbed her sleep for the past two nights and just lay quietly, alternately planning what to do with the thumb-drive and what the new dimension to my relationship with Becky meant.


A little while later, Patty came down the hall to go to the bathroom and glanced in my room. She’d already turned the other way when her brain made sense of what her eyes were telling her and she whipped her head around, staring in surprise.


I gave her a look that said I knew, but there was nothing I could do about it.


She disappeared into the bathroom, shaking her head and a few minutes later appeared back in the hallway, still shaking her head. She glanced in the room again, shook her head and threw up her arms, before returning downstairs.


The whole exchange had been silent and I smiled, knowing that if she’d been angry, she’d have come in to put a stop to it.


I heard the front door open a little while later and the mothers talked quietly before I heard someone on the stairs. My mother looked in my door, clearly having been warned about what was going on in there from the lack of shock on her face.


I gave her the same look I’d given Patty and she gave me a look that said I was skating on thin ice before continuing down the hall to her room.


While she was in there, Patty came to the door and looked at me. “Matt, lunch is ready. Wake the girls and come down.”


I nodded and waited until she was gone to give the girls a squeeze. They stirred and woke up slowly. “How long were we out for?” Lana asked.


“An hour or two,” I said lightly. “Lunch is ready and I think we have a press conference with the mothers. They’re both curious at the three of us piled in bed together.”


“Oh,” Lana said, looking apprehensive.


“Are we in trouble?” Becky asked looking back and forth between the two of us.


“No,” I said. “We didn’t do anything wrong. They’re curious and it’s up to us to make them understand, but if we were in trouble, one or both of them would have brought the roof down.”


We got up and went downstairs to the kitchen. Patty had places set for us with her and my mother at opposite ends of the table. We were joined a moment later by my mother who had changed from the outfit she’d worn to the meeting.


We ate in silence for a few moments, our mothers watching us closely before Patty broke the silence.


“So Matt,” she said conversationally, “how is it that you came to be in bed with both of my daughters this morning?” There was a tone in her voice that spoke of the danger of a wrong answer.


I set down my soup spoon and was about to answer when Becky jumped in instead. “It’s not his fault!” she blurted out. “I did it. I...” she trailed off, words failing her and I reached across the table, touching her hand to get her attention and smiling at her.


“It’s okay,” I told her. “I’ll tell it if that’s okay.” When she nodded, I started talking to the parents, looking back and forth as I did. “Lana and I were both worried about Becky. We’ve been spending a lot of time together and I hadn’t seen Becky since the hospital. So this morning, while Mamma stayed with me, she went home to talk to her sister to find out what was wrong. They talked about what had been going on and how she and I had gotten together and then they came over to talk to me. I realized that Becky had felt the same way about me that I’d felt about Lana.” I paused to take a drink and continued.


“I told her that I loved her very much, but that I’d never thought of her that way before. I made sure she knew that Lana wasn’t going to take her place and that I’d still always have time for her. Then I asked if there was anything else they’d talked about that I should know. She nodded, but told me that Lana had to be the one to tell me. When they were talking, Becky had asked if she could be my girlfriend too. Lana told me in no uncertain terms that I was to say yes.”


She smiled across the table at me and looked at her mother directly. “Beck’s had the same crush on Matt that he’s had on me for all these years. She just thought that when I got a boyfriend, she’d end up with him. What else could I say? She has a point. I’m going to college in two years and Matt and I will be apart for months at a time.”


“You don’t think he might be able to wait for you for those months?” her mother said gently.


Lana shook her head. “It’s not that. He waited for me for nine years. He’ll wait,” she said certainly. “But I won’t be able to drop everything and come home for dances. I won’t be able to go to movies with him on Saturday night. I won’t be able to do any of the things that we want to do while I’m at college. Beck can, she wants to, she’d never hurt him and she wouldn’t try to take him away. If Beck finds a boy she wants to date more, then that’s cool too, but right now this is what she wants and I’m okay with it. If I wasn’t cool with it, I would have put my foot down and told her no before we came to talk to Matt.”


“I was hesitant at first about it too. I don’t want to hurt either one of them. Lana’s the love of my life. Becky’s my best friend in the world. They’re sisters. They love each other, they love me, I love them. BOTH of them.” I looked at both mothers and they both looked across the table at each other, communicating silently in that way that mothers seem to be able to do.


“Oh girls, why did you have to grow up?” Patty asked sounding tired. “You, young man, are on probation. Put one toe out of line and you won’t see either girl. Understood?”


“Yes Mamma,” I said as meekly as I could and she gave me a little smile. “It was the only decision we could have made. Otherwise someone gets hurt.”


“It may only put the hurt off till later,” she pointed out.


“It might, but given time, it has just as much chance of resolving itself amicably,” I pointed out. “If it becomes our long-term normal, then you know both of your girls are cared for and loved and where they’re happy.”


She sighed and nodded. “Not the happiest revelation of the week, but I suspected Becky had a crush from the way she teased you.” She looked up at my mother and asked, “How did we end up with a son that can talk his way out of everything?”


My mother laughed. “I don’t know. I left him in front of the TV one day and this is what I came back to. I assumed you and Daniel did it.”


After that, lunch was decidedly more relaxed. I sensed that we hadn’t heard the last of our new arrangement, but for now, we’d explained ourselves well enough to escape criticism.


The three of us spent the rest of the day together talking and catching up. Becky had a thousand questions about what we’d done and listened with wide eyes at some of the things we told her. Patty called them to go home for supper and we got together again in the evening to watch a movie downstairs. Patty had told the girls that no one was staying over tonight until the three of us sat down with all three parents to talk about ground rules and to let Daniel voice his opinion. We agreed to have a big family dinner on Sunday.


Saturday followed the same pattern of the girls keeping me laying in bed or on the couch and I felt like I was starting to recover. At least the concussion seemed to be fading the the background.


Sunday dawned and for once, the sunlight streaming into my room didn’t bother my eyes. I’d been trying to ignore it the last few days, but it was encouraging, an indication that I was starting to recover. I showered without screaming, dried off and dressed before re-wrapping my foot in a fresh bandage and heading downstairs. I could flex my ankle a little more and I thought the color in it was a little better, but I promised myself it would be days before I tried to do more than move it experimentally.


Lilly was ordered to be back at the house by four to help with dinner and I was informed that the most help I could offer was to go to my room and rest, not crash anything and generally stay out of trouble. I finished my breakfast and watched while Lilly scampered off before glumly taking my crutches and going back upstairs. I didn’t expect to see Becky or Lana before dinner. They went to church on Sundays and they wouldn’t be home from the post-church social ‘til after three.


To pass the time, I plucked a book off my bookshelf and opened it. It was one I’d read before, so I didn’t really take my time, reading at what I decided was a comfortable pace for it, expecting Mom to call me for lunch.


Time seemed to draw out and I turned the pages, zipping through the book at a pace that I hadn’t anticipated. I looked at the book when I was done and frowned. I shouldn’t have been able to get through the whole book in a day, but it was a book I was familiar with and I could recall reading all the elements of the story. I shook my head and got up to put it back and tried something I was less familiar with. I’d picked up a thick book on programming languages. I hadn’t cracked it yet so I wanted to see how much of it I could get through in the two hours before lunch.


I sat back down on my bed, propped up my foot and started to read, picking up the rudiments of C++ as I pored over the material. It was hard going and it felt like I was taking forever to wrap my head around the information on each page.


I was startled out of my study by a hand on my shoulder. “Matt Honey?” My mother was looking at me with concern. “Are you okay?”


I blinked up at her and nodded, not understanding what was wrong. “Were you trying to call me for lunch?” I asked.


She nodded and glanced at the book. “What were you reading that was so interesting?” she asked.


“I was just...” I trailed off as I looked down at the book in my lap. It was open in the middle of the book. I was at a loss. I couldn’t remember skipping any pages, but I was in the middle of a thousand page book. I glanced at the clock and confirmed that just over two hours had passed. “I think I’ve been speed-reading,” I said slowly. “This is the second book I started reading since you sent me up after breakfast.”


She arched an eyebrow. “How much of it did you retain though?” she asked.


“Um, all of it. I didn’t even feel like I was going that fast. That’s a little scary, but I’ll take it. It should make my school reading a lot easier,” I carefully marked my place although I was certain it would only take a moment to find my place again.


I got up and followed her to the kitchen where the two of us sat and had a pleasant lunch together. “How are you doing, Mom?” I asked, concerned.


“Me? You’re the one that’s recovering from a concussion and a sprained ankle,” she pointed out.


“I know, but with the divorce and Lana and now Becky and Patty telling me to call her Mom, there’s been a lot of changes and it’s easy to feel like everything’s drifting away. I wanted to make sure you were doing okay. I still have time to worry about you.”


She smiled a little and nodded. “You don’t need to worry about me,” she said graciously. “I’m getting by okay.”


“I do worry though. I’m only 14, I know, but I’ve aged a few years this week. I’ve learned a bit about looking past what’s going on with me to worry about how the people who are important to me are doing.”


She smiled and leaned over to kiss my cheek. “Well, we’ll worry about each other then,” she promised. “I want to make an appointment with Dr. McInnis this week rather than putting it off. The speed-reading is a little troubling. It could be just a thing you’ve picked up, but it could be a symptom of something else going on. I want him to take a complete look at you.”


I nodded reluctantly. I hated going to the doctor’s office. It was always overbooked so an appointment for 1:00 was lucky to start before 3:30, but she was right and I suddenly had a lot more to live for than I had a week ago. “Wednesday or Thursday are best,” I told her. “At that point it’ll have been a week since the crash. He’ll be able to better gauge how my progress is going. Fair enough?”


She nodded and we finished lunch and I asked what she had planned for dinner tonight with the Powers family.


“I figured we’d barbecue,” she said lightly. “I’ve got some nice potatoes, salad and steaks. Probably more steak than salad for you and Daniel,” she smiled gently. “Now go back upstairs and read some more. I’ll send the girls up when they show up.”


I nodded and climbed the stairs awkwardly, returning to bed and finishing the programming book before plucking another novel from the bookcase and burning through it like it was a comic book.


I went back to the programming book and got my laptop, spending time doing the exercises in the book and taking the practice tests. Everything I tried turned out perfectly like I was copying it directly from the book, but I wasn’t. I read each project, typed it out, ran the program and matched the output to the book. I could program in C++. I decided that first thing tomorrow I was going to get some more text books. Maybe I could get my books for the school year early.


I started looking online for likely subjects that might be helpful. I had Donald’s accounting books downstairs, but they were several years out of date and I didn’t have the update sheets that he had at his office. I spent the rest of the afternoon trying to get a solid handle on what I wanted to do for a career after school, hoping to get a head-start in case the speed-reading didn’t last.


I could easily go into English literature, but that seemed like coasting already with the amount I’d read. I looked seriously at psychology given my recent contact with mental problems, both in my own head and all around me. I considered something in computer sciences and getting into game design, but that could easily turn into a thankless, penniless job.


‘Then again, ‘ I thought ruefully. ‘It’s not like money’s an issue at the moment.’


I chuckled and realized that I could start a company to do anything I set my mind to and if I was able to consume and retain information this fast, then I could set my mind to pretty much anything. I reread three more books that afternoon before the girls burst in just as I was putting aside the third one, a book on coping in survival situations.


“Hi Matt!” they gushed, coming over and demanding identical kisses before sliding onto the bed on either side of me.


“What did you do today?” Becky asked me brightly.


“I found out I can speed-read,” I told them. “Mom’s worried it might be a symptom of more damage from the concussion, but I honestly feel better today than I have since the crash.”


“Speed-read? Really?” Lana asked, skeptically.


I nodded. “See that programming book on the desk?” I pointed to it and waited for them to nod. “I read it. ALL of it and remembered it enough to read something else and then come back and do the exercises in it from memory. It’s freaky. I’ve been sitting here trying to figure out what I should start reading. I could pick up pretty much any subject in a day. It’s kind of overwhelming trying to decide where to start.”


Becky shrugged. “You could learn all the stats for all the players in baseball and try to predict the World Series,” she suggested. “If it works out, you could do it all year for basketball, football and hockey and win pools all the time.”


I smirked. “That’s a good idea, but I also want to pick up something more immediately useful, like home repair or computer sciences or maybe photography.”


“Ooo! Photography would be interesting. You could take our pictures,” Lana giggled, probably thinking of the kinds of pictures we couldn’t ask anyone else to take.


“I’ll put it on the list then,” I promised. “I also thought about starting to read my way through the legal library downtown and some of the hard sciences. I think Becky’s idea along with computer science could create a computer model that could fairly accurately predict the whole season for a sport. That would be an interesting project for my spare time.”


Lana looked at me like I was stupid for a moment. “You’ve got two girlfriends. You don’t HAVE any spare time, Matt. She gets half and I get the rest.” She giggled and the two of us joined in a moment later.


“Let’s go downstairs and talk to the folks before dinner,” I suggested and they both slipped off the bed, waiting for me to follow on my crutches.


When we got downstairs, Lilly was just coming in the door. “Hey, Blue,” I greeted her with a slightly nervous grin.


“Hey,” she responded. “How goes incarceration?”


I grimaced. “Don’t remind me,” I said sourly. “Being stuck around the house sucks. At least the company is making this summer memorable.”


She laughed and the four of us went out into the backyard to greet the parents. “Hi,” I said as we all piled out of the kitchen. Patty had taken over the barbecue and Mom and Daniel were sitting at the patio table chatting. They looked up and I tried not to feel like I was marching to the gallows.


Lana pulled out a chair and looked at me meaningfully. “Yes Ma’am,” I said, sitting down in it, at an angle so that I could stretch out my leg. “Lilly, would you go get a milk crate out of the garage for me to keep my foot up?”


She nodded and slipped off to get me a crate to put under my foot. We had six chairs in the patio set, so we were a chair short until Lana dropped into my lap delicately.


Daniel greeted me warmly considering that I’d started dating both his daughters since I’d seen him last. “How are you feeling since the accident?” he asked.


“Well, the concussion feels a little better today, but Mom’s a little concerned. I’ve started reading at a faster clip than I ever could before and she thinks it might be related to that,” I told him.


“Well, being able to read a little faster isn’t necessarily bad,” he said lightly.


“I read three novels, a course on programming C++ and two wilderness survival books today,” I countered. “I’m not gonna argue when she tells me to go see the doctor. My ankle is another matter. I haven’t discovered any athletic talent yet, but I’m told I probably won’t be back on my feet till just before school.” My mouth twisted sourly at that thought.


He nodded. “Patty told me. She’s told me a lot about you this week. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to get over to see how you were doing before now. It sounds like you’ve had a hell of a week.”


I nodded. “The bad was well worth it to balance out the good,” I said, looking up at Lana perched on my lap and glancing at Becky who’d claimed the seat beside me. I figured if we were going to hash out the topic, best to get it out in the open early.


He nodded. “I’ve heard about that too. I’ve heard from the girls and their mother on the subject, but I want to ask you about it too. Tell me how it all happened.”


I went through the story in my own words, from finding out about the divorce and storming off the next day, to the accident and talking to Lana about it all. I talked about waking up in the hospital and how Lana and I had bonded, about being worried about Becky and the conversation we had. “So like all good decisions, the correct course of action was decided by the women involved and then when it was agreed, I was graciously told what my opinion was and I wisely chose agreement, rather than swift death.”


He nodded and gave a little laugh. “The wisest words in the English language are ‘it’s up to your mother’,” he confided in a stage whisper that earned him a dirty look from Patty and a declaration that he was getting a smaller steak if he didn’t learn to behave.


“All joking aside, Lana and Becky worked this out between the two of them and if it works for them, then it works for me. I knew Becky was staying away. I just never knew she felt that way about me. I couldn’t say anything else.” I shrugged and hoped he understood.


“Lana and Becky went into great detail about their plan for when Lana goes to college,” he said, nursing a beer slowly. “I can’t say it thrills me to have them dating the same guy, but we’ve known you were in love with Lana for years and Becky was in love with you for the same years. If there was ever a perfect little triangle, it’s the three of you. I know you’ll treat my girls right. They’ll kill you if you don’t.” He smiled to take the sting out of that. “On another subject, I want you to come to work with me tomorrow.”


“Really?” I asked, surprised.


He nodded and explained. “The Bruins trainers are experienced at rehabbing sprains and injuries. I asked around and they’re okay with me bringing you in for treatment. There’s a few weeks before training starts, so they’re mostly getting things ready for the first injuries of the season. You’ll make good practice.”


“Sure!” I said gratefully. “I appreciate any help getting back on my feet.”


Lana bounced up out of my lap and kissed her father on the cheek. “Thank you Daddy,” she said sweetly before plopping back down in my lap. Becky did the same thing a moment later.


“I don’t think you’d appreciate me kissing you, but thanks a lot,” I said, meaning it for more than getting me in to see the experts that work for the Bruins.


He chuckled. “If you want to pay me back, learn to dance. Between the two of them, you’re going to be going to a lot of formals in the next four years.”


I nodded and promised to pick up some lessons.


We chatted some more and we laughed about silly things while we waited for the word from the barbecue. Eventually, we were served and immediately Lana slapped my hands away as I reached for my fork.


She smugly sat perched on my lap and fed me one bite at a time even though I could have done it myself in half the time and far less mess. I took it with good grace despite Lilly’s frequent teasing. “Can I take a picture of THIS?” she asked sweetly. “You haven’t let me take any other pictures of you two to send to Dad. You owe me. Give me something. Come on!”


“Sorry Lilly, I haven’t decided how much he gets to know about my life now, so ‘til I do, he hears nothing.”


“How ARE things going between you and your dad?” Daniel asked, rescuing me from the topic for the moment.


“As well as they can be, I suppose. I think I honestly know him better than I did the whole time he was living here, but whether that’s a good thing or not is something that’s going to take time to figure out. I learned some things about him that I don’t like and a few that make me sympathize with his situation, but it’s all a mess right now. I guess that’s normal for this kind of situation.” I shrugged casually. “Let’s not talk about him tonight though. It’s a sore spot for more people than just me.”


He nodded and we talked casually for the rest of the evening. It felt good, comfortable, like we were a single family instead of two living side by side.


Eventually the evening turned to twilight and we said our goodbyes. Lana stayed perched on my lap and Becky stayed seated expectantly.


Patty looked at them both, exasperated. “Girls, I’ve seen Matt’s room. Unless you’re planning to smother him in his sleep, there just isn’t enough room for three people in that tiny bed. You’re not both staying.”


I kept my mouth shut, given that we’d made it work when the two girls were napping. I watched as a look passed between Becky and Lana and Lana got up, giving me a kiss. Daniel reminded me what time he left for work and I assured him I’d be there.


Becky said goodnight to her parents and led me into the house. She was much more assertive about walking into the house than Lana was, having been in and out of the house for years.


We went upstairs to my room and suddenly she was nervous. I hugged her gently, and she was shaking like a leaf. She was clearly terrified about taking this step. I had to reassure her.


“Tonight I just want you to sleep next to me,” I told her. “There’s plenty of time for us to explore. Just be with me right now. When that’s comfortable, then we’ll do more,” I promised.


“But you want to?” she asked uncertainly, her brown eyes searching mine. “Right?”


“Of course I do,” I assured her, stroking her hair. Where Lana’s hair was black as night, hers was brown and where Lana’s was long, hers was cut in a page-boy style, framing her face, but staying clear of her shoulders. “Right now you’re scared though. This is a big step for us. Both of us. Sleep with me tonight. We’ll handle sex when we’re both ready. I want you so much more turned on than nervous when we do that.”


I could feel her nod against my shoulder. “Lana said you sleep naked. Is that what you want?”


“I don’t have to. I did the other night with her because of what we were doing. Why don’t you leave your t-shirt and panties on and I’ll leave my underwear on tonight and we’ll see how that feels,” I suggested.


“Okay,” she said, sounding a little relieved. I let go of her and started awkwardly undressing. She watched me as I unzipped my shorts and pushed them awkwardly over my hips, the crutches getting in my way. She stared at my crotch and bit her lip, clearly torn between what we’d agreed to and what was still hidden. I lifted my bad ankle free of them and then kicked them off before moving over to the bed to sit down. I stripped off the sock from my good foot and then pulled my t-shirt over my head. I unwrapped the bandage from my foot and then stretched out on the bed. I looked questioningly at her as she hadn’t moved, watching me instead.


“If you’re not sure, it’s okay,” I made sure she knew. “This is all new territory. I don’t want you to do anything that you might regret later. I won’t think any less of you for telling me if you’re not ready.”


She shook her head almost violently and her shorts were off in a flash. I couldn’t help but look at the panties she revealed, wanting very much to run my hands over the pink cotton bikini and then sneak my fingers beneath them. I raised my eyes to hers and I smiled encouragingly. I held my hand out to her and I saw hesitation in her eyes again before it faded to a determined look and she suddenly had her shirt over her head, revealing the rest of her body. I’d seen as much of her at the beach and the pool last summer, but she’d developed and the amount of time she spent in sports made her body very different from Lana’s. I lusted for her on a different level from Lana and my arousal was obvious.


Becky pulled off her bra and then came to bed clad only in the tiny cotton panties that looked so delicious on her. She came around the far side of the bed and crawled on, meeting me in the middle. She kissed me hard and I put my arms around her, making her moan hard as my fingers slid over the bare skin of her sides and back.


I marveled at the feel of her. She was firm where Lana was soft. Sleek where Lana was curvy. I kissed her again as I gently touched her body, careful not to do too much. I reached back and turned out the lamp, cloaking the room in darkness before slipping my arm back around her shoulders. “I love you, Becky,” I murmured to her and she gave a contented sigh and shivered in a way that had nothing to do with being cold.


Chapter 8


I woke slowly, not sure what had brought me out of the dream I’d been having at first. Then I felt it again. Lips brushed the head of my cock. I was normally erect in the morning and today was no different.


I opened my eyes and looked down without moving my head. There was just enough light in the pre-dawn to let me see Becky on her knees, her ass pointed at me, giving me a delicious view of her ass and the virginal peach cupped tightly by the material of her panties. I was about to call her name when I felt her lips close around the head of my prick, licking it and sucking hard as she took me in her mouth.


My eyes rolled up in my head and I was acutely aware that I’d been without relief since Lana had done this for me Friday morning. I wasn’t going to last long and I knew it. I reached out and touched her ass, making her jump in surprise and her lips popped off my member to twist around and look at me.


“Morning,” I breathed with a sleepy smile on my face. “That’s the best wake-up call I could have asked for.”


She’d looked worried for a moment, but grinned at the encouragement and turned her head back, slipping my cock back into her mouth with a slight sucking sound. I returned my hand to her ass and explored as I’d wanted to last night. Her ass was incredibly hard. She wiggled it at me deliciously and I put my hand directly in the center of her ass feeling her split beneath the thin material. I ran my hand down, tracing my way down between her thighs. I turned my hand and slid it forward, cupping her pussy until my thumb was resting where her asshole should be and my fingertips were brushing the waistband of her panties in the front. I pushed my hand against her firmly, getting a whimper from her which vibrated through my dick deliciously. She ground her pussy against my hand and I could feel the heat radiating from her like a furnace.


I took my hand away and she whimpered again in frustration this time until she felt my hands on her hips, pulling her panties down to expose her ass one gorgeous inch at a time. I pulled them down her thighs and she lifted her knees an inch so I could slip them off completely. I was glad that the dawn was advancing because I could see her clearly now, her firm ass spread out before me. Her gorgeous pussy was the only thing on her body I could consider plump and I wanted it. Wanted to taste it.


“Hey,” I said, getting her attention. She released my cock again and looked up at me questioningly, last night’s nervousness gone in the morning light. I told her what I wanted and she nodded, raising one leg to swing it over my head. Her weight settled on my chest and stomach and I could feel her small nipples against my stomach. I brought my hands up and grabbed her ass, still amazed at how HARD her muscles felt beneath my hands. Where I could sink my fingers into Lana’s flesh, she was all muscle and hard as a rock. I kissed my way up her thigh, letting her feel my tongue and lips until I got to the cleft where her leg met her pussy. I licked her outer lips and she moaned into my dick. I was very close and I wanted us to cum together so I would have to put aside the slow exploration I’d had in mind if I wanted to get her there.


I darted my tongue beneath her folds and licked her up and down a few times, tasting her pussy for the first time. She tasted different than Lana, who was my only other frame of reference. I speared my tongue into her opening, getting all I could of her spicy taste before lowering my head to where I knew I’d find her clit.


I circled her button with my tongue and she growled pleasantly. I felt one of her hands circling the shaft of my cock, stroking the part that she wasn’t sucking on, and I nearly came right there. I held off and worked my tongue harder. Her clit was bigger than Lana’s but seemed just as sensitive. I wrapped my lips around it and sucked it into my mouth, my tongue lashing it hard as I felt my balls start to tighten, knowing that I’d only been able to delay a few seconds.


Becky went crazy when I started sucking her nub, her wailing only muted by my cock as she hunched her hips at me hard, her whole body gone rigid with her sudden orgasm even as her reaction had me erupting in her mouth, blasting what felt like gallons of cum onto her tongue as I lifted my hips, groaning myself.


We stayed like that for what seemed like hours as we pleasured each other through one unified orgasm before she went limp on top of me, my softening cock slipping out of her mouth as she gasped for breath. I dropped my head back to the pillow and gazed lovingly at the ass and pussy in front of me. Her hips were still moving in small circles as she came down.


We both panted, my breath against her nether lips and hers blowing coolly over the surface of my cock, still wet with her saliva and my cum. Her fingers stroked me slowly and I still had my hands on her ass, massaging her cheeks and pulling them apart to make her rhythmically clench the muscles, fascinating me even more.


The light had taken on a golden quality heralding another sunny day and my alarm sounded, making us both jump. She giggled a little. “I think you like waking up the other way more. I know I do.”


She got off me and came up to kiss me. I could taste myself on her lips and I knew she was tasting herself on mine. That made the kiss all the more erotic. There was a streak of my cum on her cheek from when my cock had left her mouth and by the time we broke the kiss, it was smeared over both our cheeks.


We got up and I went to get her my robe, pulling up my underwear for the trip across the hall to shower. Our shower took a long time and I’d set my alarm early figuring on a lingering morning with her before I went to work with Daniel. We kissed and washed each other, explored lovingly and teased laughingly. I nearly put my bad foot down when I felt her finger, slick with soap slip into my ass, probing and wiggling. I was surprised by the intrusion, but also intrigued. Her finger squirming got me approaching full erection even though I’d cum just a few minutes ago.


Not that I was surprised by that. I was 14. My recovery time was usually a matter of minutes. I pulled away reluctantly and looked back at her. She pouted at being denied and I chuckled. “Later,” I promised. “I don’t want to be late meeting your dad.”


She grinned and we finished washing each other quickly, drying each other and hurrying back to my room to dress. I had her help me with my clothes for the day to make it go faster since I knew I was starting to fall behind schedule. When we were dressed and my ankle was wrapped, we went downstairs to have a quick piece of toast before heading next door.


She opened the front door and led me inside and through to the kitchen where Patty was sitting at the table. There were a pair of plates waiting for us and she smiled. “Morning kids. How was your night?”


We grinned and both came over to kiss her on the cheek before sitting down to wolf down breakfast quickly.


“Clearly you used a lot of energy,” she teased us. “Daniel’s upstairs getting ready, so you’ve got a couple of minutes,” she assured me.


I nodded and tried to clean my plate as quickly as I could without making myself sick. I’d just gotten to the stage where I wasn’t getting nauseous and I didn’t want to backslide.


I looked up, hearing footsteps pelting on the stairs and Lana appeared a second later wearing a long sleep-shirt. Her hair was a tangled mess, but she didn’t appear to notice and I didn’t mention it. She came over to kiss me deeply before she went to gather her own breakfast. “I was worried I’d missed you,” she said, sitting next to me to eat.


I blushed, but grinned at her. “Seems fair. I ALWAYS miss you,” I said, taking her hand. I’d decided that between the toast at home and the bacon and eggs here, I’d eaten my fill and I leaned back, taking a final drink of juice. “Thanks for breakfast, Mamma,” I said gratefully. “We just grabbed a piece of toast before we hurried over here.”


“Uh-huh,” she smirked. “Slow start to the morning, huh? I suppose I can understand that.”


Daniel came downstairs and joined us at the table for a moment, kissing Patty and the girls before it was time to go. I kissed Becky and Lana deeply and gave Patty a peck on the cheek, murmuring my thanks to her again before following Daniel out to the car.


We chatted on the way into Boston proper to the TD Garden where the team played. He showed me his office and introduced me to a few of the people he worked with before we went down to the athletic center. It was one part gym, one part rehab center, one part doctor’s office.


They had my chart from the hospital there and consulted the x-ray of my ankle for a few minutes before they unwrapped my foot and checked my mobility and how much pain I was in.


To say they were gentle with me would probably be a lie. They were used to flattening out an injury in the shortest time with the least lingering effects and sometimes that meant pushing well past the point of agony. By the end of the day I was exhausted and trembling from the lingering pain. They’d told me that they expected to see me again tomorrow and I nodded. They suggested something for the pain and the team doctor offered to write me a script, but I shook my head and told him what they’d prescribed at the hospital. He felt that was fine and told me to RICE it when I got home and get plenty of rest.


When we got to the car, I got in and slumped back against the seat, spent. More than once today they’d worked my ankle to the point of tears. They’d also done a lot of stretching with my leg to keep it limber. I hadn’t realized how much damage being off it for a few days would cause.


Daniel put his hand on my shoulder, concerned. “You okay?” he asked.


I nodded, but he didn’t seem convinced. “I’m just really sore and tired. It’s what I need to do to get better though. I’m really grateful, but this part is going to suck.” I smiled a little.


He nodded and started the car. “Yeah. They’ll get you back on your feet. I’m just a little concerned at how much it’s taking out of you.”


“Hopefully I’ll be stronger than I was before the accident,” I told him. “There’s equipment there that I’ve never even heard of. I want to try some of it before I’m done there.”


“Well, I’ll talk to them and see if they can arrange for you to test out some of the gear before they have to reserve the center for the team.”


We drove home in silence and he told me to come in and let the girls know how the day went.


He opened the door and I followed him in. Patty was in the kitchen busy with supper and said both girls were next door. “They’ve been over there all day,” she said lightly. “Your mom told me that they were staying for supper. How was your first day at rehab?” she asked lightly.


“Grueling,” I said with a dramatic sigh. “I think I may have wandered into the middle of a CIA interrogation center by accident.”


She laughed and told me it’ll get better. Then she looked at me critically. “You look tired, Matt. Go next door. Have some supper, spend time with the girls and let me have a romantic dinner with this guy.” She punctuated the order by kissing Daniel on the cheek.


“Yes Ma’am,” I said with a smile and left them kissing in the kitchen.


I smiled as I walked out to the street to get around the fence as I thought about them. They’d had a vastly different marriage than my parents had and they were still in love after all these years. It made me feel good about the future, knowing it was still possible to be in love after all that time.


I opened the front door and didn’t see anyone. That kind of worried me. There was no smell of cooking from the kitchen, but I went to look there anyway, finding it empty, I turned and went upstairs. I looked in my room and stopped dead. The room was empty. That’s not precisely true. The bed was still there and the desk and bookshelf, but the bed was stripped and the desk was cleared off, the bookshelf empty and all my stuff was missing.


I smiled and suddenly I knew where everyone was. I hobbled down the stairs, tiredly and then tackled the basement stairs, crossing the rec room and down the short hall to the office. The door stood open and there were voices inside.


I stopped dead in the doorway again and blinked. All four ladies were moving around the room, working at putting the room together. It looked vastly different than the last time I’d been in here. The books were gone from the desk and the desk was pushed up against the far wall to create a work station with a new printer stand and filing cabinet. My old dresser was there, but so was a much larger one that looked new. None of that drew my eye like the bed that dominated the room. I was no expert, but it had to be a king-sized bed. It was huge. I had no idea what it was doing here.


I cleared my throat and four heads turned to look at me. “What’s all this?” I asked, looking around the room curiously.


“Surprise!” my mother said brightly and everyone else joined in, trying to explain at once. “I ordered most of the furniture last week when I was out running errands,” she explained. “The bed is a gift from Patty and Daniel though. Patty told me they wanted to do that as soon as she found out you were moving down here.”


“So you guys spent all day carrying everything down here?” I asked incredulously.


“It didn’t take that long,” Lana scoffed. The delivery guys brought the new stuff down and put it in place except the bed. We had to put together the frame before we could put the mattress and box-spring on it.”


“And we just pulled the drawers out of your dresser to carry them down. That made it easier,” Becky jumped in. “All the rest of the furniture is upstairs still. I guess it’s staying up there.”


I smiled at everyone and felt a little overwhelmed. “Thanks everyone. I don’t know what to say. I expected we’d pick away at this move for the next week or so. I sure didn’t expect the new bed or the new dresser.” I moved over to the office chair that was much nicer than my desk chair upstairs and sat down with a groan as my whole body seemed to scream with the agony that I hadn’t felt after the crash. I looked around some and saw the closet door mostly closed with the now familiar cases pushed to the back behind all the stuff from my closet upstairs and smiled, seeing Patty’s hand in getting it quietly out of sight and out from underfoot. “This must have taken all day.”


When I looked around, everything was relatively cozy. My night table was replaced with a new one on either side of the bed, with one side containing all the stuff that had been on the one upstairs. My books were arranged on the shelves of one of the bookshelves and the other was standing empty, waiting to be filled.


Becky bounced into my lap lightly and slung her arms around my neck with a satisfied smile. “Not that long with the five of us working on it. Mom only went home about an hour ago. She wanted to make dinner for dad. We’re staying here tonight and the alarm’s already set for the morning.”


I nodded and kissed her, noticing how much more affectionate she was since last night. “Is that what the big bed is for? So I’ll keep you guys over here when it’s sexy time next door?” I teased.


She shrugged and gave me another kiss before she hopped up out of my lap only to be replaced by Lana who settled herself a little more gently and curled up like she had no intention of moving soon. I kissed her and slipped my arms around her.


“You okay?” she asked me quietly. “You look pale.”


I nodded a little and put my lips next to her ear. “Just a lot of pain after today,” I confided. “I didn’t want to make Becky feel bad about plopping down too hard.”


She nodded and got up quickly. It turns out that they’d ordered pizza and it arrived while the girls were showing me all around the room. We went upstairs, with me lagging behind tiredly and sat at the table to eat.


“Mom,” I said suddenly remembering. “Where’s the bag from the pharmacy? I think I’m gonna want the pills tonight.”


“I put those in the medicine cabinet in your new bathroom, Sweetie,” she said, fixing me with a look. “Are you okay?”


I nodded. “Today was a tough day,” I said. “They’ll get me back on my feet in time to spend a little time with my girls doing fun stuff before school starts. That’s worth whatever they do to get me there.”


Becky and Lana were both beaming and my sister was making fake retching motions on the other side of the table until my mother swatted her on the back of the head, still smiling at me. “Behave,” she told her. “Your brother’s learned how to treat a girl. If you’re lucky, he’ll teach whatever poor boy you bring home.”


She made a face, but I knew she’d just been kidding and winked at her. We ate and chatted about everything that I’d done today and then I felt like taking something for the pain and laying down. Lana helped me downstairs and Becky brought an ice pack. They turned down the bed and got me in the middle of the bed before Lana went and brought me the painkillers and a glass of water. I read the instructions and took one. The girls unwrapped my ankle and placed the ice pack before coming up to lay with me, taking turns kissing me while I relaxed.


It wasn’t long before I could feel the pain fade and I felt really light and happy. My head felt really thick and I was suddenly on the verge of falling asleep. I told the girls that I thought the pill was working, my speech slurred as I turned my head drunkenly to look back and forth between them.


They each kissed me again and took the ice pack away before undressing me for sleep. They pulled my shorts down and off, followed by my underwear and then they helped me pull my shirt over my head, leaving me laying in the middle of the bed naked. Becky dumped the ice in the bathroom and returned a moment later. She and Lana shared a look and my drug-slowed mind wondered what was up thickly.


Becky shrugged and then nodded and Lana returned the nod. Then suddenly they were undressing and crawling into bed with me, one on each side. “My sexy girls,” I murmured as they curled into me. Lana pulled the blanket up over us and Becky reached out to turn off the light. I remember the two of them kissing me and then felt a head settle on either side of my chest before sleep rolled me under.





My sleep that night was far from what it normally was. I had the most vivid, surreal dreams imaginable. I was being chased by FBI agents who wanted me to return the suitcases full of bedroom furniture. Becky was screaming at me that I was off the team and we were going to be in last place. Lana was wearing a white wedding dress about to marry someone I couldn’t make out and when I screamed, they laughed and someone I couldn’t make out was trying to hand me a baby. My mother telling me that we needed to talk because I needed to find a new mother because she had a new owner. My father feeding tacos to a naked Miranda from one of the poses I’d seen on his phone. Lilly laughing and telling me that she’d copied the pictures from my phone and she was going to use them in the divorce.


On and on the dreams went, disturbing and vivid enough to seem real. Becky, Lana, Lilly, Mom, Dad, Miranda, Patty, Daniel, anger, loss, pain, fear, dread and terrible heartbreak.


When I finally opened my eyes, I wondered if it was the pizza or the medication. I stared at the ceiling and wondered what time it was. I lifted my head enough to see the clock and dropped it back to the pillow suppressing a groan. The alarm would be going off in fifteen minutes so there was no chance of getting any more meaningful rest. I could tell I was going to be nursing this headache half the day. I lay quietly, my mind replaying last night’s dreams, trying not to cry as the emotions that had been frighteningly real flooded through my head. I finally got myself under control just before the alarm woke the girls.


Becky rolled out of bed in shock and turned off the alarm before bounding off as soon as she turned on the light. Lana winced at the light and we heard the bathroom door slam. I sighed and blinked at the light before sitting up and ruffling my hair hard, trying to shake the dreams.


“Feeling better?” she asked, stretching and smiling at me. Oddly enough, her hair looked almost perfect. Yesterday it had been a tangled mess, but today it looked as though she’d just brushed it.


I nodded, realizing that I wasn’t nearly as sore as I’d expected to be. “Fucked-up dreams,” I mumbled. “Either the pizza or the pill.”


“Anything you want to talk about?” she asked and I shook my head.


“None of them were pleasant,” I told her. “I’m trying not to dwell on them, but right now, I think I need to use the bathroom and shower before I go back to the torture center.” I smiled a little and kissed her, wondering how long Becky was going to be.


I got out of bed and got on the crutches to go wait by the bathroom door for Becky. A moment later, Lana joined me and walked in, giving me a smile and a wink. Becky was perched on the toilet and shrieked at her sister, mortified. I shrugged and followed her in.


“If we’re gonna share the bathroom, there’s really no need to be embarrassed about being seen,” I told her and leaned down to give her a quick kiss. “I assume you shared the bathroom freely with Lana before today?”


She nodded shyly. “But that was just the two of us,” she said, still half frantic.


“Now we’re just the three of us,” I said simply and went to brush my teeth while I waited for the toilet to be free. Becky blushed like a sunset as she finished up and flushed before she got up.


I went to take my turn, but Lana was there ahead of me and sat on the seat, giving me an impish look. She leaned back against the tank and spread her legs wide, keeping her eyes on mine as she emptied her bladder, wanting me to watch. I stood before her and smiled as she showed off for me.


Becky was wide-eyed. “What are you doing?!” she blurted out, scandalized.


“He likes to watch,” she explained with a chuckle. “He has a magazine that shows a girl doing it outside.”


Deciding that one good show deserved another, I took hold of my cock and aimed it between her thighs, starting to piss into the bowl, my urine stream crossing hers.


Her eyes widened and her smile became a grin as she watched me pee between her spread thighs into the bowl. “That’s so hot!” she said softly.


Becky just watched, blown away at what we were doing together, unable to look away.


When we’d both finished, the three of us got showered. For some reason, the previous owner had a large stall instead of a tub and the three of us were able to fit without any crowding. I noticed the girls had their own shampoo and body wash and I wasn’t the least bit surprised. It looked like the girls were moving in on a semi-permanent basis.


They both helped me wash and then we dried off and went to get dressed. I wrapped my ankle when I was dressed and we went upstairs.


The girls led me next door. I was told that the mothers had worked it out last night that the three of us would eat breakfast there and dinner at home. I liked that. It was like we were moving toward being one family with meals split between mothers.


We were in time to have pancakes and I hugged Patty tightly when I was able to reach her. “Thank you so much!” I said emphatically. “I was so surprised. I just wish you guys could have come over to see my face.”


She hugged me back and shooed me off to the table to eat. Daniel smiled at me as I sat down. “Not too worn out to go in with me, are you?” he asked knowingly.


I laughed and shook my head. “As soon as supper was over, I took one of the pain-killers they gave me at the hospital and it put me out like a light.”


He nodded. “Yeah. You looked like you’d been through the wringer when we got to the car last night.”


“I’m looking forward to working hard and being back on my feet well before school starts,” I said earnestly. “I hate being a burden to everyone and I know no one minds, but I want to be able to help out around the house and go places with the girls and at least watch a couple of the baseball games Becky’s playing in before school starts.”


He nodded and I could tell he understood. “Just follow their program and they’ll work miracles. Ankle injuries can shorten a career if they don’t heal right. After all, hockey players need strong ankles to be able to skate.”


“I never thought of it that way,” I admitted. “I knew that players get injured, but never thought about what parts they need the most.”


We chatted some more and then it was time to go.


The conversation on the way to the office was about the same, talking about the realities of sports medicine and I decided it was an interesting field. I could see how the focus would change depending on the sport and the likely injuries.


Daniel left me with the trainers and told me he’d be back to get me for lunch. I thanked him and took a deep breath, looking forward to another day of pain and, hopefully, progress.


I got a chance to ask the doctor about the medication side-effects and told him about the dreams. He admitted that was a common occurrence, but that I shouldn’t have to lean on the pills for much longer. “I’d say that unless you have a setback, we should see some improvement by the end of the week and you’ll be able to use an over-the-counter remedy to manage the discomfort.”


After that, it was a full day of treatment and general exercise. Evidently, walking on crutches was letting some of my muscles atrophy and the trainer I was working with had me running through a complex routine to keep me healthy and fit while I was still favoring my sprain. I asked if he’d have a chance to help me plan a routine for after I was recovered once I was closer to being back on both feet.


He adjusted the weight on the machine he had me working on and nodded. “Sure. I can show you how to get the most out of some gym time,” he told me lightly. “You have a particular goal in mind or a sport you want to try out for?”


“I played baseball until the ankle side-lined me, but I was thinking of trying out for hockey or football.”


“You seem smart,” he said. “Don’t try out for football. The rate of head injuries isn’t worth the risk. You’re recovering from a concussion on top of the sprain, right?”


I nodded in confirmation and he continued.


“Right. There was a huge scandal a couple of years ago around the time that pro wrestler killed his family about concussions. The long term effects of repeated concussions are still being studied, but we know now that they cause reduced mental capacity, dementia and can even lead to mobility problems if the wrong part of the brain takes damage. Don’t get me wrong, there’s concussions in hockey too. Look at Lindros. He had a promising future and then one too many pops to the head and he’s done. Sad to see it happen at all, but that was such a waste of talent.”


I nodded and thought it wouldn’t be bad to get into hockey, at least in high school. “Based on my build, what position should I angle for?”


He thought about that for a little while and looked me over. “On first glance, I’d say defense. It’s hard to say though. With a stick in your hand, you could be a natural sniper. Let’s get you healthy and then get you a little ice-time to figure out what you’re good at. You know how to skate?”


I nodded and he clapped me on the shoulder, approvingly. “Good. Once your wheels are spinning right, we’ll put you on the ice and see what you need to make you a star.”


The rest of the day was almost as grueling as Monday had been and I sincerely looked forward to the day when I didn’t head back to the car feeling like I’d been tortured.


That was the pattern the rest of the week took. I worked out hard, followed every order I was given, thanked every trainer profusely, flopped into bed with my girls after dinner and slept the sleep of the dead. Mom had decided not to call the family doctor since I was going to be under the supervision of the team doctor who was certainly more experienced with concussions than out general practitioner.


Nightmares still plagued me and I was tempted to stop taking the pills, but the doctor had seemed confident that I would be able to give them up soon.


Lana still noticed that I didn’t seem mentally rested each morning and she looked at me with worry, but kept a smile on her face when she saw me looking. Her quiet support was something else I was coming to love her for. It showed her faith in me to get through it and I drew the strength to do that from her. I smiled back at her when I saw the worry creep into her eyes and whispered that nightmares were a small price to pay for my life being a dream come true. That always brightened her smile and made the worry go away for a while.


Friday afternoon was eventful for several reasons. The first was that I was able to take a few tentative steps on the bad ankle without screaming in agony. I was elated and was told that it was a good sign. The second was that I had company. A young prospect from one of Boston’s teams in the developmental system had come in for help after shoulder surgery. He introduced himself as Chad Thompson. He was Canadian from Nova Scotia, he said and he asked me what team I played for.


“No, I don’t play. My girlfriend’s dad works for the team and he arranged for me to get some help from the trainers here.” I told him about my accident.


“Okay,” he nodded and chuckled. “I thought you looked a little young. I was starting to worry that they were recruiting a lot earlier these days.” He considered my accident and mused, “You should get a set of pedals with those straps over the top that hold your foot on the pedal,” he suggested. “Makes it harder to slip off that way. You see them on some of the professional races.”


I nodded and laughed. “I have to rebuild my bike anyway. It’s got a busted wheel too.”


He laughed and we spent the rest of the afternoon chatting when we were working on the same machines.


The next surprise came when Daniel and I got back to the car. Lana and Becky were waiting for us with big smiles on their faces.


“Hi girls,” he said before looking at me. “I guess your ride is here. Don’t look at me. I had nothing to do with this. They cooked this up on their own.” He kissed his daughters and then told us to have a good time before he got in his car and drove away. Lana had parked her car nearby and we walked to it together.


“What’s the plan?” I asked lightly, having expected to see them at home.


“We’re going to have dinner and then we’re going to do something fun. You’ve been going all out, sleeping or at the gym. It’s time to relax,” Lana said firmly.


I knew that tone of voice and smiled warmly. “How could I possibly say no to an offer like that?” I asked brightly, knowing I’d be in more bodily pain if I said anything but yes. That made me realize that I wasn’t in as much pain as I had been most of the week. Talking to Chad, getting wrapped up in the progress I’d made and seeing the girls had distracted me, but I wasn’t in as much pain as I’d been the past few days.


Becky crawled into the backseat and I got in the passenger seat as Lana started the car. I told them about meeting the hockey player today and about being able to put my weight on the bad foot today.


They weren’t really impressed by the first since their dad worked for the team and they sometimes got to meet the players at family events. The news that I was able to use my foot turned out to be big news to them and got me some toe-curling kisses before we pulled out of the parking lot.


We had a nice dinner at a restaurant in downtown Boston that I’d never been to and Lana had taken the bill and paid it without letting me see it. She called it a celebration of my progress. We left and went for ice cream at a Dairy Queen, being silly and acting like teenagers in love, the three of us.


I smiled and wished I could use the money from the house. I wanted to do something for my girls. I’d come to think of them like that. I loved them both and wished I could do something to show how much I appreciated them both.


I told them that I loved them and that I think I’d recovered enough from the week that I didn’t think I needed to take the pain pills again until at least next week. That turned out to be the right thing to say and I could see enough relief in both sets of eyes to know that Lana had either informed Becky or she’d noticed on her own and hadn’t said anything.


We passed the rest of the evening driving back to Winchester and strolling the mall, window-shopping and pointing out things we wished we could afford. It gave me a lot of ideas on what to shop for each of my loves, but then I could always shop for Becky. She liked a lot of the same things I liked and wanted video games and new sporting equipment and similar things.


I learned Lana loved movies and anime and loved to draw. I took note of that and promised myself that if I could find a way to keep any of that money, I’d spend it on them. I suddenly had a flash of inspiration and it must have shown on my face.


“What?” Becky asked, looking in the direction I was facing, thinking I’d seen something. “Everything okay?”


“Yeah,” I said, smiling. “I just got an idea. If it works out, I might have to take some tests at the end of the summer.”


“You’re excited about taking tests?” Becky said incredulously, her face screwed up at the thought.


“I’ve started speed-reading, remember?” I reminded her while Lana listened curiously. “I taught myself to program in a day. I mean I understand everything that was in the course material. If it works for anything, I can pick up books on language and take fluency tests. I always thought it would be cool to know other languages and read things without the translations. If I can pick up a language in a day, imagine it. I wouldn’t have to take high-school Spanish. I could get a job as a translator when I graduate. We could travel the world without having to worry about finding someone who speaks English. I could understand Lana’s anime when it’s sub-titled. There’s so many possibilities!” I was excited and wanted to drag them off to the bookstore to look at the costs of the books in the language section.


Lana’s eyes lit up when I mentioned anime. “If you picked up Japanese, you could watch them for help with pronunciation!” she said, my excitement spreading to her.


“Great,” Becky said with a tone of sarcasm. “Maybe you can explain them to me then.”


The three of us laughed at that and went off to a bookstore and browsed through the books there, talking about what languages were the most interesting and what ones wouldn’t be very useful.


The discussion entertained us for an hour or so until one of the staff asked us if she could help us find something, obviously trying to push us out of the store since we were teenagers. We replaced the books we were holding on the shelves and she started loudly adjusting the section even though we hadn’t done anything to mess it up.


“That was so rude,” Lana commented when we left the store. “We weren’t doing anything wrong. She came over just to pick on us.”


“Yeah,” I agreed. “If she didn’t want to deal with kids, why not work in a porn store or a bar where we’re not allowed to even go?”


After that, we decided to leave the mall and we drove past the drive-in theater, thinking there might be something worth watching, but the movie line-up wasn’t really anything we wanted to see. At our age most kids went to the drive-in to make-out. We could do that at home, so none of us felt like paying money to do it in a car.


Lana pulled her car into the driveway behind her father’s car. The car had been a gift from her parents for her 16th birthday and she loved the independence it gave her.


A thought suddenly occurred to me. “Lana, where did my bike end up?” I asked curiously, remembering that it had taken up the trunk and part of the backseat.


“We put it in our garage when we got home from the hospital. It’s pretty trashed though. The front wheel is bent to hell and the chain’s busted and probably the gears too.”


I nodded. “Well, once I’m better, I should look at it anyway,” I said, not feeling particularly optimistic. We stopped in to let Patty and Daniel know we were home before we went next door.


We found Mom watching TV in the living room and we greeted her with hugs and kisses. “Where’s Lilly?” I asked, wondering if she was up in her room.


“Sleep-over,” Mom explained with a shrug. “She’s having one here next week so there’ll be 6 rabid girls running around the house giggling and making all kinds of racket.”


“That’s not gonna be pretty,” I predicted. I looked at Lana and Becky. “I’m counting on the two of you to protect me.”


“You’ll be able to hide in your room, but they’ll have the run of the rec room for most of the night, so they’ll be running back and forth to the bathroom and you’ll have to wade through them to get anything from the kitchen.”


I nodded, knowing it was probably going to be worse than that. Last time Lilly had a sleep-over, it had rapidly gone from 6 girls to 9 and they’d all set up sleeping bags in the rec room for the night.


“Maybe we should get the knob on my door changed so that we can lock it and unlock it as needed,” I suggested.


“Why don’t you just ask your father for the key,” she asked lightly.


“I don’t know when I’ll see him again,” I admitted. “He and I didn’t arrange for a follow-up meeting and I’ve been kind of busy all week. I might be able to arrange something later this week, but I’d have to call him at work and I’m gonna be working with the trainers all week. They’ve got me to the point where I can walk on the ankle for a few steps at a time. I don’t want to stop now.”


She nodded. “Well, how about I arrange for your father to pick you up from the Garden on Wednesday night?” she offered. “I have to set up a time he can talk to Lilly, but she honestly doesn’t seem interested in letting him back in her life.” She paused and smiled at me. “I’m really glad that you’re making progress. You seem to be in better spirits and less pain tonight.”


“We weren’t going to take no for an answer tonight,” Becky piped up with a grin. “We got him out to dinner and ice cream and then we went to the mall to look around.”


“That reminds me, I want to pick up some books on languages. If the speed-reading is going to fade, I want to see if I can pick up a language or two,” I told her with a shrug.


She considered it with a slow nod. “Was there any language you were interested in trying first?” she asked, interested.


“Japanese,” I said simply. “It’s an increasingly important business language and Lana has an interest in some Japanese things. Then maybe Spanish. If it works, I could test out of the language classes in high school.”


She chuckled and nodded. “I’ll look and see what I can find when I’m out shopping tomorrow. Anything you guys want me to pick up for the house?”


“A mini-fridge and a taser might help during Lilly’s slumber party, but that seems like a strong reaction to a slumber-party. I’ll settle for a couple of snacks to stash in our room for when we’re under siege.”


“Oh? ‘Our room’ now is it?” Mom smiled.


I looked at the girls and took their hands. “Yup. I think we’re all on the same page. I just happened to be the first one to say it out loud. It’s become sort of the routine that we have breakfast next door, have dinner here and when we turn in, it’s downstairs. We’re practically one family.”


She nodded. “It does feel that way sometimes,” she agreed and turned off the TV. “Well, now that you’re home and Lilly’s out for the night, I’m going to bed. You kids have a good night and don’t stay up too late.” She came and hugged each of us and kissed our cheeks before turning to climb the stairs. The girls led me to our room and undressed me before getting undressed themselves.


The three of us climbed into bed together and I kissed each of my girls deeply. I felt better than I had all week, but I was still bone tired, the extra energy burned off in the evening of fun with my girls.


I told them I loved them drowsily and sleep claimed me before either of my girls could.


Chapter 9


The next morning, I was awakened by lips on mine. I opened my eyes and Lana shifted against me, kissing me again. She moved her lips to my ear and kissed me softly. “I need you!” she whispered urgently. “I wish we could make love, but right now I need you to make me cum. Please?” she begged, her hand tightening on my chest where she was resting it.


Instead of answering her, I slipped my arms around her and pulled her closer, kissing here passionately. I’d been surrounded by naked girl every night this week and my own urges were taking over. I held her against me with one arm while we kissed.


I slowly slid my free hand from her back, along her side and cupped her breast gently.


She groaned and pushed against my hand, encouraging me to continue. I kneaded the breast in my hand softly, delighted that I could feel the nipple harden against my palm. She responded more enthusiastically, moving against me. I released her breast and she whimpered into my mouth in frustration until I brushed my fingers over the surface of it, searching out the nipple. I pinched it lightly and rolled it between my fingers and pulling on it gently. She squeaked loudly and went wild, attacking my tongue with hers, the firm treatment exactly what she wanted from me this morning.


I turned her over so we were spooned together and leaned over her shoulder so we could keep kissing while I pawed softly at both her breasts. She groaned and was writhing against me constantly, turned on beyond reasoning with. She was right. She needed me this morning.


We were both surprised when the room was flooded with soft light and we broke our kiss. I looked up and saw Becky smirking at us. “You didn’t think I was gonna be able to sleep through this, did you?” she asked, sitting up to watch us, propped up against the pillows beside us.


I chuckled and pulled Lana over more on top of me while I pulled on her nipples firmly, making her groan and whine while I kissed her neck and sucked on the soft skin of her earlobe.


My cock was wedged into the crack of her ass and she ground against me, the head sliding deliciously between her cheeks and teasing her ass as she worked her hips against me.


I knew we were both too turned on to last long at this point and I let go of her tits, one hand slithering up to her throat to close around it just under her chin. She shuddered as I turned her head to look at me. I kissed her hard and then added a little pressure on her throat to guide her down toward my waist. She got the idea right away and slid smoothly where my hand was directing her.


She rolled over on her stomach and slid between my thighs. She’d told me what she wanted from me and I was comfortable doing this for her, but I enjoyed it myself. The rush of power was as thrilling as anything we’d done. I cupped her chin and looked at her lovingly for a moment, my thumb stroking her cheek before I moved both hands to the sides of her head and pulled her slowly onto my cock.


I stole a glance at Becky as Lana’s lips closed around me and smiled. She was idly teasing one nipple, while the other hand was playing lazily between her thighs as she was watching me slowly fuck her sister’s mouth. That thought alone was so delicious that I nearly came from the kink of being in bed with these two gorgeous sisters.


The whole situation closed in on my thoughts, compressing them into the one animalistic need to satisfy my urges. I pulled Lana’s head down firmly and bucked my hips at the same time, pounding my cock into her throat with a lewd choking sound from her.


Becky’s eyes went wide as she saw how far I’d thrust into Lana’s mouth. She’d only been able to take about half my length, but she hadn’t been trying to get it all in. I held Lana in place for a few moments and thrust my hips up and down rapidly, stroking my length into her throat with more choking sounds and the sound of my balls slapping against her chin as I fucked her hard. I pounded against her lips rapidly until I needed a rest. I could tell from the way she was turning red that she needed me out of her throat long enough to take a few deep breaths so I dropped back to the mattress and guided her head up and down again, keeping well back from her throat while her nostrils flared.


I looked over at Becky and she was frigging her pussy harder, pulling at one nipple and then the other so hard that it stretched out her small breasts. Her nipples were already bright red from the abuse and the color was flaring out across her chest as she kept yanking them roughly.


Lana’s color was starting to return to normal, so I pulled her head back down on my cock all the way to the base and I felt her tongue on my balls as she stuck it out to tickle them while her throat muscles squeezed and milked me deliciously. The three of us were moaning constantly and I had no doubt that Lana’s hands were busy between her own legs like Becky’s were.


We went on like that for what seemed like hours, but was probably only a few minutes. I pulled her off my cock to breathe and then pushed her back down so I could feel her throat close around me like a vice. Finally, I couldn’t take it any more and threw my head back, groaning loudly and tensing up as I pulled her all the way down again, firing off the first spurt directly down her throat before letting go of her head.


Dutifully, she pulled back and hammered her head up and down, sucking as hard as she could while I writhed and tensed against the intense pleasure as I blasted shot after shot into her mouth. She was cupping my balls with one hand and jerking my shaft with the other one while she milked the last few dribbles from my length.


When I collapsed back onto the pillows finally, she leaped into my arms, kissing me hard and feeding some of my cum into my mouth. I know I’d given her a lot more than that and when she pulled back, there was a look of mischief in her eyes that I’d come to know well. She had her lips tightly closed and I wondered what she had in mind.


She climbed off me and pulled Becky into her arms, kissing her like she’d done with me, sharing my cum with her sister. It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen. Becky was surprised at first, but whatever she saw in my face told her I was excited and instead of protesting, she put her arms around Lana and the two of them kissed passionately, my cum moving between their mouths.


They kissed sloppily, drool and cum smearing across their lips and chins and cheeks as they made out with more and more passion. I rose to my knees beside them and slipped my hands over their asses, down between each of their thighs and started to stroke and finger them wanting to make them cum, but knowing that I couldn’t dip my tongue into those folds with my cum still in my mouth.


I watched, fascinated as they kissed, one hand on each clit, stroking them as they moaned into each others mouth. Two sets of hips rolled and bucked against my fingers as I stroked them. I caught Becky’s larger clit between my index finger and thumb and I stroked it like a miniature cock. She stiffened and whimpered, clinging to Lana as she came hard, making small little squeaking sounds as she plastered her lips to her sister’s. Lana wasn’t far behind her and Becky hadn’t quite calmed down when Lana tensed up like a coiled spring before thrusting her hips down harder on my hand and throwing her head back, groaning loudly at the ceiling.


The three of us collapsed back onto the pillows and touched, stroked, hugged and kissed tenderly for the next hour. They’d broken the taboo of incest and I pulled them both close to me, wanting them both to know that I loved them as much, if not more, for what we’d just shared.


We were truly joined in that moment, each of us lover to the other two. It felt good and right. One of us pulled the blanket back over us and we drifted off, napping in a tangle of limbs that would be the way we slept from now on.


I didn’t know how long we slept this time, but there was a knock on the door and I lifted my head. The light was still on from before so we weren’t in darkness


“Come in,” I said softly, unable to get up without waking the girls.


The door clicked open and Patty stuck her head in and smirked at me. The girls were still out like a light and we all looked exceptionally tussled. Seeing us covered, she opened the door all the way and came all the way in. She pulled the office chair over to the foot of the bed and sat down facing the bed.


“This room reeks of sex, Matt,” she said softly, wrinkling her nose and grinning. “You didn’t put anything anywhere it shouldn’t be, right?”


I shook my head. “If we decide we really can’t wait for October, I promise we’ll use condoms, but I think we’d all rather not use those, at least not for the first time.”


She nodded. “So long as you three don’t make me a grandmother before you all get through college, that’s all I ask.” She looked at the girls passed out like that and smiled, a little misty eyed. “Sometimes it’s a little hard not to think of them when they were little. You’re all growing up so fast. I think I understand a little better why Daniel’s parents and mine fought us so hard at first.”


“Starting to think we should have less freedom and more controls?” I asked gently.


She shrugged. “Yes and no,” she admitted. “You’re all my babies. I still think of you all as the kids that cried when you skinned your knees. It’s a little easier with you in some ways. Not because I didn’t carry you myself or change your diapers, but because you’re a boy and boys will be boys, but also because you’ve worked hard as long as I’ve known you to be more of an adult. The things you say should only come out of the mouth of someone decades older than you and that’s pretty much always been the case. You were always a miniature adult in a lot of ways.” She smiled affectionately.


I gently kissed Lara’s head as she slept. “Her fault,” I told her. “She made me look for answers to questions I wasn’t ready to ask.”


“Thank God she did,” Patty said softly. “The result has been a miracle to watch.”


I felt my cheeks heat up and I was at a loss for words for once.


“We’re very proud of you,” she told me truthfully. “Daniel and I and your mother are all incredibly proud of the man you’re becoming. The condition of your bed-mates aside,” she smirked, “you’re bright, polite and considerate. Daniel has said that the trainers have all commented on how grateful you’ve been for all the help they’ve given you. As far as the girls are concerned, you clearly haven’t been neglecting them,” she gave me a knowing look. “But you also care deeply about them. They’re both important to you in ways that a lot of older guys wouldn’t stop to consider.”


I tried not to squirm under the praise and shrugged as much as I could with the girls cuddled as close as they were. “Well, I am grateful,” I said, meaning it for more than the trainers. “My mother and Daniel and you in particular have helped me so much and shown so much faith and trust in me that it’s humbling. You trust me with both your daughters and have enough faith in my character that I’ll treat them like they deserve and they deserve my best and better every day. You guys cared enough about me that you got me in to rehab my injury with the best experts in sports medicine that money can buy. You even bought me a bed big enough for the three of us to be together. My mother welcomes them and treats them like this is their home, the same way you’ve always treated me. I have a lot to be grateful for. The trainers are helping me get over this so that I can be with my girls at their pace and not lurching along on crutches until the school year starts. I owe all of you more than I can ever repay. The least I can do is justify the faith you’ve all put in me, the girls included.” I looked down at my girls and smiled at the peaceful sleeping faces resting on my chest.


Patty nodded and rocked back in the chair as we chatted. “You feeling any better?” she asked, changing the topic slightly. “Dan said you were leaving rehab in pretty rough shape each day and Lana said the pain killers are giving you bad dreams. She’s been pretty worried.”


I nodded. “I’m getting better,” I assured her confidently. “At first, it was awful and the pain-killers were giving me pretty terrible dreams. Mostly preying on my own anxieties and playing them out in warped, vivid ways, but I think I’ve started to turn the corner. I didn’t have to take a pill last night, I had enough energy to go out with the girls last night and I was able to take a few steps on the leg yesterday at rehab. I might be back on my feet in time to have as much as two weeks to enjoy the last of summer. That’s worth a few days of whimpering and bad dreams.”


She nodded and some of her concern faded as she mulled over something else. “I packed your luggage in the back of your closet,” she said carefully, aware that the girls could wake up at any moment. “Have you decided what to do with it?”


I shook my head. “I have a few ideas, but honestly, I need more information before I strike out in a direction. When I move on this, I want to be decisive and not look back at the options not taken. I promise I’ll talk it out with you before I do anything though.”


She nodded and glanced at her watch. “You know you guys missed breakfast. Charlotte’s already gone out shopping. Do you three have any plans for the day or are you just staying in bed and fooling around till hunger brings you out of your lair?” she asked with a smile to let me know that she wasn’t nagging.


“I’ve been pretty much coming home and collapsing into bed each night, so I want to spend as much time with them as I can. Last night we went out to the mall after dinner to look around. Today I’ll sign on for whatever they want to do.”


That earned me another nod and a warning. “I think they may be looking to do something girly for the day. They may try to drag you along. Eight hours of waiting around while they try on clothes might make you wish for more rehab or one of those pills that make it all seem like an unpleasant dream.”


I chuckled, suppressing the urge to laugh louder since it would wake the girls. “Well, if a few hours of dragging me to different stores to try on clothes is what they want, then that’s what the plan is. I don’t have to be the center of attention all the time.”


“Alright. You were warned,” she said and slid the chair back to the desk before returning to the bed. She yanked down the blanket and laid a spanking on Lana’s ass, leaving a bright red hand print with a crack.


Lana yelped and jumped, both hands flying to her backside. “Hey! What was that for?!!?” she glared up at me, clearly thinking I’d done it. “I said own me, use me, force me, not beat my ass senseless.”


Becky came awake from the commotion and saw her mother standing over the bed and her eyes went wide, certain that there was about to be an ass-chewing to remember.


Patty’s eyes had gone wide at Lana’s admission and it could be easily mistaken for outrage. Becky looked like she wished she could be anywhere else at the moment.


“You’re assuming it was me that gave you the smack on the ass,” I said calmly, still the focus of her ire for the moment.


She had no idea her mother was behind her yet. Instead, she turned to Becky angrily. “What the hell, Beck?!!? I thought we were cool?” She caught the look on Becky’s face and looked confused, turning to look where her sister was staring. When she saw her mother there, all the blood drained out of her face and she yelped, looking for bed covers that had already been dragged off the bed. “Mom!” she shrieked, suddenly turning bright red. We were all a mess and the remains of my cum had dried on her cheeks and Becky’s. She was frantic to cover up under her mother’s watchful gaze.


While she was scrambling to cover herself, I poked Becky on the hip and she looked at me, still terrified and I pulled her closer, giving her a tiny nod and a wink to let her know it was okay.


“‘Own me’?” Patty repeated, her face unreadable. “‘Use me’? ‘Force me’?”


I kissed Becky on the cheek and decided things had gone far enough. I got up to my knees, not worried about my own nudity and reached out to Lana who was about to get out of bed and flee in whatever random direction might look like escape. I wrapped one arm around her waist from behind and snaked the other up to her throat, holding her steady firmly as she thrashed, trying to get up. I turned her head toward me and squeezed her throat just a little bit to get her attention before I kissed her, silencing the incoherent babbling she’d been doing.


The sudden silence in the room as I muffled her cries with my lips was broken only by Becky giggling, whether from nervousness or because the whole situation was funny, I couldn’t say, but I suspected that it was a combination of both.


Lana was still trembling from a combination of adrenaline wearing off, embarrassment at her mother find her like that and a growing excitement from being kissed as thoroughly as I could. I still held her throat and held her against me as I waited for her to calm down. When I thought she was mostly recovered from the shock, I laid back down in the center of the bed and drew her down next to me.


“You could have just ASKED and I would have woken them up to say good morning,” I said to Patty. “That was entertaining, but if you’d let it go much longer, Lana might have actually bolted out of the house naked.”


Becky thought that was hilarious and her giggles gave way to uncontrollable laughter while Lana gave her a withering look.


Patty pulled over the chair again, deliberately not giving us back the blanket as she sat down. “Is there something you need to tell me about the things you’ve been doing with my daughters?” Patty asked carefully.


I nodded, sensing that we needed to address this right away. “Lana said it when she woke up. She’s turned on by having me in control. I didn’t put this thought in her head. She told me that’s what she wanted. I don’t know where she learned about these sorts of things, but I promised her that I’d explore anything she wanted to do so long as we were both into it and not getting hurt.”


“Lana?” Patty said expectantly, crossing her arms and waiting for an answer from her.


Lana lowered her head and shrugged, not making eye contact with anyone. “Marlene’s older brother watches that kind of thing. We watched one of his movies one day when he wasn’t around. We laughed about it, but I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I want it.” She looked up at her mother defiantly. “I know Matt loves me and wouldn’t do anything to hurt me so I asked him. He treats me so good all the time. It makes me feel good when he shows me what he wants and it’s my choice really. If I told him I didn’t want to do something, he’d never make me. He’d hurt himself rather than hurt me or Beck. I know it, so it’s safe for me to do things with him.”


I knew she was thinking about the situation with my father and wondering if it was the same. We all sat for a moment gathering our thoughts and I spoke first.


“Patty, every relationship has to find its footing. We’re already way past conventional. This is just part of us finding out what works best for us. It’s not like I can order her to do things and have her do them. I’d never try. When we’re together like we are right now, she prefers me to be in charge. That’s all. We haven’t talked about stretching it to the rest of our lives and I don’t intend to. The three of us are equals. It’s just that Lana wants this one small thing from me that turns her on and makes it special for her.”


Patty looked at the three of us and sighed, nodding. “I’m not thrilled to hear my first-born talking about being owned, but none of you are what society would call normal for being here together like this.”


Becky spoke up for the first time other than the laughter earlier. “Well how normal is it for a mother to sit and talk with her daughters while they’re naked with their boyfriend?” she pointed out. “None of us are exactly normal, are we?”


I chuckled at that and Lana and Patty joined in at the same time.


“I suppose not. You girls haven’t been sheltered from a lot of things that other parents hide from their kids,” Patty admitted, seeming a little more relaxed.


That reminded me. “Patty, I meant to ask you last week when we talked about it, but there’s been so much going on that it slipped my mind till now. You guys are really open about things and I wondered about it. I mean, Lana told you pretty much everything we did together except the control thing. You encouraged me to do the same. I’m not complaining. Just curious how that all happened and what’s acceptable and what’s not.”


“Well, it STARTED,” she said, giving Lana a meaningful look, “with SOMEONE sneaking peeks at her father and I when she should have been tucked into bed. It got so that every time we had sex, I’d see our bedroom door open a crack. We caught her in the act of watching us a few times, punished her, talked to her about privacy, punished her some more, explained that that was for grown-ups, caught her some more, put a lock on our door and finally found her bed empty one night when we checked on her before we went to bed. We lost our minds. We thought she’d been taken out of her room and we searched the house, checked the lock on her window and finally found her curled up in our bedroom closet. She figured if we were going to lock the bedroom, she’d watch from the closet.”


Lana had turned scarlet and was giggling, unable to contain her mirth at the trouble she’d caused as a little girl.


Patty gave her a scathing look, but spoiled it with a smirk. “She was precocious, that’s for damn sure. That was about six months before you moved into the neighborhood. Anyway, after that, we knew that she was too curious about sex to put her off, so we explained how it all worked and got her all the usual books, but she insisted she didn’t understand and insisted we let her see. We got films and talked to a couple of experts and in the end, she was allowed to see and ask questions and make sense of it. After that, it didn’t seem like there was any point hiding things.”


I nodded and wished that I’d had that same opportunity, but I’d done okay with what I’d had to work with. If my parents had been more open with each other and Lilly and I, they might have still been together and I said so. “Of course if that had happened, I wouldn’t have gone and face-planted at the mall and none of us would be here right now, so I really can’t complain about how things worked out.”


“That’s a surprisingly zen attitude,” Patty said, surprised even for me.


“It’s something I picked up from science fiction. Themes of time travel are all over those stories, but that’s really just a matter of a frame-story to explore speculation about how even the tiniest change in the course of a person’s life can have a profound effect on the outcome. For example, a man leaves a bar drunk. He can get in a cab, walk home or try to drive. If he walks, he gets mugged and stabbed. It hurts and he ends up in the hospital, but falls in love with his doctor and they live happily ever after. He could get in a cab and go home without incident. He could get in his car, but on the way home he falls asleep and plows into a crowd coming out of a concert and people die. The man ends up in prison and maybe commits suicide from the guilt. Three different lives all spread out from one choice.”


I paused and shrugged again. “If my parents had talked more, they might have found a solution that kept them from falling out of love, they’d never have decided to separate and divorce, I wouldn’t have gotten on my bike that morning and might never have found my voice with Lana. Lana led to Becky and I feel like I’m where I’m meant to be. Anything different and we’d all be somewhere else, maybe somewhere less pleasant.” Later on, I’d come to understand how true that statement was, but right now it was only a casual comment. “I certainly can’t imagine being anywhere better than here with my family the way it is now.”


Patty nodded and asked me, “Have you ever thought of teaching English, Matt? Or at least tutoring? I think you could.”


“Mom’s the teacher. I’m pursuing a few different things right now. Mom’s actually supposed to get me a book on Japanese so I can see if I can pick it up like I did with programming. If it works, I’ll try getting fluent in as many languages as I can before it’s time to go to college. Then maybe pick up a degree in international relations and work as a translator for an embassy somewhere.”


“That’s an interesting idea,” she admitted. “You should branch out though and try a little bit of everything. Once you’re done at rehab, we can take a drive by a college bookstore so you can browse for things that interest you and read some of the text books. Maybe they’ll even let you take a few classes next summer.”


I nodded. “Sexuality is a topic I want to study, but that’s not surprising. That would be a branch of psychology so I guess that’s a starting point, but definitely one for another day. What’s the plan today?” I asked, looking at my girls, but including Patty too.


“Well I thought it would be fun to spend the day in bed, but mother ruined that,” Lana threw a look at Patty. “Thanks for that.” She rubbed her ass where Patty had spanked her.


“Maybe she came in to pay you for all those times you peeped at her having sex,” I suggested playfully. “She probably just wants to see how well you’ve learned what she taught you.”


Patty laughed. “Nah,” she scoffed. “I mostly come to look at you, Matt. I have yet to see that thing truly awake and breathing fire.”


“You were a couple of hours late for that, Mom,” Becky told her impishly. “Lana had it this morning. I think I’m going to get her to teach me to take that much of it.”


“The way you do it is just fine,” I told her, leaning over to kiss her softly. “I don’t want you feeling like you have to do things she does just to keep up. You have different desires. Don’t pattern what you do after her. Tell me what you want and that’s what’s right for you.”


She nodded, but the look on her face told me that I hadn’t heard the last of this issue. “I want you in my butt,” she said, surprising all of us.


“What?!!?” three throats voiced in shock.


She blushed and shrugged, but was adamant. “Yup. I put my finger up there sometimes in the shower. It feels good so I want you to put it in my butt.”


“So that’s why you slipped a finger into mine the first time we were in the shower?” I asked her with a slight smile.


She nodded. “I play with mine in the shower and it feels good. I figured you’d like it too. It felt weird at first, but not any more.”


“Well, I’ve never done that before, but we’ll see what we can do to make it work,” I promised.


“You’ll need lube and patience,” Patty told us. “I’ll handle picking up some lubricant you can use. Start slow. That part of the body needs to be stretched gently before you try to put that thing in it. Use one finger, then two, then three and when that’s comfortable, then you’re probably ready. Take it easy and be sure to clean up as soon as you’re done Matt. You can get a nasty urinary infection from the bacteria if you don’t. You might want to do it in the shower, for that matter. It can be a bit messy.”


She had all of our attention now as she talked us through the basics of it. She told us that it wasn’t for everyone, but the girls that liked it swore by it while the ones that didn’t like it had just as strong a reaction. We’d just finished up talking about it and we were talking about getting showered and looking for lunch when we heard noises upstairs.


A few moments later, Mom appeared at the door, surprised to find us all here and three of us naked. “I wasn’t aware this was going to be a spectator sport,” she said from the doorway and Patty laughed.


“I came in to talk to Matt while the girls were asleep and when we were done, I felt like they’d had enough rest so I woke them. We’ve been chatting ever since. The girls are slowly getting over their shyness. Matt lost his when his head hit the ground.”


I shrugged. “I was laying in bed, pinned under two people when someone pulled the blanket off the three of us and gave poor Lana a God-awful crack across the ass loud enough to wake Becky too. All I could do was watch, powerless to stop the attack.”


My mother took the exchange with an amused smile on her face. “Well get dressed and come upstairs. I have your book and I got a few things for down here that need to be carried. The girls can do that, but I want to make sure you think you can handle the book. It’s pretty big, but the person who sold it to me swore that he learned Italian from a book in the same series and he’d used it on a trip he took.”


We all got dressed, modesty having long since left the room and promised each other a long shower later on.


Upstairs, the girls took a couple of bags downstairs to the bathroom containing extra soap, toilet paper, tampons and other supplies for girls that I didn’t pay too much attention to.


I sat in the kitchen while the rest of the stuff was put away, poring over the pages of the language book and murmuring to myself as the phrases leaped out at me.


I was still turning pages when Patty put a sandwich on the page I was reading and I looked up. “Lunch time, Champ,” she said and I realized that everyone else was sitting down with their own plates. She put a can of Coke in front of me and I dug in.


Becky looked over at the book and gaped. “You read that far already?” she asked, impressed.


“Yep. It seems to be going a little more smoothly than the programming book went,” I checked my progress and guessed I’d gotten about 60 pages into the lessons before lunch had been served.


“You could probably exchange the book for the next one you want to read before the store closes tonight,” she pointed out.


“That wouldn’t be very honest, Becky,” her mother reminded her seriously, but to no effect.


“If it came from the bookstore in the mall, they deserve it for how they treated us last night,” she countered and Lana jumped in to agree with her.


That brought up the topic of how the woman had run us out of the store and acted like we’d destroyed the section we were looking at.


“Seriously, how much trouble can three kids get into talking quietly at the language section of a bookstore on Friday night?” Lana asked.


“How many groups of teenagers make that a destination on Friday night?” Mom asked delicately. “She was probably suspicious you were up to something.”


“That’s possibly true, but we were talking quietly, treating the books with respect and making sure to put everything back where we found it. If we’re up to something and it doesn’t make a mess, cause trouble or break laws, should she treat us like criminals?” I asked with a shrug. “She could have just been having a bad day or had a date after work and wanted us out so she could start her closing routine early or just have a chip on her shoulder for some reason. She’s dealing with the public though. She was over the top and it made us feel unwelcome in the store so we left. Regardless of the reason, how many other people has she done that to?”


That took the debate in a new direction and I sat back to watch what turned into a lively discussion about ethics in customer service. No one seemed to be able to convince each other of the opposing view when I shrugged and pointed out that this was why businesses struggled to set policies that work properly. “Which is why a bookstore that does probably a third of their business with teenagers and kids end up treating them badly when they’re in the store.”


Chapter 10


That afternoon, the girls packed me and a couple of bags that I wasn’t allowed to see into Lana’s car and dragged me off on an adventure I wasn’t allowed to be in on ‘til we got there.


I was surprised when we pulled up to Revere Beach on the Atlantic ocean. “What are we doing here?” I asked, surprised.


“The weather is fantastic and the water’s probably cold enough to count as icing your leg,” Lana explained as Becky passed her something from the bags in the backseat. “You were bummed out because you couldn’t come to the beach with us, well, we’re taking you to the beach anyway. Change into this here,” she said, passing me what she’d gotten from Becky which turned out to be my swimsuit.


I laughed and nodded, squirming a bit to get my shorts and underwear down and off before carefully sliding the suit up my legs and over my hips. Lana reached down by my feet to get the discarded shorts and underwear, passing them to Becky who made them disappear into the bags she had back there with her.


They had me leave my crutches in the car and they each supported me on one side as we made our way down the sand to find a place to set up. We spread out towels and then Becky and Lana stripped off their clothes, revealing bikinis that made my mouth water for each of them. We lay down to take in some sun and I was suddenly grateful for this since I’d become very pale from staying inside so much.


They made sure I didn’t burn, four hands liberally applying sunblock to me front and back. Becky even unwrapped my ankle and slathered lotion on my injured foot. I returned the favor with as much detail to attention, making sure that every inch was covered, slipping my fingertips beneath the material of their suits to spread sunblock everywhere that might see the light of day and a few places that were in no danger of it.


We lay back on our towels and chatted idly about friends, school, home and Lilly whom I’d started thinking of as ‘our sister’. We lay there hand in hand for a lot of the afternoon, flipping over onto our stomachs to get some sun on our backs too.


Toward the middle of the afternoon, the girls wanted to go swimming and I told them to go ahead. I’d make sure nothing blew away here. They looked reluctant to leave me alone here, but I told them that trying to paddle with my ankle injured would probably hurt as bad as trying to walk on it and they nodded before taking off down the sand to the water.


I watched them run down the sand and counted myself lucky again as my eyes were glued to their asses as they ran, barely concealed by the suits they wore. I was sporting a bit of an erection and I adjusted it so it was in a more comfortable position.


The rest of the afternoon passed uneventfully. They returned from the water and dripped water from their hair all over me, making me squirm and complain with a smile on my face. The girls got some whistles and cat-calls, but said that wasn’t abnormal for when they came to the beach. “Creeps gotta creep,” Lana said with a sour look on her face as a pair of guys called over to them to leave me and go have fun with them.


I looked at the guys and shook my head. “They’re probably college age,” I said. “Trying to pick up two teenage girls is a good way to end up charged with committing something that starts with ‘statutory’. Besides, I’d bet my left crutch and my right nut that between them they wouldn’t know how to please a girl. Otherwise they wouldn’t be trolling the beach on the buddy system. Remember, always swim with a buddy if you’re in over your head.”


They laughed loudly and the three of us looked over at them, letting them know that they were the subject of the joke. We decided that we’d had enough of the beach for one day and started to pack up. I wrapped my ankle while they got dressed and then I slipped on my shorts and put my shoe back on my good foot. They helped me up and we started up the beach toward the car.


We hadn’t gotten far when the college guys caught up to us and tried to get the girls to go with them again. “Just ditch the crip and we can have the party to end all parties,” the big one said like it was the most obvious thing in the world.


Lana lost her mind. One minute she was supporting me and the next minute I was teetering and she’d turned and planted her foot directly into the guy’s crotch as hard as she could.


He folded up like a lawn chair, my eyes went wide, his friend said “Whoa!” in shock, Becky started laughing so hard, I wasn’t sure which of us was supporting the other and Lana was shrieking at the fallen jock red-faced.


“THAT’S OUR BOYFRIEND YOU’RE CALLING A CRIP! IF WE WANT A PARTY, IT’LL BE WITH HIM AND IT’LL BE BETTER FOR BOTH OF US THAN ANYTHING YOU COULD EVER DO, YOU PIECE OF SHIT! SO FUCK OFF!”. She punctuated the last part by kicking him again.


She was wild, possessed and there was a rage in her eyes that made me wonder if she was going to kick him again. “Well, I don’t think any of us expected that,” I said dryly. “Least of all him.”


Lana turned toward the other guy, snarling and spoiling for a fight and he backed up. “Hey! I’m cool. Mad respect to you bro,” he directed at me, still backing away from Lana. “Sorry for bothering you guys. I’m just gonna make sure he’s not dead and leave you alone.”


Becky was still laughing at the guy on the ground who’d rolled over onto his side and puked on the sand. Her arm slipped from around me and I teetered for a moment before I put my other foot down gingerly to try and balance. I growled against the pain and chose instead to sit down hard, figuring that the sand was soft enough to make that less painful than trying to stand on both feet.


That pulled Lana’s attention and suddenly she was at my side, making sure I was okay. I nodded and told her I’d just lost my balance and tried to use my bad ankle to recover before thinking better of it.


She helped me back up and we got back to the car with some difficulty, Becky still consumed with laughter and piled in.


When we were back on the road, I looked at Lana and asked if she was okay.


“Me? You might have re-injured your ankle. I’m more worried about you,” she shot back.


I shook my head. “I don’t think I hurt it any more. I sat down as soon as it felt painful. You flew off the handle though. I’m worried about why.”


“You’re not a cripple!” she blurted out. “Him calling you names made me so mad. It was like he thought he deserved us because you were hurt.”


“People call me names all the time. Becky, back me up on this. I get the top marks in English, Math and any science that uses formulas. That makes me a nerd, geek, dork or any of a half dozen other names. If that makes Hulk angry then half the freshmen this year are going to need ice packs this semester.” I put a hand on her shoulder and pointed to a McDonald’s and asked her to pull into the parking lot so we could talk.


She nodded and we went through the drive-thru to get shakes before parking.


“I love you more than words can say and I’m not mad at you for what you did,” I told her, holding her hand tightly. “I love the fact that you’ve got my back. I’m worried about how out of control you were though. It was super-personal to you.”


She sighed and swore softly to herself. “A girl in my class last year that was out with some friends and they got approached by some college guys who said they had some beer and were going to a party. Some of the guys went, but all the other girls turned them down. She figured she was safe since there was a few guys from her class that were going with her. When they got to the party, they got drinking and next thing she knew, she was loaded drunk and some guy she’d never met was on top of her. She was a virgin and she didn’t even know the guy’s name. After he was done, there was another guy. And another and another. She said she passed out a few times and they’d slap her awake. She doesn’t know how many guys raped her. She didn’t know which of them had gotten her pregnant, but she couldn’t handle telling her parents or dealing with the baby or any of it. She killed herself a couple of weeks after she found out they’d gotten her pregnant. That guy could have been one of them. I don’t know for sure. I do know that’s what he was looking for was to take us home or to some slimy frat-house and get us drunk so we’d have sex.”


She sighed and took a sip from her shake before explaining what she’d been feeling. “Between what happened to Sally and what he wanted from us and what he called you and how he thought we’d just dump you there and take off with him, I couldn’t listen to another word from him,” she finished up.


“Well look on the bright side,” Becky said with a sunny smile. “The next time anyone hears another word from him, his voice will be a lot higher.”


We all laughed at that and I reached over to hug Lana comfortingly. “I don’t think he would have tried anything, but I was really worried. I couldn’t have fought him if he started trouble. I was glad you were there to stop trouble before it started.”


I kissed her cheek and told her I loved her and then I reached out to Becky and pulled her close so I could kiss her too. “I love you too, but you make a lousy crutch.” I smiled to let her know I wasn’t mad that she’d let me go.


“Sorry,” she said, chagrined.


We went home and had dinner with Mom and Lilly who was talking up a storm about last night’s slumber party and telling the girls all about who was coming to hers next week. Becky knew some of the girls, but most of them were a year behind us both, so she wasn’t very close to them.


I was mostly bored by the talk, but kept up with the conversation rather than checking out and wandering in my own thoughts even though I had a fair few things to think about these days.


We stayed around the table when dinner was done, the five of us chatting for a while longer before I decided I needed some quiet time. I stood and kissed my girls, announcing that I was going to go through the rest of the new book and put my foot up. I was worried about it after putting weight on it earlier. I’d taken a few steps on it the day before, but with guard rails supporting a lot of my weight. The thought that I might have made it worse filled me with dread.


Lana came down a few minutes later with an ice pack and helped me get settled. “You want me to stay with you?” she asked apprehensively and I was about to tell her to go talk with the girls when it occurred to me that she needed reassurance after the outburst leaving the beach.


I smiled and nodded and she bounded into bed with me, pulling me close. Instead of picking up the book on Japanese again, I stroked her hair and let her be quiet for a few minutes. “Today really bothered you, huh?” I asked gently when we’d been settled for a few minutes.


She fussed a little, rubbing her face on my chest like a kitten for a moment before nodding. “I should have just ignored him and walked you back to the car. I’ve had guys like that make comments when I was at the beach before. I don’t know why I got so mad.”


“Have you ever been there with your boyfriend before?” I asked, pointing out the difference to her.


She shook her head and looked at me waiting for me to say more.


“We’re together and it’s new and we love it. We love each other. We want the whole world to know. When someone sees us together and acts like it doesn’t matter it makes me mad too. I wished I was a lot taller, stronger and my ankle was good when he followed us up the beach. I wanted to put him on the ground too. Your reaction was just more ... visceral than mine. You’ve got good reason for that. I was just worried about what sparked it. Now I know.”


She put her head down and shrugged, rubbing her face on my chest again. “Yeah, but I should have stayed with you. You were counting on me and I left you alone.”


“That happens,” I said gently. “It’ll happen again to both of us. There’ll be days that you need me and I’ll be in class or I’ll need you when you’re away at college or studying and we’ll have to be strong in those moments. Just remember, I love you very much, you’re always in my thoughts and I’m always with you in my heart. That should get us both through the times we need to lean on each other.”


She looked up at me and I could tell she was still feeling a bit down about it, but she was coming around. I leaned down and kissed her softly, pouring my feelings into the kiss.


She sighed contentedly and put her head back down on my chest, relaxing. We stayed like that for a little while before she got up, passed me my book and slipped out of the room without another word.


I lost myself in the book for a while before my eyes started to drift shut. We hadn’t done all that much today, but for some reason, I was tired. I mused that I must still be wiped out from the week at rehab, drifting off before I could finish the thought.





I knew it was a dream as soon as I opened my eyes. I was on my bike, hurtling toward the mall. I knew my foot was about to slip off the pedal, but this time it didn’t. I kept going, picking up speed, still pointed at the wall next to the food court entrance. I expected to stop, but I just kept going faster until I slammed into the concrete with a sickening wet thud. I felt the jolt of the sudden stop, but none of the pain, as is the way of dreams.


I thought I’d wake then, but I didn’t, just stood there, unmoving and staring at the red mark on the wall, wondering why I was still there. I heard a shriek and I turned. There was Lana, stopped right where I had crashed before, but I wasn’t there. She was screaming hysterically and staring at my feet. The sound of her and the look on her face unnerved me so completely that it took me a moment to wonder what she was looking at and I slowly dropped my gaze, raking it through the grass between her and I to look down into my own eyes. They were open and glazed and I’d clearly run head-first into the wall.





I woke with a jerk, my heart hammering in my chest. The book was open on my chest and I sat up slowly as a shudder ran through me. I ran my hand over my face and I felt wetness. My breath froze in my chest and I wondered if I was awake or asleep. If the wetness was blood from a skull fracture that I’d just witnessed or if it was sweat from the dream. I pulled my hand back and could breathe again when I saw the sweat slicking my palm.


I wiped my hand on the sheet and lay back, thinking about the dream in detail. Was I going to plow into the wall that day? I don’t remember being sad or suicidal. Just angry. I didn’t even recognize where I was till after I picked myself up.


I sighed and tried to dismiss it from my thoughts, but whenever I closed my eyes, I came back to the concrete wall looming up large before me.


I shook my head to clear it and berated myself angrily for wasting time on that when there were more important problems to address.


With a little free time and the need of the distraction, I mulled over what to do about Miranda. I’d come to understand that she was going to get us all killed and make her getaway clean if she had her way. I wanted to make sure that it was us that got away and her that was left answering for the missing money. Now was just the problem of how and I was playing at a handicap since she knew how everything fit together.


The next part of my planning was to mine my father for information. I knew he was almost no use to us in the long run. We needed to be free of him, but I didn’t want to see him dead. I just knew that he couldn’t be what we needed him to be. He was a piece of equipment that wasn’t applicable to the situation, like a polo mallet on a fire truck.


Mom was setting up a meeting for him later in the week and I figured that would be the best time to start learning what I was up against. Miranda was older, more conniving, had a head start and my grip on my father was tenuous at best, but he was the only weapon I had to fight her with.


The only other choice was to kill her and hang the whole thing around her neck after the fact. I had no experience in killing, but endless reading gave me a small suite of options to choose from if I was inclined to go that direction. Fortunately I wasn’t interested in adding that particular complication to my list of worries.


I looked at the clock and wondered why I hadn’t heard from the girls. Hours had passed. I put my book aside and sat up to get my crutches. I went upstairs to find my mother alone in the living room. “Hey,” I said, knowing she’d heard my crutches tapping on the floor as I approached. “Where’s everyone else gone?” I asked curiously.


She looked up with a smile and muted the TV “They went out for a girls night. A movie they don’t want to torture you with, ice cream and a lot of them talking, probably about you since you’re the boy in their lives. They took Lilly and were meeting some other girls.”


I nodded and settled myself to spend some time talking to her. “How are you doing now?” I asked, knowing that we didn’t often get time to talk alone.


She smiled and turned off the TV, focusing her attention on me. “I’m doing alright. Having the girls here has been a welcome change, although I moved you down there to give you space away from the women in your life. That didn’t work out as planned.” She laughed at that.


I smiled and nodded. “I more meant how were you adjusting to the separation and divorce, but I’m glad you like having them here. Tell them that. Becky knows, but this is new to Lana. She could use the reassurance that you’re not gonna get mad at her. She was mortified after the night you walked in on us together upstairs.”


She nodded. “I will. How are you handling it? Scheduling appointments to see your father hasn’t exactly been ideal.”


“No, and I think we should put a stop to that. Not to me seeing him, but to you having to be the one to make the calls to him. I may have to tell him I need a phone so that I can reach him directly. You shouldn’t have to have more contact with him than you want.”


She thought about it and sighed. “I’d prefer you not ask him for anything like that,” she said carefully. “You’re not certain how much contact you’ll want with him down the road still. Better that he not control the bill for that. If he wants to buy the phone outright so you don’t need a contract on it, that’s one thing, but if he’s paying for it, he gets to see the bill and he can request an itemized call list to see what numbers you’re dialing. Something to think about,” she said. “You could always get a prepaid for now and have him buy the top-up cards.”


I thought about it and nodded. “That’s probably the way to go for now,” I admitted. “It’s not like I need one often. It would have come in handy on the day I had the accident, but at the same time, it might have broken in the crash.”


We chatted for a while before she brought up the bet we’d made that first day in the office. “I somehow doubt you’re going to have the free time to take those lessons we talked about before,” she said lightly. “It was an extremely erotic conversation we had, but it’s probably best if you do your exploring with the girls. Besides, I’m going to be busy in a few weeks with getting ready for school and you’ll be trying to do a whole summer’s worth of activities in whatever time you have left once you’re back to full strength.”


I reluctantly nodded. “I suppose, but I kind of got the impression you were looking forward to seeing just how attentive a student I could be,” I said with a twinkle in my eye.


She chuckled and shrugged. “I’m a woman,” she said unapologetically. “I have all the same desires of any other woman. The thought that I could still be attractive was very enticing. It still is, but I need to be fair to you and myself too. I could conveniently forget you’re my son for an afternoon and feel young and vibrant and sexy again, but it would just be an afternoon at a time. It could never go anywhere. We both deserve to be with people who can take us out to dinner and kiss in public and introduce to people at parties. You’ve got your girls and I have to find someone who’s right for me.”


I listened to her talk about it and nodded quietly. I was sure that once she got back to work, there’d be no shortage of attention from her male co-workers and possibly from a few of the ladies too.


“I understand,” I said with a smile. “It’s not like I’m completely starved for attention. When you do find someone you want to date, I’m sure that he, or she.” I allowed casually, “will be a welcome change for you. Just don’t settle because you think we need someone around. I have what most parents would consider a bizarrely permissive arrangement with my girls and right now, no one who matters is objecting. I don’t want anyone to make waves for any of us, you included.”


She nodded. “That’s true. Anyone I bring home would have to be able to fit into our lifestyle or they’re more trouble than they’re worth.”


I nodded in agreement but added a proviso. “That doesn’t mean you should make that the first thing you consider in dating. Date whoever you want, but when it gets to the point that you’re serious, then whoever it is has to know about our extended family and decide whether they can be part of it or if they’d rather shake hands and walk away.”


“I suppose,” she said with less conviction. “I’d still rather get it out in the open before things get to be serious. It would be a shame to get invested emotionally in someone and have them turn out to be a bad fit.”


I shrugged. “I suppose, but you can date someone comfortably without it necessarily going long-term.”


“Oh? And you’ve come to this insight on dating how?” she asked sweetly.


“Literacy,” I said dryly. “It’s the gateway to imagination. Reading Rainbow, stay in school and all that.”


We both laughed and she nodded. “Fair enough. You seem to be going out of your way to suggest women as well as men. Any particular reason?”


I shrugged. “It’s not that uncommon now for people to hook up same-sex. There was a couple of guys that were like that last year and probably more than a few girls. It’s not like it used to be. There’s less anxiety about doing what people tell you that you should and more of a focus on doing what feels right to you. If that’s two guys or two girls or a guy and two girls, then that’s cool. There’s some people that get bent out of shape, but there’s plenty of celebrities out there that are ‘out’ and they’re role models to a lot of kids. Just don’t rule out someone good for you because they sit down to pee.”


She chuckled at that, but nodded. “Okay. I just wondered if you were trying to tell me something.”


“Just that I love you and want what’s best for you whether it’s male or female,” I told her and then looked at my watch before getting up and stretching. “I think I’m gonna head down to bed though. I am still getting tired a little more easily. Hopefully rehab is easier this week, but it’s also possible that they’ll turn it up a notch.”


She nodded and got up to hug me. “We were all a little worried this week,” she told me.


I nodded and told her the pain killers had given me some disturbing dreams, but I should be able to switch to an over the counter for this coming week.” I kissed her on the cheek and went back downstairs, picking at the Japanese book and noticing that I was over half done. I was shooting for complete before the end of the weekend and I thought that if I could squeeze in a little reading time tomorrow, I’d be able to swing it.


I finally put the book on the night table and got undressed, unwrapping my ankle and turning out the light as I pulled the sheet over me, drifting off again.


My dreams were plagued with unpleasant imagery and I didn’t sleep as soundly as I expected to. I woke up and looked at the clock, groaning that it was the middle of the night. I was about to slip back into unconsciousness when I realized that I was alone.


My blood suddenly ran cold and I was wide awake. I reached out for the lamp and turned it on, bounding out of bed and grabbing my crutches. I stopped long enough to shrug my robe on and tie the sash hastily before I bolted down the hall, terrified by the absence of my girls. I scrambled up the stairs, making a lot of extra noise in my haste and charged through the darkened house frantically, going to the front door and yanking it open to look for Lana’s car. It wasn’t in either driveway and I swore loudly, turning back inside and pulling the door closed.


Chapter 11


“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” I chanted, practically lunging for the phone. I dialed Lilly’s number and listened to it ring before going to voice-mail. I swore again and waited for the beep so I could record a message. “Lilly, it’s Matt. It’s 2:30. Call me! I just woke up and you girls aren’t home yet! I’m worried sick. Seriously, I need to know you’re all okay.”


Next I called Lana’s line and silently begged her to pick up. I felt like I was going to throw up and I left the same frantic message on her voice-mail before dropping onto the couch and clutching the phone in my hand powerlessly. I knew I needed to wake Mom and that every minute counted. I dropped the phone into the pocket of my robe and climbed the stairs, checking Lilly’s room and what used to be mine even though I knew they’d be empty.


I knocked on Mom’s door and called to her as gently as I could. I waited a moment and opened the door, “Mom?” I said, a little more loudly and turned on the light reluctantly.


In the mid-summer heat, she’d slept on top of the blanket and she was completely naked. Under other circumstances, I would have stopped to admire the sight. I’m sure it was majestic, but in that moment, she could have been wearing any outfit under the sun and I wouldn’t have noticed.


She woke confused, blinking and squinting at the light. “Matt? What’s wrong?”


“It’s 2:30 and the girls aren’t home. I can’t reach them by phone. They just ring forever and go to voice-mail. I’m worried sick about them.”


She was awake in a flash, pulling on clothes and telling me to get dressed, suddenly all business.


I scrambled back down to my room, nearly breaking my neck in my haste to get ready. I threw on a pair of shorts and a shirt and was back upstairs in something approaching a normal time. I’d even remembered to get the phone from my robe, keeping a death-grip on it like it was a life-line to the girls.


My mind was on overdrive, adrenaline slamming through my brain as I silently begged God or the Universe or whoever controlled such things for all three of my girls to be safe.


Mom had her laptop open and was looking at a map page when I got back to the kitchen. “They’re moving,” she told me. “Lilly’s phone has a GPS. They’re nearly home. They probably went out to have coffee after the movie and lost track of time. You did the right thing waking me though. I’m furious at them for being this late.”


“I’m just glad they’re safe,” I said weakly. I told her about the incident at the beach and what had happened to Lana’s friend. “I thought ... I worried...” I couldn’t finish, but she understood and nodded, looking at the blip on the map. “I think I need the bathroom!” I said suddenly, my stomach and my head spinning and I turned for the stairs, clamping my jaws shut and praying I could make it that far.


I managed to get to the bottom of the stairs without killing myself and when I made it to the bathroom, I flung my crutches aside and dropped to my knees, throwing up everything I’d ever eaten. I heaved until I was empty and then I heaved till I thought I was going to die. My eyes were streaming and I could feel bile burning in my sinuses as snot bubbled at my nose. I groaned and clutched the edge of the toilet hard enough to make my fingers ache.


There were voices coming from upstairs now and I was hit by a new wave of nausea. I heaved and choked as my stomach tried to rebel against food that it had already rejected. I was a hot mess and I couldn’t even get to my feet to clean up while my whole body was hunching reflexively over the bowl.


I was frozen and I shook all over, knowing that I was going into shock from the burned off adrenaline.


I wanted to collapse onto the floor and stay there, but something finally made me pull myself up to my knees proper. I flushed the toilet and reached for the sink, pulling myself up to stand on one foot. I washed my mouth out and then did it again before hopping over to get a cloth from the linen closet to wipe off my face and try to get myself under control. I was still shaking like a leaf, the fear still gripping me. I lowered my head and realized that there was too much fear in my life right now.


Things with Miranda and Donald had me in a state of high anxiety. I was having nightmares almost constantly and I wasn’t sleeping right unless I was so exhausted that I was on the verge of collapse. Even tonight, my sleep had been interrupted by dreams twice. Part of me was afraid that I was suddenly going to lose Lana and Becky. I was extremely lucky to have them and I was acutely aware that luck often ran out when it was most damaging. I splashed cold water on my face and hot water on my hands to try to stabilize myself before I went upstairs.


Reluctantly I fumbled my crutches from opposite corners where I’d thrown them in my haste to reach the toilet and paused to get hold of myself before I took a deep breath and climbed the stairs slowly.


I didn’t hear any voices right now, but that couldn’t mean anything pleasant. I came into the living room and the three of them were sitting on the couch side by side, looking frightened and miserable. When Lana looked up at me, she looked like she wanted to cry.


Mom looked at me and her face was a thunder-head of fury. She turned back to the girls. “Lilly,” she said sternly, “I want you to take out your phone and put it on speaker. I want you to play the message Matthew left for you a half hour ago.”


She looked scared, but she did it. We all listened as I pleaded with her to call me, my panic clear. When the message was done, my mother told her to save it. “That’s a gentle reminder of what you put the two of us through tonight. Lana, I believe there’s a similar learning experience waiting on your messages. Let’s listen to it.”


Lana nodded and played the message, tears running down her face as she listened to my message, realizing what she’d put me through.


“When Matt couldn’t reach either of you, he came and woke me for help. He told me about what happened at the beach and about what had happened to your friend. Can you imagine what was running through his mind?” Lana was rocking back and forth and nodding while she cried, red-faced. “After all that, when I was able to access the GPS in Lilly’s phone and told him you were almost home, the first thing he said was that he was grateful you were all safe. Then he had to excuse himself because he was literally worried sick.”


She hadn’t raised her voice, but kept it firmly in control as she swept a disgusted gaze over the three of them. “Now, which of you wants to explain to Matthew and I why he wasn’t able to reach either phone and why you were hours late getting back from the movie?”


It was Becky that spoke up. “They make you turn off your phone in the theater,” she said simply. “I guess they forgot to turn them back off of silent. Everyone wanted to go get something to eat after the movie, so we went over to the diner up near the theater. They’re open late and we lost track of time. We’re sorry. We were just all talking and never thought to look at the time till we got back in the car and saw the clock on the dash.”


I wasn’t comfortable with the role I was taking in all this. I felt guilty about getting them caught. If I’d been asleep a little longer or if I hadn’t panicked, they’d have been able to skate with a much less knife-twisting lecture from me. As it was, I felt that they were going to be suffering way out of proportion to what they’d inflicted.


“Girls, go to your rooms,” I said, deciding to try to head this off before Mom decided to put a full tank of gas in the Old Testament and get the pulpit up to full boil. “Mom and I need to discuss this evening in more detail and decide where we go from here.”


The three of them looked at me and each of them got up and went to their rooms. Becky stopped and put her arms around Mom and told her she was sorry before doing the same to me and then filing out of the room. Lilly repeated the gesture and climbed the stairs, but Lana had lingered behind.


“It’s my fault,” she croaked through tears. “I’m the one that was driving. I should have kept an eye on the time. Please go easy on them. I’m the one that was supposed to be taking care of them.”


“We’ll certainly take that into consideration,” I told her, the shock making me sound more detached to my ears. “For now, go get ready for bed. I’ll be down when I’ve spoken to Mom.”


She nodded and came to hug us. She wept against my shoulder bitterly, the worry she’d put on me knifing her through the heart.


I put my arms around her and told her I loved her and sent her to bed.


Mom waited until she was downstairs before speaking. “Taking charge, Mr. Man-of-the-House?” she asked with an arched eyebrow.


I went to drop onto the couch where the girls were and slumped, utterly spent. “I could feel the waves of fire and brimstone coming off you and I didn’t think I could stay upright much longer,” I told her at least partially truthfully. “I think you’ve already made them wish they’d never been born. Lana’s devastated. Your trust is important to her and because of a stupid mistake, she isn’t sure whether she’s going to get to stay here or be sent home to explain to Mamma why she’s going to be moving back into her old room.”


“Got that all out of a few tears, did you?” she asked with a slight edge to her voice because of the fire and brimstone comment.


I shook my head. “Lana’s a sweet girl. She’s got a feisty side and a mischievous streak, but not a mean bone in her body and despite me worshiping her for years, she’s a little insecure about some things. You notice that it was Becky who spoke up? Not Lilly who had a phone that shouldn’t have been on mute, not Lana who was driving, Becky who wasn’t driving and wasn’t responsible for turning on a phone. She jumped right in and planted herself at as much fault as the others.”


She nodded and crossed her arms, waiting for me to continue.


“Lana sat there in utter despair because she knew that she was responsible for making sure the other two got home before curfew was up. Becky stepped up, but Lana waited until the others went to bed to try to take that responsibility back onto herself. She did that to keep the others from objecting. The three of them acted like sisters. They treated Lilly like she was one of them. Each of them tried to attract more responsibility onto themselves. Lilly can be forgiven for not trying to step in front of the bullet since she’s the youngest.”


Again, my mother nodded. “So talk it out. We both agree that they’ve bonded. Now what do we do about their punishment?”


“‘We’? I repeated questioningly.


“We,” she said firmly. “It was you that realized they were missing and it was you that they put in a panic deep enough to make you need to throw up. You get some input here.”


I sat and thought about it, uncomfortably reminded of how my father had ceded control of our relationship to me and my suspicion that my mother was on the cusp of something similar if I gave her the inkling. “Alright. Lilly and Becky should be assigned all the house chores for the week. Becky has baseball on Tuesdays and Thursdays, but other than that, both girls should be around here or next door to take care of whatever chores you or Mamma throw at them.”


She nodded, apparently agreeing. “And Lana?”


“I’m not done with Lilly and Becky yet.” Their punishment should be over on Saturday once Lilly’s party is set up. You probably expected me to suggest canceling it, but as much as I’m not looking forward to it, it would be over-reacting to make her cancel it. They put us through about an hour of misery. A week of chores is plenty of time to think about what they’ve done.”


I paused and thought about Lana for a long moment. “Lana’s tricky. Like I said, she’s more fragile than Becky in some ways. In a lot of ways, she’s stronger than I can imagine, but she feels like she’s in a vulnerable position here. Stress her too hard and she may fracture. Neither of us wants that. I honestly don’t think we could make her feel worse than she felt when she heard those voice-mail messages and had you tell her what had been running through my head when I couldn’t reach them.”


She nodded. “I’ll talk with Patty in the morning and see what she has to say,” she assured me.


“One thing,” I said. “You can absolutely not use sending her back next door for a punishment. If you do, she’ll never, ever feel at home in this house and that would be a cruelty I couldn’t stomach.”


“I wouldn’t suggest it,” she agreed. “I think you’re on a good track with Becky and Lilly and you know Lana well enough to know what would be a disaster for her.”


“Well, like I said, I think she’s in such a state that any punishment we mete out will be a relief for her. Maybe taking her keys for the week. That limits her mobility and puts her around the house to help out as you need it.”


“A good idea, but now you need to go to bed. You’re exhausted.” She stood up and motioned me to the stairs.


I nodded and worked my way down them slowly, taking my time since I was so wiped out. I used the bathroom and brushed my teeth to try to scour away the worst of the taste in my mouth before I returned to my room. The light was on and they were still awake waiting for me, both of them looking ashamed of what they’d done tonight.


“We’ll talk about it in the morning,” I assured them as I got undressed. “Right now all you need to know is that I love you both and I’m so glad you’re okay.” I crawled into bed and settled in the middle as I normally did. Becky turned off the light and both girls clutched me tightly like they were afraid I might send them away.


Despite how tired I was, sleep was not easy to come by. When it did, I had nightmares about not being able to find the girls. I was pushing through the crowd at a party, trying frantically to find them. I could hear them screaming for me and no one else seemed to notice, laughing and talking and dancing and making out. I shoved my way through the crowd and flung doors open, but they were always somewhere else.


I finally woke from fitful sleep as I felt the bed shift. I was grateful for the respite from the terror I’d felt in the dream. Lana slipped out of bed in the dark and started moving around, carefully. Whether she was trying to avoid making noise or worrying about running into something in the dark, I didn’t know.


I heard her open a drawer and the rustle of clothing, then another drawer and more rustling. It was too much for her to be getting dressed and I frowned. I put my hand over Becky’s mouth and squeezed her to wake her gently. “Lamp,” I whispered to her and felt her nod.


I released her and sat up, turning in the direction of the dresser as the room flared before my eyes in the sudden light.


Lana jumped as if she’d been electrocuted. She was on her knees emptying the drawers into a tote-bag and she still looked miserable. She was crying softly and lowered her head, hiding her face behind her hair.


I decided to start with something simple. “Did you sleep at all?” I asked and she shook her head mutely. “Is that why you’re leaving?”


She sobbed, the first sound she’d made since I woke and her whole body shook with it. “You’re gonna send me away!” she wailed miserably.


I slid off the bed awkwardly and went to her. I slipped my arms around her and she tried to push me away. I pulled her to me more firmly and held her while she cried inconsolably against my chest.


“No one is sending you away,” I told her firmly. “The only one who thought that was you. I’m telling you that this is where you belong. Last night you made a mistake. You fucked up. We all do it. I did it when I took off on my bike in a blind rage. You did it last night and you very nearly did it today. If we hadn’t woken in time to stop you, we would have found your clothes gone and no explanation. None of us want you gone. That would have hurt us a lot, all of us.”


She cried harder for a long time and I held her while she did, murmuring that I loved her over and over. Becky came to join us and put her arms around us both. She was crying a little too, but not nearly as bad as Lana was. She was upset. Lana was crushed.


It seemed to take forever, but she was finally calmed down enough to talk. The three of us got back into bed and I pulled both of my girls close to me, hugging them tightly. “I love you both. When I woke up last night and you weren’t home, I knew something was wrong. I went upstairs to see if your car was in the driveway. I thought that maybe you’d come home and not wanted to disturb my sleep. When I saw the car was still missing, I thought the worst. I called your phones and there was nothing. I worried that you might have been in an accident or that you might have run into those guys from the beach again or someone worse. When I didn’t get a call back, I woke Mom.”


“We got dressed and by the time I was back upstairs, she had you located. Lilly’s phone has GPS that Mom can track from the computer. If you guys had been anywhere else but on the way home, we were going to go search for you.”


Lana looked like she wanted to cry again. This had cut her to the core and I needed to push through the worst of last night to get her out the other side. I had no idea what I was doing, but I’d tap-danced through a lot of mine fields lately and still had all my toes. That was something.


“I don’t know what Mom said to you when you got home before I came upstairs, but I know how much it hurt you to hear those messages. I sent the three of you to bed before Mom could say or do something in anger that she’d wish she’d avoided. I could tell she was winding up to a lecture that could still be going on now. I didn’t want that. After you girls came to bed, she and I discussed what to do for your punishments. You were almost 3 hours late coming home from a movie. Lilly being 13 isn’t supposed to be out even that late most of the time.”


I paused to let that sink in before continuing.


“I still need to have another discussion this morning with her and Mamma and probably Dan too. They definitely deserve to be consulted when it comes to punishments since they’re your parents.”


“They’re letting you decide?” Becky asked, surprised.


I shook my head. “Not decide. Mom pointed out that it had affected me far more deeply than her since I’d been in a panic for at least ten minutes before I woke her. The first thing I told her was that changing the sleeping arrangements is absolutely an inappropriate punishment. I doubt she was thinking about it, but I got it off the table before anyone could put a voice to it. What happened last night scared me sick. It caused me about an hour of panic and everything I ate yesterday. Mom was woken rudely in the middle of the night and thankfully knew how to track Lilly. Otherwise we would have been tearing all over Boston looking for your car. That headed off the worst of it.”


I glanced at the clock and figured that people were up by now. I sometimes missed having a window in my room, but the office hadn’t had one so now my room didn’t.


“That’s not true,” Lana said softly, her voice still trembling.


“What’s not true?” I asked gently, wondering what she was talking about.


“I didn’t sleep,” she said slowly. “I was awake all night and you were having nightmares all night. You were tossing and moaning and sometimes you’d even mumble a few words. You weren’t scared for an hour. You were like that all night.”


I nodded and sighed, having hoped to keep that to myself. “I did have nightmares. Most of them were about not being able to find you two. I have a lot more nightmares these days. I think it comes with the territory of loving someone as much as I love you girls. I constantly worry that I’m going to lose you or that something bad will happen to one of us and I hope I’m smart enough and strong enough to hold my life together because you’ve both made it so much more precious to me than it was before.” I hugged them both hard before letting go.


I crawled out of bed and started getting dressed. “I want you girls to stay here until I talk to the parents and see what they have to say. I’ll come get you when we’re ready to talk to you. Promise.”


They nodded and Lana looked like she was going to be sentenced to death, but I was going to fight hard on her behalf. She’d made herself so miserable that she’d never break curfew again. I was certain of it.


I climbed the stairs and found Mom at the table. “When are Mamma and Dan coming?” I asked, going to the kitchen and pouring myself a cup of coffee.


“I haven’t called them yet,” she said, watching me taste the coffee and add sugar and cream to my taste. I sat at the table and she took a sip from her own cup. “What happened to waiting till school started?” she asked carefully.


“I’m not sleeping well. Last night I got my first taste of what it’s going to be like in later years when I have a daughter out on the streets past curfew. I assume this is why adults drink.” I took another drink and grimaced. “It’s more bitter than I thought it would be.”


She chuckled a bit at the comment about parenting and reached across the table to take my hand. “You’ll do a good job when the time comes IN MANY, MANY YEARS!” she growled the last part emphatically, but smiled. “I can understand the bad dreams last night, but what else is eating you? I’ve seen you lost in worry a lot lately.”


I nodded. “Things with Donald are driving me up the wall,” I admitted. “I have to work it out in my own head and the only way I can do that is to talk with him. Not something I’m looking forward to, but the way forward is sometimes through the flames.”


She nodded. “I wish you’d tell me what has you upset there, but I understand why you can’t,” she said gently.


“I’ve talked to Mamma about it as much as I can talk to anyone. She’s helping, but I don’t get to spend a lot of time alone with her to work things out. I think I’m coming to a fork in the road and I promised her I’d talk it out with her before I chose a direction. It’s not that I don’t trust you, but there’s some of it that was pretty life-changing for me to find out about my father. You probably know some of it. He said you did. I just don’t want to put that temptation on you while you’re still working out the details of the divorce. Once that’s done, I’ll let you know the whole thing.”


She nodded reluctantly. “I suppose he told you about what he wanted from me in the bedroom then.”


I nodded. “I backed him into a corner and told him that he needed to give me all the gory details or he’d never see me again. I really didn’t give him a lot of wiggle room. I also asked him a question that knocked him on his ass. He’s probably still questioning how much he really knew about his own marriage.”


She arched an eyebrow at that and asked what I’d asked him.


“I asked if it had ever occurred to him that you’d had a submissive streak and needed HIM to be more dominant. That made him sputter and wonder what had happened since he’d left the house. He might still be considering that possibility.”


She turned slightly pale and I knew that’s what the deal-breaker had actually been. I nodded and took her hand. There was no judgment, just acceptance. “I suspect that if you two had had the freedom to have a non conventional relationship with a third person dominant, things would have been very different for you and mine wouldn’t be the only bedroom for three in the house. I wish you had, not because it would have kept our parents together, but because you would have both been happy that way. He’s found what he thinks is a good solution. I just wish you’d found one together instead.”


“I could never bring myself to...” she said, embarrassed. “The things he wanted, they just weren’t me.”


“I know. I’ve seen all the pornography he’d downloaded on his computer and it was all BDSM. I’ve done a lot of reading on it and I get it. No one else needs to know right now though.”


“Right now?” she asked tartly.


“Well, if you get a boyfriend who moves a whipping bench and a St Andrew’s Cross into your bedroom, Lilly’s gonna need to be dialed-into what the sound of beatings is about in the middle of the night,” I pointed out dryly and she let out a nervous laugh.


“You really aren’t upset about it?” she asked, incredulously.


“Lana’s asked me to control her,” I confided in her simply. “Patty knows. That’s part of why she was devastated last night and she still is this morning. I caught her trying to pack and leave this morning. She let down her authority figures and she thinks we’re going to send her away. I managed to stop that for the moment, but we need to call next door and get our shit together.”


She nodded and got up to get the cordless from the charger. They spoke for a few moments and then said they’d come right over. We chatted idly for a few minutes while we waited for them. They opened the front door without knocking and called out to us. I was glad that they were comfortable enough to do that freely.


Mom poured coffees for them and the four of us sat and talked about what had happened last night.


Patty was furious with the girls and Dan frowned in disappointment.


“Where are they now?” Patty growled and I sighed.


“They’re downstairs in our room and that’s where they’ll stay until I come get them. We need to talk it out before we deliver them into the hands of justice though.”


“What’s there to talk about?” she said. “I’m gonna kill them! Problem solved.”


I chuckled a little and told her it wasn’t quite that simple. I told her about how Becky and Lana had both argued for a larger share of the blame in favor of leniency for the others. “They acted like sisters, covering for each other.”


“They ARE sisters,” she snapped back.


“All three of them? They covered for Lilly, acted like they’d let her down as much as us since she was the youngest of them. There was no finger pointing. They pulled together. That’s something. Lana was devastated. She still is. She’s terrified she’s going to be sent away. She kept herself up all night with dread and tried to pack her stuff and leave this morning. We need to find a happy medium that impresses on each of them that they’ve messed up but one that doesn’t beat them down. Becky and Lilly are easy enough. We talked last night about them doing all the house chores this week at both houses. Laundry, cleaning, simple cooking and anything else you two moms can work out to make them sorry they stepped out of line.”


I took another sip of my coffee, glad for the alertness if not the taste right now. “Lana’s more delicate. She puts more stock in authority figures than Becky does, so she feels it more deeply. When Becky was upset last night, Lana was devastated. She was crushed. I think it would be easy to trample her if we don’t tread lightly.”


Dan looked at me thoughtfully and then he reached over the table, poking my cheek gently. “It’s so lifelike! Charlotte, how much did it cost and where did you get one?”


Everyone laughed and that cut the tension of the conversation some. Even Patty looked more calm.


“Alright,” Dan said when we’d settled down. “I think a week of chores is fine for Becky and it wouldn’t hurt her to learn to take care of more around the house. What are you thinking about for Lana?”


I had the beginning of an idea, but debated internally whether to frame it in a better context or slap it on the table like a dead fish. I bought myself another moment by taking another sip of coffee before I answered. “She needs something that will reinforce limits on her, but one that assures her that she’s not going to be exiled from here and back to her room next door. We could ground her, but that seems a little silly given that she’s 16. I have an idea, but it’s WAY out in left field. Mamma, did you tell Dan about what she said yesterday when you woke her?”


She nodded and her eyes widened. “What are you...” She trailed off and bit her lip.


I took a deep breath, glad that we were all on the same page to that point. “Lana’s expressed a desire to be controlled,” I said slowly. “She saw a film at a friend’s house on BDSM and the concept resonated with her. She finds pleasure in servitude. I apologize for bringing it up,” I directed this to Dan with a slightly embarrassed look on my face. “It’s not the most comforting thing for a father to learn about his daughter. I think rather than subject her to punishment in the traditional sense, she would benefit more from structure. She’s tortured herself with how much she disappointed and hurt us last night so much that nothing we could ever do would match what she’s put herself through. In the end, I’d be surprised if any of them ever broke curfew again in their lives. Lana may actually refuse to leave the house rather than do it.”


“So lifelike,” Dan repeated when I’d finished speaking. “Does it come from the future? What’s the power source?” Then he sighed and shrugged. “They’re good girls. Lana’s always followed the rules pretty close to the letter so it’s not much of a shock to think that’s because she responds to authority. I’m not thrilled with it, but we trust you with our daughters because you’re responsible. What would this entail?”


“That’s to be worked out to some extent,” I admitted. “I’ve read up on these sorts of relationships extensively in relation to another matter which is taking up a lot of my primary CPU, so I can easily cross-reference the data for additional variables, biological unit designate: Daniel,” I told him in my best robot voice before continuing.


“Joking aside, these things run the full range from barely noticeable to extreme servitude in public and private. The important thing to remember is that the dynamic doesn’t mean she’s any less my equal. It’s like any other relationship. One person takes some control in the relationship and sort of steers the ship. This is just a more formal expression of that.”


He nodded and was still frowning. “We’ll try it and see where it goes if everyone else is in agreement.”


Patty nodded and then my mother looked at me and said, “Congratulations. You’ve just issued your first punishment.”


I chuckled and told her I’d get the girls if she wanted to bring Lilly down.


When I brought the girls back upstairs, everyone was gathered in the living room with Lilly on the couch again. Becky and Lana joined her, sitting there, waiting for us to pass sentence.


I waited for one of the adults to speak and realized that they were all looking at me expectantly and I understood. I was the one that had worked out the punishments for the girls. I was to be the one to deliver them. I drew a deep breath and looked at each of the girls in turn. I hadn’t seen Lilly since sending her to bed last night, but she looked as meek as the other girls.


“We’ve talked about last night and come to a decision about how to punish you for breaking curfew.” The three of them nodded and looked at me expectantly. “Becky, Lilly, you two will be doing the house chores this week both here and next door. That doesn’t just mean the normal chores you do anyway. You’ll be shouldering a lot more this week. That won’t leave a lot of time for you to spend with friends. Becky, you have baseball games Tuesday and Thursday and you may still go to them. Lilly, you’ll have time to yourself while she’s at those games. Otherwise, you’ll be reporting to one of our mothers. Your punishment will end at 4:00 on Saturday in time for Lilly’s guests to arrive. Yes, you may still have your slumber party. Five friends and not one more. Mom is to get the guest list by Friday morning and anyone not on it that shows up will each get you two more weeks of chores, this time without Becky to help you. Understood?”


She nodded, wide-eyed. She’d clearly been prepared to have to cancel the party and explain why to her friends. It was better than she’d dared hope. Becky added her own nod, overjoyed that she’d still be allowed to go to baseball.


That left Lana and she looked apprehensively at me as I turned my attention to her.


“Lana, we talked at length about what punishment was appropriate for you,” I told her and she interrupted me.


“Anything!” she blurted. “I don’t care what it is, I’ll do it. I mean it!” She was shaking slightly and she clasped her hands in her lap, embracing the horror as she looked at me unflinchingly.


I nodded in acknowledgment of her acceptance of punishment. “We debated what punishment would be suitable given how hard you took it last night and today at the thought of letting us down.”


She lowered her head, staring at her hands white-knuckled grip on each other and she nodded.


“We decided that in order to punish you to the extent you’ve tortured yourself, we would need to cross into the realm of cruelty.” She flinched, but nodded meekly. “That was unacceptable to us.” She looked up at me, tears on her cheeks, but confusion in her eyes.


“We have decided that you need structure more than punishment. You’ve suffered enough with a night spent certain you were going to be sent away. Now we need to do something to provide you with that structure and drive out the thought that you might be sent away for good.”


I took a glance at the three adults in the room and saw the quiet reassurance that I needed at the moment. “It was decided that I would provide that structure. You’ve asked me to own you in private. Now in front of our whole family, you will belong to me. Outside this house, and if there are other people here, you will keep this to yourself and for all the world, you’re my girlfriend and lover. We will all know that you are owned though and that I am your owner now. When you have a choice to make, you will consult me and I will set rules to guide you. When they are unclear or in conflict, you will contact me for clarification. I will get you a collar you can wear as a symbol of our bond and you will mind it at all times even when we’re in public and must be subtle about it. Do you understand?”


She nodded and any doubt the adults might have had at the arrangement was squashed by the look of gratitude on her face. “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!” she said, bouncing in her seat like I’d promised her the moon.


Chapter 12


Patty sent Becky and Lilly to the kitchen to start on breakfast and told them she’d be there in a minute to supervise. “We didn’t discuss a collar,” she said to me pointedly.


“You’ll approve,” I assured her. “I have one in mind. No one will be able to tell. It looks like jewellery She’ll be able to show it off and the only way someone would know is if they knew what it was already.”


She looked skeptical and I nodded. “Why don’t you come downstairs and I’ll show you,” I suggested. “I have the link saved.”


I took them down to my room, the five of us crowding around my laptop while I brought up the store page I’d seen it on and navigated to the collar. It had options for blackened carbon steel, chrome, brushed steel, silver or titanium, but the cost of that was out of this world. It was hinged at the sides of the collar and had a lock-clasp in the back.


“Unless she cut her hair short, she’d have to actually be trying to show someone the clasp for them to know it locked. The hinges are really hard to see and the front is stylized and has gemstones set so it looks like an ornamental choker. If anyone knows what it is, they’ve been to this site already and should know not to out someone. We can get it in the style that she wants with her birthstone or whatever she feels comfortable wearing. They won’t be real gems, at least not yet. A collar we get now will have to be replaced in a few years even if we get it sized loose since her neck’s not likely to be the same size when she’s 22. I’m sure we’ll revisit the arrangement before then, but if we’re both happy with it, I see no reason not to get her one to replace it that has real ones and maybe in the silver or titanium or see if they can order one in platinum.”


“I have to admit I don’t think anyone in her school is going to know what it is unless they’re told,” Patty said and nodded her agreement to the collar. “I’ve got to go up to the kitchen to supervise the girls. I’ll be back and we’ll look at the prices.”


She left the room and Lana started browsing at the styles and combinations of gems and metal, picking out what she liked and checking the price. She finally settled on one that would fit her style. It was made to look like roses and was in black with enameled red roses. We sized her neck quickly and decided to get one a little larger to give her room to grow with it. All told with delivery, it was less than $150 and it made her eyes light up when her mother approved of it when she returned to the room.


Dan passed me his credit card to order it and Patty snapped at me not to memorize the number and we all laughed. I punched in the numbers and handed back the card with thanks and I finalized the order. “Seven to ten days for delivery. Should be here next week some time.” I turned in the chair and decided that I was going to start spending some of my ill-gotten gains.


“I’ll be able to give you the money for the collar by the end of the week,” I said simply. “I appreciate the use of the card.”


Patty gave me a searching look and I returned it calmly and smiled a small smile.


“Where did you get that kind of money?” my mother asked me suddenly, knowing that my normal allowance hasn’t been enough to cover that much of a purchase unless I’d been hoarding it.


I sighed and figured that I should have expected that. “This is one of the things I’d promised to tell you after the divorce was settled,” I said simply before looking at Patty. “Can you keep Lilly and Beck occupied upstairs while I explain?”


She nodded turned for the door.


“You remember when Patty and I searched the office?” I asked my mother. “Well we found something. There’s a space under the floor that he was using as a safe. It wasn’t locked, just covered with a false carpet tile secured to a plug. Inside was cash. A lot of it. More than all of us put together have ever seen.”


“How much money?” my mother didn’t look happy at this point. She’d crossed her arms and was tapping her foot. I knew she wasn’t mad at me. I hadn’t done anything wrong.


“Ten million dollars in $10,000 bricks,” I told her to stunned silence. “That’s what’s been keeping me awake at night. How did he get that much? It couldn’t have been legal. Was it stolen? Was he the real Walt White? Was he somehow kingpin of his own criminal empire? None of it made sense. I couldn’t tell anyone without knowing the details. If we spent it and he stole it from a bigger criminal, then we’d be dead. If he’d stolen it from work and we spent it, the FBI would come down on us for some obscure law that lets them take everything we had. I wouldn’t have told Patty, but she was with me when I found it. Hard to explain more than a cubic foot of $100 bills under your carpet.”


The three of them were stunned and no one spoke into the pause I’d left so I continued. “That’s why I didn’t want Lilly to come to the mall the day I met him. That’s why I was so upset when you came to pick me up afterwards. I got the answers, but they only led to more questions. It turns out he didn’t steal it from anyone. His new girlfriend did. Or at least she gave it to him to hide. There was more hidden in other parts of the house. There was a hollow behind the furnace and there was a suitcase hidden in the rafters of the garage. In the end, there was so much money that if the trail ever led to the house, we were all dead. I’m still trying to get a handle on what to do with it, but I’m going to find a way for us to keep it. Our family deserves it for how much danger we’ve been in without knowing anything. Right now she doesn’t think I know about the money, but I pinned Donald to the floor and told him how much danger he put us in by stashing her money here.”


“You said there was more money than just the floor safe,” Dan said. “How much are we talking about exactly?”


“Enough for all seven of us to take ten million dollars and have enough left over for us to pay for a mansion in California and everything to go with it,” I told him evenly. “The case in the garage was the biggest stash. There’s over a hundred million dollars put together.”


He sat down on the bed and let out a breath heavily. “I know,” I commented. “Imagine how Patty and I felt when we counted the stuff in the floor safe. The suitcase nearly made me lose my mind, but I can’t let that money sit here while we could be using it for something better than she was going to do with it. So I mined the flash drive I found in the office for information and it’s literally the paper-trail for the theft from all the 217 businesses she’s been siphoning money from. It’s got to be mob related. I looked at the accounting sheets and there was one business that had over 80 entries in a month for ‘Petty Cash Replenishment’ and they were all for just below the amount that gets money transfers flagged by the federal government. She set up a business and made bogus payments to it going back two years.”


“You were able to comb through two years of accounting records for over 200 businesses?” Dan asked, aghast at the sheer paperwork that must have been involved.


I shrugged and nodded. “I guess I’ve been speed-reading longer than I thought. I just didn’t notice it.”


“That’s still so many numbers and data entries that you actually could work on prediction models based on statistics.”


“That’s fantastic, but we’re getting a little off-topic here,” my mother said crossly. “This is something I needed to know young man.”


I nodded. “I agree. Once I found out more information, I intended to tell you. I was hoping the divorce settlement would be in place before we had to cross that bridge so that we could cut ties cleanly. I also can’t let you use this in the divorce. This is more complicated and I want to make sure that I have a safe exit strategy for all seven of us before it all blows up. I’m working on it and I need to see Donald. I need information that he has. Right now I have him stalling her with the story that the separation has me more hurt and angry than he thought so he can’t get near the house to get the stuff yet ‘til I calm down. It’s not a stalling tactic that he can sell forever, but it gave me time to think and plan and I think I have a way out of this for all of us except his precious Miranda. He may go down in flames with her depending on what strings she has tied to him.”


“Spill it,” my mother said snappishly.


“We have a couple of options. We could burn the house down. That leaves Miranda convinced that the money is gone. We could also take the cash out of the bags she knows it’s in and then fill them with junk and rent a boat for the day to drop them overboard somewhere, taking pictures of the bags going under and giving her the pics. I think the best option is to pay for a small crate to be sent somewhere else in the country, fill it with the right amount of dry ice so it’s the right weight shipping out and it dissolves to nothing if someone decides to chase down the evidence. We slap her name on the shipping details and then it looks like she moved the money out of the city.” I hesitated before continuing. “Depending on what Donald tells me on Wednesday, there may be another way to end this in a more permanent way. It’s a little underhanded and we’d have to live with the knowledge that Miranda and maybe Donald will end up dead.”


“I like it already,” Mom said and I gave her a slight smile.


“I have the paper-trail in my possession that shows where the money went. If I were to mail the drive back to one of the higher-ups and explain what Miranda had done, they’d kill her. My big fear with that is that she’d try to tell them that it was Donald and the money was here.”


“Have you thought about turning it over to the FBI and going into witness protection?” Dan asked.


“Frankly, I don’t trust that option any more than I trust the mob to be gentle,” I said and explained. “For starters, those files are never as secure as they tell you when they recruit you into the program. Second, they’d take all the money and our new identities would have mom working a shitty job to support us. Hand over a hundred million in cash and the Boston mob on a silver platter and work as a waitress for the rest of her life? Politely go fuck a steak knife Special Agent Get-The-Fuck-Out-Of-Here. If we have to send Donald to the gallows with someone named Vito, then at least he did something wrong to deserve that. We don’t deserve to suffer for it. Then there’s the fact that Witness Protection probably wouldn’t let the seven of us stay together. If, and that’s no guarantee, they decided to put you in the program, we’d never see each other again. That’s too much loss for the kind of help they’d need from us.”


He nodded thoughtfully. “It’s quite the trap. You could talk to a lawyer.”


“Only if I could find one that’s not dirty, soulless enough to sell me out or works directly for the mafia or one of the 200 businesses on the list. I’m better off going to law school and reading the whole law library to learn the system myself. Unfortunately two weeks before school starts if rehab goes well isn’t going to leave me a lot of time to do that.”


“I suppose not. I wish I knew someone that could help with something like this,” he said apologetically. “Sorry I’m not well connected with law enforcement or lawyers or the mob.”


I shrugged. “I’m sorry I got everyone involved in this. If I’d just kept my curiosity in check, Donald would have moved the money and we’d be in the clear.”


“Oh, I doubt that,” my mother told me with a bitter smile. “We’re a safe place to put the blame at least until she needs the money. Why mess with that?”


“That’s ... true,” I said, realization dawning on me. “She’s trying to get the money now. She’s planning on bolting. She’s got to have a plan, a new identity, a place picked out.” I looked at her directly. “Do you have his cellphone number?” I asked.


She nodded and I told her I wanted to talk to him after breakfast. “I don’t want the girls to know about the money just yet,” I said. “I let Lana know because she’s pledged herself to me on a deeper level and the rest of you because you can handle the secret and I honestly needed to talk about it, but they need to go about life without that worry until we need to tell them.”


They all nodded and somehow I’d gone from meting out a punishment to making wide-reaching decisions for two families, three if you counted Donald and Miranda.


We all went upstairs and had breakfast with Patty and the girls. “Did you four have a good conversation?” Patty asked discretely.


Mom looked at me and nodded. “There were some details I wasn’t prepared to hear, but I understand. We have a lot more to talk about in the near future and some decisions to make, but for now we’re on standby.”


I kept quiet through breakfast and I let my thoughts drift as the others chatted almost normally. I knew that if I made the right decision, we could go about our lives normally. If I made the wrong one, Donald was likely going to die before the week was out. I was okay with the fact that either decision I made was going to end Miranda’s life. She’d earned that by stealing from the wrong people. Earned it again by using us as human shields. I didn’t want to be the one to kill her, but I was okay with the thought of her death.


Becky could tell something was wrong and looked like she wanted to ask me about it, but after breakfast, my mother sent them off to the kitchen to take care of dishes.


She brought me the cordless and dialed the number for me. I took the handset down to my room and hit dial. It rang a few times and then he answered, surprised at hearing me on the other end.


“Everything okay?” he asked, concerned.


“Not really, but I don’t want to discuss it on the phone. What are your plans for the day?”


“Nothing of extreme interest to a fourteen year old,” he said evasively.


“Are you sanitizing your answers because she’s there?”


“Of course, son,” he said, making it sound like I’d asked him for something.


“Can you get away from her to meet me for lunch?”


“I can see if I can get away. Should I pick you up at the house?”


“Of course not. I’ll have someone drive me to meet you. Tell her I have a new girlfriend and I need to talk to you. All of which is true.”


“You have a new girlfriend?” he asked, surprised. “Do I get to meet her?”


“Maybe some day. She may drop me off or I may have Mom do it. Where?”


“The Mall food court again in an hour?”


“Make it two,” I said and we said goodbye.


I took the phone back upstairs and told them that I’d set up a meeting for two hours at the mall.


“I’ll take you,” Mom said right away. “We can leave now.”


“It’s two hours from now,” I said confused. “We don’t need that much time.”


“I want you to have a phone in case something goes wrong and you need someone in a hurry.”


I nodded. “Alright. Let’s go get the phone then.” I looked at Lana and decided it never hurt to have another insurance policy. “Lana, I want you to get Lilly to show you the pictures she has of Dad’s girlfriend and then I want you to come to the mall about noon and just keep a discrete eye out for her. I’ll call you when we get the phone so you can text me if you see her.” She nodded and Mom and I got ready and left for the mall.


We didn’t talk on the way and went right to the phone store. We got me a plan that suited me with texts and enough data to keep me connected. While the phone charged, we got the paperwork squared away and by the time we were ready to leave the store, I was already calling Lana. She promised she’d spread the number to everyone else and she’d see me in about an hour.


Mom and I sat and talked at a table and I asked if she was staying in the mall. “No,” she said. “I parked just outside the food court doors. I’ll go back to the car and you can send me texts to update me. I’ll be close though and Lana will be here. Make sure she has my number.”


I nodded. “We’re as prepared as we can be. I think you should know there’s a good chance Donald will be dead before the end of the week. If she’s getting ready to run, she’s not planning on taking him with her. He was a convenient cog in the works. She’ll kill him so the trail dead-ends at his corpse. Or she’ll hang it on him and feed him to the mob if she’s caught. If I can find a way through for all of us, I will, but if not, better him than all of us. He brought this to our home and put this on all of us. If I have to use him up to keep us safe...” I looked down at my hands and clenched them into fists. “Well, I’ll have to live with those nightmares instead of this one.”


When I could finally look up, she was looking at me like she’d never seen me before. “I’m sorry,” she said to me. “Your father and I were terribly weak, soft. I suppose that’s forced you to be hard. We should have been better parents to you. We might have kept you from having to deal with something like this.”


“What are you talking about?” I asked confused. “‘Better parents’? You stayed in a loveless marriage for years to keep us in a stable environment. You never drank or yelled at us when we didn’t deserve it, you never hit us, never molested us, there was always good food for dinner and the house was always clean. We were never spoiled, but we were never without something if we needed it. You did fine. Submissive is NOT weak. There are different kinds of strength and you’ve been strong enough to keep us together. If I’m shouldering this, it’s because I need to for our family. That includes you and Lilly and Patty and Dan and Lana and Becky. I’ll do what’s necessary to hold our family together, just like you’ve done, just like you taught me. And in the end, if there are consequences, they’re mine to bear. That’s what I can do to help you. It’s what Donald should have done.”


I shook my head. “If I seem hard or strong, it’s because I’ve taken the lessons I’ve learned from you and found a way to make them work for MY strengths. Today is a hard day and it might be the easiest day of the next week, but we’ll get through it,” I said hoping she believed it far more than I did.


I was relieved to see her smile and she poked my cheek. “So life-like,” she teased me softly before my phone dinged. We both looked at it and I opened the text from Lana, letting me know she was here. She joined us at the table a few minutes later and told us she’d parked at the other end of the mall.


She and Mom made sure they had each other in the contacts and she promised to keep an eye on me and text her with any changes.


“I hate feeling like we’re in one of the Mission: Impossible movies, but if she’s ready to run, she’s desperate and she might follow him. She might also come to the house. Mom, you should call Lilly and have her keep an eye on the street for Miranda. She should lock the doors and call 911 if she tries to get inside.”


She nodded and got up and went to go back to the car. Lana looked around worriedly. “You really think she’ll show up at the house or here?” she asked nervously.


“Probably not, but I’d rather be prepared. It’s not paranoia if someone IS out to get you and she’s definitely put our heads on the chopping block. When the axe falls, I want her neck to be the one in the way.” I looked at my watch and sighed. “As much as I want you here, I think you should be well away from me when Donald arrives. Just keep an eye out for her and I’ll text you periodically while he’s here to let you know how I’m doing.”


She nodded and gave me a quick kiss before getting up and moving off down the mall, glancing at different stores.


I was waiting for about ten minutes, looking over the features on my phone when he arrived. “That’s new,” he commented as he sat down.


“Thanks for coming,” I said, giving him my attention for the moment. “Did you have any trouble with getting away to meet me?”


“No trouble,” he said. “She’s in session with one of the others today.”


I nodded, understanding how he meant it. “How freely can we speak today?” I asked directly, my eyes piercing his.


“She didn’t seem to care where I went and the other two were with her when I left. They weren’t dressed to leave the house, so they couldn’t have dressed and gotten to their cars fast enough to follow me.”


“They don’t have to, you suggested the food court. They know where we’ll be.”


He nodded and looked pale when I reminded him of that. “Look around from time to time and let me know if you see them. How much harder has she started to press you to get the money?” I asked casually bringing his eyes back to me.


“She asks me every day. She’s hoping today I can convince you to trust me enough to come back to the house so I can get it.”


I nodded and decided to test out a theory. “Tell me about the others. You said they were both female. Young or old? Professionals or party girls? Is she having them do things at work like you or are they purely toys?”


He seemed surprised by the change in topic. “They’re both young, but she had them hiding money too. They both brought bags of it after the last time she sent them home, but nothing like she had me holding. Between them there might have been a million.”


I nodded and decided to lay it out for him. “That’s because she’s going to run, soon. She needs the money to finance the new lifestyle and disappear. She’s likely going to take the girls. You’ll be murdered and the evidence left for the police. It’ll look like the mob caught up with you, took back their money and shot you for theft. Case closed.”


If he’d looked pale before, the blood all drained out of his face now so I pressed the advantage. “They were only holding the petty cash so that there was no danger for them. A million or two missing if they came to the house looking for it is easily explained by you having three girlfriends nearly young enough to be your daughters. That was always her plan if the shit hit the fan. Now we have very little time and I need information. Do you understand the position you’re in? Miranda’s plan ends with you dead in the next few days or the next few weeks, but certainly before the nights turn cold.”


He nodded and swallowed. I was glad we hadn’t grabbed food. He couldn’t have held anything down.


“How long have you been working for the mafia?” I asked directly. “Don’t bullshit me. I went through that flash-drive. None of it is accounting documents for the company you’re working for on paper. It’s 217 dirty businesses and the money all flows through your accounting department. At least the money that doesn’t get diverted to Red Lake Imports. Did you know you’re the CEO and President on their website? Just as a foot-note, red lake is a colorful metaphor for a blood pool. Miranda apparently has a flare for the dramatic.”


“How did you figure it all out?” he asked, stunned. “Even gathered together, it was mountains of data.”


“I’ve picked up how to speed-read. I saw the same company too often doing business with construction firms, delis, florists and convenience stores. Now, the next question is, does she have your work log-ins or will this all trace back to her workstation?”


“She doesn’t have mine,” he said confidently. “My password is pretty complex and IT scrubs the systems for any malware like keystroke loggers or anything like that.”


I nodded. “And you didn’t perform any of the changes. She was able to order you to store a king’s ransom in our house and hang a target on our backs.”


He shook his head. “She did it all on her own time. I didn’t even know until she asked me to hide everything. We were already involved at that point.”


“Then your way out is to report it. Hand over the thumb-drive to someone high up enough to be above her control. It’ll suck for you, but better to end up jerking off than with a bullet in your head while Mistress Miranda flies off to Hawaii with her two playmates and enough money to buy an island. Does she own a gun that you know of?”


He shook his head. “No. I’ve never seen one and she can have a cruel streak. She likes to use knives, but never cuts, just threatens. I think if she had a gun, she’d wave it around when in-scene.”


“Then assume she bought four tickets and the fourth is for someone a lot younger than you. Someone who’s going to cancel your boarding pass.”


He nodded and I got the feeling he knew who she might have enlisted. I told him to take a minute and look around. I also took a minute to text my mother and let her know we were talking and nothing out of the ordinary so far. He sounded the all-clear while I sent the same message to Lana and sent a third to Lilly, asking if everything was okay. They all replied back quickly and let me know that they were still good.


He glanced at the phone again curiously. “How come the new phone? That have something to do with all this?”


“Some,” I admitted. “Some of it has to do with me needing a phone now. I have people to keep in touch with and it makes sense for me to have a line I can use for messaging and talking, but the thought that Miranda might be getting desperate enough to show up here with a gun to try to force the issue had occurred to me. I have people watching the exits and keeping us in sight for my safety.”


His eyes widened and he glanced around nervously. “Don’t worry. They’re here to observe unless something goes wrong. If it does, they’re to call 911 and alert mall security. I doubt we’re in any danger of needing that though.”


“I assume you and Miranda drive to work together?” I said, bringing him back to topic.


“No,” he said, pulling his eyes back to me. “She takes her own car because she said she doesn’t want anyone at work to know about us.”


I nodded and thought that made sense for someone living as much of a double-life as she was. “And she sometimes comes home an hour or two later than you, either freshly showered or reeking of sex and short on explanations,” I said blandly. “That would be when she’s working on cementing the loyalty of Johnny Gunshot,” I explained and sighed. “How are you holding up? I’ve thrown a lot at you today. What are you thinking?”


He looked down and shrugged before looking up at me. There was some heat in his eyes finally. “I feel stupid,” he admitted. “She played me for a fool, made me leave my family, made me do things to put you all in danger and now you’re probably right. She’s going to leave me behind and leave with the money. I can’t believe I didn’t see it and you caught it right away. The things I want to do to her for this...” He clenched his fists and I knew that if he was ever Miranda’s, her hold had been broken here today.


“She hasn’t left you many good options at this point,” I agreed. “I think the best one is to tell your boss that she seduced you and that you found the drive in her apartment. After a quick glance, you realized what it was. Tell him about the company she set up and that you had no idea she had you listed as an officer. Tell him that she asked you to hide some luggage for her, but that when you moved out, you sent it to Chicago like she’d told you to do. Tell them you met her at the bus station and she turned it over to a man who then got on a bus to Chicago. Feel free to tell them that you suspect that she’s two-timing you with this guy and that she’s planning to leave you with an apartment full of evidence while she goes to Chicago to meet the money.”


“Why Chicago?” he asked, confused.


“O’Hare is a major international airport. If she was traveling to the west coast, that would be the first stop most likely.”


He nodded. “This is such a bloody mess!” he said softly. “How are you thinking it through fast enough to keep up?”


“You know how much I read. I’ve read probably a hundred high-espionage novels with plot twists deeper than this. It’s a matter of finding the point where all her plans could go wrong and laying dynamite on the tracks. She’s waiting on the money to run. While she thinks the money’s still safely hidden, she’s anxious, but composed. If she learns that it’s been moved from those spots, then she’s going to turn desperate. Do you have one more day of acting in you?”


He nodded. “I’ve played my part, knowing that you kids will suffer if I don’t.”


I nodded and decided to give him the whole picture as I saw it. “I’ll be honest, there’s a good chance that you’ll be killed off with her. If that happens, the only thing you can do is swear to them that she made you move the money when you were moving out of the house. I think what we just talked about is your best chance to talk through it and come out with a whole skin, but we’re against the wall now. The only other option is just as bad, but it’s safer.”


“What is it?” he asked eagerly. “If it’s safer for your mother and you kids, I’ll do it.”


I shook my head. “It’s not that simple. The other way out of the whole mess is to kill her. She’s the one that knows what you were hiding and where. Make sure her prints are on the drive and ours aren’t and then leave it on her desk or plugged into the computer. You’d end up in jail, but it would come out that she’d had the documents, the case would break wide open, everyone would know she’d stolen millions and had been killed by a jilted lover. Like I said, just as bad, but safer. I don’t see you being a killer though.”


He shook his head, but he looked like it was sticking in his head. I decided we needed to change subjects.


“The other two girls, do you think they know anything?” I asked, pushing his mind in a new direction.


He shook his head. “She doesn’t talk about it in front of them and the bags they were holding for her were locked. They thought they were documents for something sensitive at work.”


I nodded. “Does she keep them around full time or do they go home often?”


“They’re home a lot. I think they’re college students.”


“They’re going to need new owners when this is over. So are you if you can keep out of jail. Do you think the three of you will stay together and look for someone as a group?”


He shook his head. “They seem to like me well enough, but I don’t think there’s much there to keep us from drifting.”


I nodded. “Because they’re submissive and you need a Mistress,” I said, sympathetically.


“If this works out, keep them with you. If we can make this mess go away, finding them and you a new owner shouldn’t be that difficult. I’ll help if we all outlive Miranda. Now, what do you think is the best option?”


He mulled the problem over for a long time, glancing around as I’d told him to do and nodding that it was clear while he thought. “I’ll go to my boss,” he said after mulling it over. “I think I can convince him that it was Miranda and not me. Deposit slips will help me prove that I wasn’t involved. I’ll email you the names and numbers of her other toys in case it doesn’t go the way we want it to. Help them if you can when this is all over.”


I nodded and reached into my pocket for the drive. I reached across and put it in his hand. To anyone watching, it would look like we’d just shaken hands and he folded his hands in his lap for the moment. “I guess this is goodbye until this all blows over,” he said. “In case it’s just goodbye, I want you to know how proud I am of you. You’ve grown up so much. I know you’ll grow into a better man than I’ve been.”


I shook my head. “I had this conversation with Mom not long ago. There are different kinds of strength. You’re fighting your submissive nature to fight this woman for your family’s safety. That’s a strength that I can respect. Be proud of that too.” I looked at the time and sighed. “We should go though. Hide that well until you can put it in your boss’s hands and explain the details. Also tell him the accountant for Jericho construction needs to be fired and flogged. There’s 87 entries for ‘Petty Cash Replenishment’ in last January’s records totaling over $300,000. How much petty cash does a construction company go through during a month that sees little or no new construction?”


He actually chuckled at that. “You really read them thoroughly.”


“I did and I made copies in case they’re needed. If this blows up, that’s my insurance policy.”


He nodded. “So do I get to meet this new girlfriend before I leave?” he asked tentatively.


I thought about it and saw her keeping an eye on us as she strolled toward the food court idly. I nodded and texted her that it was clear and asked her to come say hi. I saw her look down at her phone and then pick up her pace. “I’m afraid I can only introduce you to one of them. The other is at home right now. The three of us have moved into the office. That’s our bedroom now.”


His eyes widened. “Two girlfriends and your mother is okay with them living with you in the basement? Who’s the girl at home now?”


“Becky Powers from next door,” I told him smoothly, knowing that particular revelation was going to pale in comparison to Lana. “And yes, Mom is okay with her living there. We’ve been living in each others lives for years now anyway. It’s not that big a jump. Patty and Dan only asked that I not provide any grandchildren until we were both out of college and working.”


“And the other girl? Her parents have given their consent for all this?” He was incredulous, amazed at the changes in me.


“You might say that. Her parents bought us a new bed big enough for the three of us since my old one was barely big enough for me and it turned cramped with just two of us.”


He was blown away and the look on his face was priceless. Nothing could have prepared him for Lana dropping down beside me and smiling at him dazzlingly. “Hi Mr. Russell. Matt said I should come say hi before you had to go.”


I just sat and smiled while he struggled to make sense of it. “You?!!? You and Matt?!!?”


She looked at me, enjoying his reaction. “Is it okay for me to tell him what we decided this morning?” I nodded and sat back to fiddle with my phone, turning on the camera but not taking a picture yet. She grinned and turned back to look at my father. “Matt is my Master now. I do whatever he tells me and whatever I can to please him.”


I could see the exact second that sank in and clicked the button, getting a great shot of the abject shock on his face. “That’s a little present I owe Lilly. She’s been asking to send you pictures of the two of us together since it happened.”


He shook himself and chuckled a little. “Okay, so you’re dating both of Patty and Dan’s girls and they’re okay with it?”


“They bought our bed, like I told you. Lana saw my crash. She came over and between the divorce, the concussion, the shock and the pain, I completely forgot to be shy around her. We haven’t been apart since. Now you know. We ordered a collar for her this morning. It’s ornamental and no one would know it’s a bondage collar unless they’d been to the site.”


“Slave collar,” Lana corrected. “It’s a slave collar. That’s what I picked out and that’s what I want it to be.”


“Slave collar,” I agreed. “You heard it here first.”


“Well, life really doesn’t make much sense any more so why not?” He shook his head and laughed. He stood up and reached into his pocket, dropping the flash drive in while he dug his wallet out. He pulled a wad of bills from his wallet and handed them to me. “Here. I promised you lunch and I want you to take Lana and Becky somewhere. I’m happy for you son and I’m so proud that you managed to get over the block you’ve had on talking to Lana.”


We said our goodbyes and I texted Mom that he was leaving and that Lana and I would meet her at home.


Chapter 13


We strolled down the mall and I told her I thought things were on a better track and we had a plan to move forward. We returned to her car and got in, pulling out of the mall parking lot. I watched the mirror on my side to see if I could spot anyone tailing us, but there was no one there. Maybe I WAS paranoid. Dad seemed to think Miranda was in the dark still.


I was surprised at how he’d become ‘Dad’ in my head again. I supposed that doing what was necessary to protect his kids had a lot to do with that.


When we got home, I called Lilly and Mom to the living room and told them that I’d let him know about Becky. Then I brought up the picture and told them that was his face when Lana had told him that I was her Master now.


“Whoa!” Lilly said, looking deeply uncomfortable. “When did this go all Fifty Shades of Weird?” she demanded and I realized that we hadn’t told her or Becky.


Fortunately Lana jumped in to explain enthusiastically and told her about the collar we’d ordered for her in detail. Becky had come in from the kitchen in time to hear the details.


“Do I get one too?” she asked curiously.


“Do you want me to get you one? Lana’s thrilled with the idea of being owned and controlled. I didn’t get the sense that you were interested in that sort of thing,” I pointed out.


She nodded. “I want to do all the same things you do with her. Maybe just some things more or less often. I guess it depends on whether I like them the first time.”


I nodded after a moment’s debate. “If you want one, we’ll measure your neck and get you one. Your hair isn’t long enough to cover the clasp at the back, so the lock might raise some questions, but they should still be easily deflected.”


I told Mom that I had money to take the girls out to dinner and asked if she was okay losing Becky for a couple of hours. “Go. Celebrate. Send her back to me when you get back.”


We took off in Lana’s car and decided to eat at Red Robins. The gourmet burgers are the best and the endless steak fries are worth the trip, but whenever we go there, I always look forward to the strawberry lemonade more than anything.


We chatted together without touching on my meeting today with my father. Becky asked a lot of questions about being collared and Lana answered some and I answered some. Between us, we had answers to enough questions to give Becky a lot to think about.


“Think of it like any other relationship. Someone leads and their partner goes with the flow most of the time. In some cases, it’s more obvious and in others it’s more subtle. Same with this. It can be as simple as holding your partner where you want them during sex, or as complex as having a whole room in your house devoted to equipment and complex rules of servitude and punishment.”


She shrugged. “I guess. What would that mean for us?” she asked.


“That depends on you. It could just be a pet name that you call me when we’re alone and an open-minded attitude to anything I ask you to do, or it could go as far as Lana’s comfortable with in having me set boundaries for her.”


“So you make her rules now, like a Dad?”


“Well, Daddy is a common title in these types of relationships. Fathers are the first male authority figure in our lives, after all.”


“It would be weird for me to call you Daddy,” Becky decided. “And Master is just too Aladdin. What else can we use?”


“There’s a lot of them depending on what you prefer. ‘Sir’ is a really common one.”


“Oooh!” Lana gushed. “I like that one. What do you think, Beck? Does ‘Sir’ work for you?”


She thought about it and nodded. “So the rule is no one knows outside the family?” she clarified.


Lana nodded. “Everyone outside should think we’re just dating. If you feel like you should tell someone, you need to ask specifically to tell them.”


“I think that’s a good rule of thumb. If you feel like they should know and that they can handle it, tell me and we’ll discuss it and decide.”


“Like when I told his dad today. I asked him if I could and he said yes so I told him.”


“You may also tell your best friend Marlene,” I said to Lana, “but only if you think she can handle it and only after you have your collar.”


“Yes, Sir!” she said brightly and grinned at us. We all laughed at that and settled in to eat, the conversation muted for the moment while we enjoyed the meal. The rest of the meal was uneventful and we returned home just in time for Becky to resume her post and help with supper dishes.


Lana and I chatted with Mom while the girls did dishes and then went next door to do the same there. I pointed out that we should put a gate in the fence at some point so that we didn’t have to go all the way around to the sidewalk to go next door.


She agreed that with us going back and forth so much, it was an inconvenience.


When Becky came home, the three of us said goodnight and went to bed. I warned the girls that I wasn’t really in the mood to fool around tonight after the meeting with my father. Lana knew how much that had me tied up in knots now that I’d explained it this morning and nodded, yawning tiredly as we got ready for bed. I had her lay face down and I rubbed her shoulders and back, gently trying to sooth out her muscles and relax her. I knew she’d kept herself awake last night and I wanted to make sure she got off to sleep and slept soundly.


It wasn’t long before she was breathing the long slow breaths of deep sleep and I told Becky to lay down so I could do the same. She obediently laid down and I ran my hands over her body, gently massaging out the tension. She’d been put to work all day and I suspected that the mothers had taken the opportunity to get some extra cleaning done.


I couldn’t say I blamed them, but I reminded myself to offer Lilly a massage before bed tomorrow night too in case she was as tense as Beck was. I’d never called her Beck before. That was always Lana’s thing, but the three of us were together so much that I was starting to pick it up too.


“Sir?” she said softly so as not to wake Lana.


“Yes Beck?” I answered, enjoying the feel of her taut muscles beneath my fingers.


“How much money is hidden in the closet? I went to put something in there and saw the bags. When I opened them, there was stacks of money inside. I wasn’t snooping. I was just curious why there was packed bags in the closet.”


“Over a hundred million,” I answered her quietly. “It’s important that you not tell ANYONE about it. Lana knows and so do the parents, but Lilly doesn’t. I didn’t want to trouble you with it and I didn’t want Lilly to decide part of it was her share and run off to the mall to buy clothes and shoes and a bunch of other stuff.”


“Yes, Sir,” she said. As devoted to submission as Lana was, Beck was a natural to the dynamic. “I didn’t tell anyone. I found it just after we moved in here and this was the first time I thought about it. That’s what you were talking about this morning while we were making breakfast, isn’t it?”


“Yeah. I was filling in everyone else on it. Patty already knew. She was with me when I found the first part of it.”


“Where did it come from?” she asked curiously. There was none of the anxiety I’d felt about it coming from her.


I told her the whole story about how I’d found it, getting my dad to admit to the rest of it and how Miranda had manipulated him into hiding it here. That led to the explanation that he was deeply submissive and she had the control in their relationship and abused it to get him to do bad things.


“So why would she want to hide it here anyway, Sir? Wasn’t she worried you’d find it and spend it?”


“She stole it from the mob since she helped do the accounting work for them. She wanted to put it somewhere that she could access it reliably but also somewhere that would let her say that someone else was behind it in case they caught her and she needed to blame someone else.”


“That’s pretty despicable, Sir. Are you going to keep the money, Sir?”


“We’re going to keep the money, Beck. I’m working on a plan to get Miranda caught by the people she stole from. If they catch her, they’ll probably kill her. With any luck they’ll be looking for the money far away from here and we can spend it a little at a time. All four of us will be able to go to college for whatever we want and not worry about the cost and maybe we’ll move somewhere that doesn’t get quite as much winter like California or Florida. Maybe we’ll get a big house and all seven of us will be under one roof.”


“That would be nice, Sir,” she said, turning her head so she could look up at me. I lowered my head and kissed the corner of her mouth.


“I agree, Sweetness. That was one of the first things I thought about: getting a house for all of us. Right now we need to wait and see what happens this week. I may send you next door for a few nights if I get the wrong news in the next few days,” I told her softly.


“Because she stole it from the mob, Sir?” she asked, still sounding remarkably relaxed.


“That’s right. She always intended to tell them my dad had stolen the money and that it was hidden here if she got caught. My dad didn’t see it coming. He was in love with her and thought she was in love with him so he trusted her. Now if they come here looking for the money, they may kill us if we can’t give it to them. Or they may kill us anyway to make sure we can’t talk to the police. Now that my dad knows what she was doing, he’s going to turn her in by telling his boss about how she stole it all. He’s got a copy of all her records to give to them. He’ll tell them that she got the money out of the city so that they won’t look here.”


“Wow. So that’s why you’ve been having so much trouble sleeping lately, Sir?”


“Heh. Yeah, that’s right. You knew I was having trouble sleeping? Why didn’t you say anything.”


“I knew Lana was going to say something, Sir. She was taking care of it. I just stood back and let her. I wanted to help, but I knew that if you wanted to talk, she’d get you to.”


“Don’t take a back seat Beck,” I chided her gently. “If you notice something, don’t wait for someone else to take care of it. Mention it. I don’t want you to feel like you’re less important because you’re not. You’re still my best friend and I want you to tell me when you see something wrong. Okay?”


“Yes, Sir.” she said and then looked up at me. “There IS one thing that’s wrong, Sir.”


“What’s that?” I asked, my hands pausing as I paid full attention to her.


“You’re not fucking my ass, Sir,” she said with a giggle.


I laughed and gave her taut ass a squeeze, loving the feel of her developed physique. She was a Goddess in miniature, like she was carved from marble. “Another night,” I promised and crawled over her to get to the middle. “For now, let’s just get some sleep.”


“Yes, Sir,” she said and reached out to turn off the lamp. We chuckled a little at that, but I was still worried. The next day I knew I wouldn’t be able to concentrate until I heard the outcome of my father taking the evidence to his boss. As was becoming the case all too often, both girls were fast asleep before my eyes drifted shut finally.





Mercifully, I didn’t remember my dreams when the alarm went off. I knew I’d had them. I was exhausted and the headache I was sporting would leave me in short temper if I didn’t keep an eye on myself. I got up and went to the shower while the girls busied themselves with the rest of the bathroom. Then when I was out, they showered one after the other.


I could tell they were both aware of the night I’d had and my mood seemed to infect them. They talked quietly and when we were dressed and ready, we headed next door. To my surprise, Lilly joined us and the four of us walked over together, Lilly being the only one unaffected by my anxiety.


My second surprise of the day was that my mother was there, waiting for us at the table. “Patty said it was silly for me to stay home when she was cooking a big breakfast for everyone else,” she said simply.


I nodded and dropped heavily into a chair. Beck asked what I wanted and went to bring me a coffee, extra cream, extra sweet. I took a deep, bracing breath and took a long deliberate drink of it before the taste could make me put the cup down.


“Bad night?” Mom asked gently as she watched me put it down with a shudder.


I nodded and swallowed reflexively. “Today’s an important day. I think it would probably be best if everyone concentrated on spending the day over here so the house is empty just in case. The cordless should reach this far in case he calls.”


She nodded and already had the phone clipped to her belt. “We’ll be fine, but Lilly and Becky are going to have to be told today.”


I nodded. “Becky already asked. She saw the money just after they moved in and asked me about it after Lana went to sleep.”


We chatted some more about the day and they agreed to text me with updates. They’d call Dan if there was an emergency.


Soon it was time to leave and I was nervous as I knew the day was starting for Donald too.


“How’re you managing?” Dan asked when we were in the car.


“I haven’t thrown up, fainted or wet my pants yet,” I said numbly. “I guess that counts for something.”


That made him laugh a little and he reached over to pat me on the shoulder. “I never got the full story on what you and your dad decided yesterday. That bad?”


“I made a decision yesterday that sent someone to their death this morning,” I told him quietly. “Now I’m waiting to find out who it was.”


His head whipped around and we nearly swerved off the road. “What?!!?” he gasped.


I told him about the plan and the two most likely outcomes. “Either they’ll believe Dad, and Miranda will be led off to an HR meeting with power tools; or they’ll believe her, and Donald gets the meeting instead. Those were the best options we had in the end.”


“Jesus. I know that we’re dealing with a lot of money, but those are lives we’re talking about.”


I put my head down and nodded. “I know,” I said quietly. “I wanted there to be another way, but she was going to kill him and leave the evidence on his body when she left or she was going to rat him out for the mob to kill. Either way, he’s dead and likely me, my mom and Lilly too. Maybe I wasn’t looking hard enough, but I couldn’t see another way. Us getting killed was her insurance policy. It always was. If blood needs to spill, I choose hers over my family’s. You and Patty and the girls are part of that family. Donald, not so much, but he’s working his way back by helping undo this.”


He nodded and looked at me worriedly. “I’m sorry, son.” He said, calling me that for the first time. “I didn’t mean to sound so accusing. You’re right. She put a target on your house to spare her own neck. I just meant that it’s a lot to have to shoulder at your age.” He spared a hand from the wheel to pat me on the shoulder again.


“At any age,” I agreed and sighed. “I’m gonna be a bit of a mess until I know what happened at his work today. I think it’s most likely that he’ll end up right along side of her in whatever mess they’re in. I could tell in his eyes that he knew that was a possibility yesterday, but he’ll never sell us out now. She manipulated him and seduced him, but once he knew what she’d done, that broke her hold on him. I’m sure we’re okay. We just need to hope he convinces them that she’s the mastermind and they tear her into tiny pieces instead of him.”


We got to the Garden and he paused, looking at me seriously. “If you want to cancel the rehab for the day, I can tell them you’re not feeling well and Lana can come get you.”


I thought about it and finally shook my head. “This is the best place for me right now. I can’t do anything more at home than I could do here and here I can get help for my ankle.” He nodded and we went our separate ways, promising to meet for lunch like we normally did.


I told the trainers that something was going on at home and I might need to take a few minutes to respond if someone texted me. They understood and we got to work. They pushed me harder than they had last week and I realized that I’d made a lot more progress than I’d thought. Soon I was too distracted by working with them to worry about the phone.


Dan picked me up for lunch and we ate in the cafeteria. The food was good here since players frequently ate there during training. We chatted about random things, but avoided the subject of Donald. I could feel time slowing down and stretching out. Each tick from my watch sounded like the slow tolling of a metronome in my head, counting down the moments of a life I’d set on the path to its end. Sometimes being smart wasn’t the best thing in life, I mused. Ignorance would have been bliss.


We returned to our day and I returned to rehab where I was joined again by Chad Thompson. He told me that he’s on the ice in the mornings and in the gym in the afternoons so he’d see a lot more of me through the week.


It was one more distraction from my phone that I was grateful for and it made the afternoon pass. I was starting to wonder what had gone wrong. We should have heard something. I looked up at the clock and figured that Dan would be coming to get me soon and went to talk to the doctor about my progress.


“Ah, Mr. Russell,” he said, looking up from his desk. “You seem to be doing much better. A lot more range of motion, not much swelling and greatly reduced pain. I want you to switch to one crutch supporting your injured ankle and it would be okay to put a little weight on it. You shouldn’t need to keep it wrapped any more and you can start wearing a shoe again. Just don’t overdo it. Keep to the crutch and let it carry most of your weight. Use it like a cane and that should help strengthen you even more. At the end of the week, we’ll take a fresh picture of the ankle and see if we can drop that one crutch completely. You’ll still have to take it easy, but we can discuss it more then.”


I nodded and even managed to smile, proud at how far I’d come in a short time. “Thanks Doc!” I said, hoping I could go without the crutch at the end of the week.


He told me I was welcome and sent me off to catch my ride.


My phone had been silent all day and Dan hadn’t heard anything either. I felt a growing sense of dread and decided to call the house line.


Mom answered on the second ring and I asked her if everything was okay.


“Everything’s fine here. No word yet. I don’t know if that’s good news or not, but there’s nothing we can do right now.”


I agreed and when we got home, Dan and I went inside, me on both crutches until I could get my other shoe and start wearing it.


We went inside and everyone was there. Mom and Patty were chatting at the table and Becky and Lilly were in the kitchen doing some of their chores, in this case it looked like supper was just getting started. Lana had bounced up from the couch when we opened the door and came over to greet us. Daniel got a peck on the cheek and I got a deep french kiss that finally brought a chorus of cleared throats to break us apart. We went to the table to join the moms and sat down to a fair bit of teasing.


“So as of tomorrow I’m on one crutch,” I told them. “I’m back to wearing two shoes and using the crutch to ease myself onto my bad foot. By the end of the week, I might be off both if I don’t push it too hard.”


“That’s GREAT news!” Lana gushed and I could see wheels turning in her head. I wondered what she was planning, but was distracted by congratulations from everyone.


We had dinner and chatted fitfully, everyone subdued by the tone of the night. We’d expected that we’d have heard from Donald if things had gone well, but no one said anything. No one said anything, but we all knew that if he was in the clear, he would have called.


When supper was cleaned up, we finally admitted that we should go home. We all hugged and said goodnight to Patty and Dan and made the long, slow trek around the fence and back to the house. The girls and I went to bed early, none of us were in the mood to fool around, but we all wanted to be together.


I stopped dead when we entered the room. The closet door was open. “Did you girls open the closet today?” I asked slowly.


Lana nodded and pulled her top over her head. “We moved what was at the back of the closet so it’s in a safer place,” she told me as if we were discussing nothing more important than rearranging the room.


“Oh. Okay,” I said, dumbly before pulling off my clothes and getting into bed between my beauties.


They slid in next to me. “This way, if someone does decide to look in the closet, there’s nothing there.”


I nodded, following the line of thinking. “Do I get to know where it got moved to?” I asked casually.


“Not yet,” she told me and kissed me. “Once things are settled, we’ll be able to bring it home. The big case was emptied though and dropped off at Goodwill. It’s all in a better hiding spot now.”


Becky giggled, but wouldn’t say a word.


I sighed and finally let things catch up to me a bit. “I can see me needing more coffee tomorrow,” I said, predicting a sleepless night.


The two girls, my two loves raised their heads and kissed me one at a time and then we turned out the light and let ourselves relax, talking quietly and caressing each other lovingly, without any attempt to initiate sex. They drifted off and I lay awake. I knew the news was bad. If there was good news, it would have reached us by now. The only hope I had was that they were going to check the story and for that, they needed to come here.


Not a comforting thought, but my sincere hope was that they’d break into the garage, find the case missing and report that it was clean. It was much later when I heard a noise on the stairs and I held my breath. It came again a moment later, the faint creaking of weight being shifted carefully. I woke the girls and told them to lay still.


“Someone’s in the house,” I breathed, “probably checking the hiding spots. Just pretend you’re sleeping and they’ll check it and go.”


We lay there, frozen and waited. I could hear someone open the door with a key and I closed my eyes most of the way so I could peek through the lids as the door slid open silently.


Whoever it was moved so quietly that if I hadn’t been awake, we’d have never known he was there. He slid out of sight and we scarcely dared to breathe. I heard a paper unfold and a faint glow painted the walls low as he consulted whatever was on the page. I heard the plug lift, which was at the foot of the bed now, and then there was a flash as the person took a photo of the empty cavity in the floor. I could feel Lana and Becky’s hearts beating furiously against my chest as we lay still, waiting for the light to go out. After a few moments, I heard the door click shut and the lock turn before the key was pulled out.


We all breathed a sigh of relief. “Quiet,” I warned in a whisper, figuring that he was headed to the furnace room. A few long, pulse-pounding minutes later, I heard the creak on the stairs and held the girls for a slow count of a hundred, then another hundred before I relaxed. “I think he’s gone,” I said softly. “I’ll go check.”


Immediately there were two protests, hissed under their breath that they’d check.


“You’re both too precious to me to risk,” I told them and told them more firmly that I was going and they were staying here.


“Yes, Sir,” they both said, their voices sulky, but at least they said it.


I got out of bed and turned on the lamp. I grabbed my crutch and started for the door before glancing at the plug. He’d replaced it neatly and had left it looking untouched. I climbed the stairs and went into the kitchen to get a glass of milk, figuring it was as good a cover as any for being up in the middle of the night. I smiled at seeing the door into the side of the garage open a crack. They’d checked there first or were possibly checking it now. I turned my back to the window and flicked on the kitchen light to flood the room with bright light while I stood in plain sight with my back to the window, drinking milk.


I didn’t hear any panicked scrambling from the garage, so either they were extremely cool under pressure or they’d checked there first and were gone.


Mom came into the kitchen a few moments later, not really surprised to see me. “Couldn’t sleep either, I see,” she said softly, taking in my nudity. She smiled and shook her head, not commenting on it for the moment.


“Well that and we had a visitor,” I told her and described having the intruder creep into the room and search the Spider-hole. “He checked the furnace room too and from the open door in the garage, he’s been there. That could mean that he’s still alive if they’re checking his story. She’s probably still alive though too, so she’s likely got a few more minutes to live before his story lines up with what they found here.”


She looked shocked at the news that there had been someone in the house. Then she nodded more thoughtfully as I told her what he’d done. “With any luck, that’s the end of it.”


“Here’s to hoping they’re satisfied with Dad’s account of things and the chips all fall on her.” I drained my glass and mused out loud that we should hear tomorrow. “If they were holding both of them until they decided who was telling the truth, then I’d say Miranda’s only going to see the sun rise if they’re still in the middle of whatever they have in store for her.” I rinsed the glass and put it in the sink for the girls to do in the morning before turning toward the stairs. “Night Mom.”


When I got back to bed, the girls were visibly relieved that I was back. “All clear,” I told them. “I took a sec to let Mom know what happened.”


We all crawled back into bed and for a wonder, I slept.


Chapter 14


When the alarm went off, I didn’t exactly feel rested, but I didn’t feel like I’d spent the night fighting demons.


We all got up and showered together, taking turns at the rest of the fixtures before getting dressed and going upstairs to breakfast.


Mom and Lilly joined us again and the seven of us enjoyed the morning together. Mom still had the phone on her hip, but it never rang while we were at the table.


Once again Dan and I were off to the Garden and I told him that if we didn’t hear anything today, I’d ask Mom to call him at work tomorrow.


When we got to the Garden, we agreed to meet again for lunch and I went off to check in with the trainers. I was using one crutch as ordered and putting down a little weight on my injured ankle with every step, getting used to using it again.


“Given any more thought to your post-injury exercise program?” the head trainer asked me while he had me working on a set.


I’d actually thought about it a lot over the weekend and told him so. “I think I’d like to pick up a martial art,” I said. “Maybe Kung Fu or Karate. As much as hockey’s got a lot to offer, I can’t really play it during the summer as much. Can’t play baseball in winter, so I think something like martial arts works for me.”


“Nothing to do with heading to high school in the fall, is it? Thinking you might get picked on by the Seniors?”


I shook my head. “That thought hadn’t occurred to me, but I suppose that’s possible too. I’m almost certainly gonna get creamed for any of the school teams if I go out. I can pick up a karate class and learn any time though. I don’t think there’s a disadvantage to starting late.”


“Yeah, any freshmen that make the teams are usually the guys that played in earlier grades. I’ll put something together and maybe throw in a couple of extra sets of something to help give you a leg up if you want to go out for teams next year,” he promised.


The rest of the day was uneventful. Chad was there during the afternoon and asked me how my rehab was going. I filled him in, but that was the most exciting thing to happen all day.


I met Dan at the doors and we walked back to the car together, me leaning on my crutch slightly less, having consulted the trainers on how much support I needed.


The evening routine was the same. Dinner and dishes for the girls, this time at our place. Dan and Patty joined us this time and we discussed how we still hadn’t heard any word from Donald.


By the time we’d finished dinner and had let our meals settle, there was a consensus that Mom should try to contact his office tomorrow under the pretense of setting up another meeting with me. I didn’t see it as having a good outcome, but was willing to go along with it. Everyone was in good spirits and I was willing to be hopeful that we’d turned the corner.


That night, the girls and I were a little more playful, but still not ready to resume the sexual portion of our relationship just yet. The intruder last night had them both a little spooked and I understood. We slept holding each other close as we normally did.


The next day was as normal and uneventful as I could have hoped for. Late in the morning, I got the text I’d been hoping for all week. ‘Talked to your father. He’s picking you up at the Garden after work.’ It had come from Mom’s phone and set me in a better mood than I’d been since Sunday.


At lunch, I told Dan about it and he nodded. “You have your phone with you. I’m sure one of the girls will be watching the GPS data,” he chuckled.


“They ARE protective, but then again, right now, I’m not even as much good as normal if something happens.”


It was like a weight had been lifted from my neck and I felt so relaxed that I didn’t think about what this meant for Miranda for once.


The afternoon flew by and I was outside waiting when I saw his Impala pull up to the doors. I opened the door and got in less awkwardly than I’d been able to manage until this week.


He looked surprised at the change. “You look like you’re improved a lot. How’re you feeling?” he asked when I’d settled.


“I’m doing a lot better. The trainers have shaved at least a week off my recovery, maybe more and they’re gonna help me put together a workout so I stay in top shape. Where are we headed?” I asked.


“Well, I thought we’d head back to the mall and grab a bite so we could talk unless you had other plans.”


I thought about it and told him I’d rather go to Dairy Queen so I could get ice cream afterwards.


He agreed and drove to one not far from where we were. We sat in a booth and once we were settled with our meals, I brought up the topic. “So how did Monday go?” I asked quietly.


He paused and considered his answer for a long time. “Monday was a rough day. I’ll spare you all the details, but I had to answer a lot of questions. They grilled me on everything and then they made some calls to look up who signed off on what. Then we went through the financial records on the drive and I showed them the Red Lake Imports entries. Told them that I’d found out she’d tried to set me up with the company.”


He paused to take a drink and continued. “She actually had the pictures taken at her apartment. She told me she wanted shots of us in our work outfits.” I nodded, having put that together with Patty as soon as we’d found the website.


“It was all just too much. I had an answer for everything they asked, mostly because you did all the research. They kept me at the office till well after midnight until they got some messages and then they told me to go to a motel. The next day all my stuff from Miranda’s place was piled in my office and my boss told me that I’d found out Miranda was seeing another guy and I’d left her. He said she’d been horribly distraught by the event and had written a suicide note and jumped from her balcony.”


I nodded and ate while I considered the situation. “You think you’re on probation though. They’re keeping an eye on you to see if you double-crossed Miranda and are going to make a run for the money.”


He shrugged. “I don’t think so, but better safe than sorry. I got a little ‘Atta boy’ for going to him right away and for the tip you caught on the petty cash entries, so they might be trying to lull me or they might actually think the money’s gone. I know they sent a couple of guys to Chicago yesterday, but there’s not a lot they could find out there. It’s easy to buy a used car cheap and disappear.”


I nodded. “So it’s over so long as none of us is stupid,” I said slowly.


“Seems that way for now, but best to be cautious.” He frowned and looked at his tray, wondering how to phrase the next topic. “Son, I don’t want to see that money again or even know where it went. I’m just glad it’s gone.”


I nodded, getting what he was trying to tell me. “I can understand that. It’s caused our family a great deal of upset. Have you been in touch with Miranda’s other two?”


He nodded. “I called them last night and told them the news, since I was contacted by the police to come identify her. That wasn’t pretty. They’re upset, but coping. I told them I’m looking for a solution for all of us and I think they’re interested. What do you have in mind there?”


“I dunno, honestly,” I admitted. “I have to order another collar this week as it is. I don’t think my girls would take well to me pulling in a third and fourth just for the sake of giving them a Sir to belong to. That’s the new title. Becky thinks ‘Master’ is too Arabian Nights for her liking. Sir seems to suit me better.”


He chuckled and nodded. “It probably does,” he admitted. “If you want, I’ll give them your email and you can chat directly with them. I don’t know what’ll come of it, but at least one of them is starting to unravel without direction. Miranda trained her deeply enough for her to crave it.”


I nodded. “At least this is a problem that we can cope with calmly. Let them know my email and I’ll see what I can figure out. At worst, I can give them some basic orders and see if I can find a club or dungeon or something around here to transition them to new owners. I suppose if I do, I can see if I can locate one for you too. Email me any info you have that might be useful.”


He nodded and we passed the rest of the meal in a more comfortable conversation. He handed me the key to my bedroom and I took it, looking at it for a moment. “I’m surprised they gave it back,” I commented.


“How did you know they took it?” he said surprised.


“I was awake when their guy crept into our room to check the false floor,” I told him. “He’s lucky. If I’d had a gun, I would have just shot him and called the police. Fortunately for him, I’m a little young for that yet.”


“You were HOME?!!?” he hissed, stunned.


“Yeah. It all worked out in the end though. He never suspected he was being watched. He took the pictures of the empty hiding spots and left without leaving a trace,” I told him, draining the last of my drink and then going to get a sundae.


When I got back, he was still surprised. “I figured they’d made a copy so they could double check the house later when it was empty.”


“They weren’t going to let you leave the room while there was a chance that you had the money,” I pointed out. “They didn’t decide on who was going off the balcony ‘til what you told them checked out and what she told them didn’t. Speaking of which, where are you staying now?”


He let out a nervous chuckle. “Miranda’s apartment,” he admitted. “She had me added to the lease when she got the place about 6 months ago. It’s kind of creepy. All her stuff is still there.”


“She have any family that would claim it?” I asked, wondering if this monster had left behind people who might still care about her.


“A brother in Phoenix. I talked to him. He wasn’t surprised she was dead. Asked who killed her. I guess she has a history of taking people for all they’re worth and leaving them holding a stack of bills and no way to pay them. He said to give all her stuff to Goodwill, keep it or sell it to make back whatever she stole from me. He asked me to send him the bills for her cremation and dump the ashes somewhere.”


“Cold. Sounds like the brother is decent enough though, just glad it’s over so he can get on with his life without wondering when the next scheme comes along. She have a lot of bondage stuff or was that a convenient way to find marks?”


He grimaced, but answered. “She had a lot of gear,” he admitted. “Some of it was kind of nice.”


“Keep it. I’ll take a look at it at some point. Anything I don’t want or can’t use, you can take to your new Mistress once we find you one.”


He nodded and after that, he turned the topic toward me, asking about Lana and Becky and how I managed to run it past my mother.


“I don’t run things past her,” I corrected the impression. “She’s given me a lot more latitude because of what’s happened. Between the separation and the accident and how I’ve handled this whole mess, she’s come to see me as more adult than she has any right to expect, so I get to govern my own life. She sees me make good decisions, take charge without going crazy and accepting input from her when I struggle with things. With the increased responsibility, she figures I deserve to be treated like an adult.”


He nodded. “This has been hard on you in particular,” he said, recognizing the burdens I’d been under.


“It has, but if I hadn’t been ready for it, I would have broken under the strain. Instead, I’ve got my head on straight, I’m way ahead of schedule on my recovery, I’ve developed some insight into what I want to do later in life and I’ve got two beautiful girls that love me and each other. How many people my age or even ten years older could keep all that from flying apart while dealing with Miranda?”


He nodded. “True. I think you should consider adding a third. Colette really isn’t doing well without someone to focus on.”


“I’ll consider it, talk to my girls and to her and I’ll make a decision. She’s a lot older than we are and she’s been trained to submit to a woman and god knows what else Miranda’s got crammed inside her head. Email me everything you know about her dynamic with Miranda, scene specifics, her slave role, her habits, allergies, intelligence level, everything you can think of and keep a notepad for anything you suddenly remember about her so you can send it to me.” I checked my watch and sighed. “Time for us to be headed back to the house.”


I put the empty sundae cup on my tray and awkwardly took it to the trash on the way out. I had to admit that it felt good to be down to one crutch and I was looking forward to being off the other one by the end of the week.


He dropped me off in the driveway and I told him to email me his contact numbers and we could stop making Mom be our go-between. He said he would and I went into the house. To my surprise, everyone was there waiting for me.


I closed the door and nodded. “It’s over.” I confirmed. “Donald was informed that he’d had a fight with Miranda and had decided to spend the night in a motel. She wrote a suicide note and jumped from her balcony. Her employers are pursuing a lead on their embezzled funds to Chicago, but between the airports, bus companies, car rentals and the possibility that the money was laundered in the city, there’s not much hope of them tracking the lead from there.”


Relief spread across all their faces. “So we’re rich?” Lilly asked, hopefully and we all laughed, the mirth fed by the relief we all felt that it was done.


“No,” I said firmly. “It’ll be years before we can spend it freely. For now, we can afford things. We can all go to college without having to work or worry about the cost. We can pay for things that need repair or replacement like my bike or the car. We have to be careful about how much we spend and how we spend it. Spend too much and the government starts asking where the money came from.”


She pouted. “That sucks!” she spat. “We went through all that and we can’t even spend it? Why bother?”


That brought another round of chuckles. “We bothered because now we have the freedom to pay off debts and expenses without struggling as a family.”


“I suppose,” she allowed grudgingly and I sat down to tell them the details about the conversation with Donald.


“Wow,” Patty commented when I was done. “Sounds like the woman was pretty vile if her brother wanted nothing to do with her even in death.”


I nodded. “I guess it makes sense that he wouldn’t want to have a traditional burial and funeral. That would have been a cheery event with the mourners bringing sticks to poke her and make sure she was dead. One good thing about that is that I ... I don’t feel good about what happened, but I feel a little less awful. It’s less like I ended her life and more like I ended her pain. The pain that must have made her like that, the pain she inflicted on others.” I frowned and shrugged. “It’s a complex emotion to express. I guess it’s a relief that I made the right decision. If her brother couldn’t find enough good in her to bring her home, then none of us could have.”


“It makes perfect sense,” Dan said. “If you found out she was going to use the money to house and clothe orphans in Africa, you’d have been devastated. Knowing that she cared about no one else in the world makes it easier. She wouldn’t have done anything good with the money or with the rest of her life. You’re right. Her death ended a lot of pain. Don’t ever doubt that and try not to think about it too often.”


I nodded and somehow we were all suddenly hugging. The seven of us stood in the living room with our arms around each other and I was overwhelmed. I don’t remember them taking me downstairs or my girls undressing me and putting me to bed or them curling into me to hold me while I slept.





I woke in the early morning hours feeling refreshed and empty at the same time. The knot of emotion that had been burning in me had burned itself out. I felt calm and relaxed, but at the same time energized. Miranda had hung over all of us, but I’d felt her claws at my throat and that was gone. I felt better than I’d ever felt in my life and I looked forward to the future with hope and anticipation rather than the dread on fighting against her machinations to destroy my family.


I was feeling so free that I felt like all things were possible. I slipped out of bed about ten minutes before the alarm went off and was showered by the time that the girls were awake. I kissed them both deeply and sent them off to the bathroom while I dressed. I’d neglected them terribly lately and I promised myself to make it up to them. They deserved better, deserved all of me.


I was upstairs and out the door before they were, heading next door, still wishing that we had a gate in the fence. I didn’t bother with knocking and slipped into the house to the smell of sausage and eggs.


Patty poked her head out of the kitchen and blinked. “Alone this morning?” she said surprised.


“I woke up early and full of energy,” I said. “After a night’s sleep without this hanging over me, I feel like I’ve had two weeks rest.” I kissed her cheek and hugged her before going to the fridge for some juice.


“Good,” she said with a laugh. “I was getting sick of you looking like you wanted to cry every time you tasted coffee.”


I laughed with her and felt like we had a lot to laugh about. The girls joined us a few minutes later along with Lilly and Mom and we all crowded around the table as Dan came downstairs straightening his tie.


“How come you didn’t wait for us?” Becky asked. “We were only a few minutes behind you.”


“I was in a good mood and I wanted to share it,” I said simply. I was all smiles this morning. I hadn’t had to shoulder anything more complicated than my life in over 12 hours and it felt liberating. I knew there were things still on my plate that no fourteen year old should have to cope with, like finding my father a new owner, but that was a minor concern at the moment.


We chatted over breakfast and I asked them where the money had been stashed. They laughed and told me it was in the old luggage carrier that Patty and Dan had in their garage.


I laughed with them and agreed that was likely the best place they could have stored the cash.


Dan and I left for work with kisses from Patty and the girls and he commented on how much better I seemed since last night.


“You’re almost giddy,” he said with a smile.


“I got the best possible outcome,” I said simply. “We have the money, Dad made it out alive and Miranda’s not going to haunt us. It’s sad that she died, but more sad how she chose to live. I’m almost ready to walk on my own without the crutch and I’m in a position to do a lot of good for our family. It’s a good day.”


He nodded and clapped me on the shoulder. “You’ve been calling it ‘our family’ for a couple of days now. That’s how you see us all?”


“Absolutely,” I told him. “If I had my choice, the seven of us would go looking for one house that meets all our needs and sell off the two we’re living in. Short of that, I’d settle for a gate in the fence between us so we can come and go more easily.”


He nodded. “Well I think the gate is doable. Buying a house that big might run counter to your caution about spending carefully.”


“I know,” I assured him. “It’s a fantasy, but it’s a pleasant thought.”


We said our goodbyes in high spirits and I went to start my day.


I noticed a change in the routine today almost right away. The head trainer was doing a lot more to familiarize me with the fitness program he’d planned for me for after my injury was cleared. We spent the day on that and he gave me a crash course on nutrition and how it fit into the plan.


“I don’t expect you to follow it religiously,” he assured me. “You’re a teenager, after all. You’ll end up spending too much money on fast food and junk, but the more you eat like this, the better you’ll feel and the easier your workout will progress. It won’t hurt how you look for the high school girls too,” he said with a smirk.


“I’ve already got all the high school girls any guy has a right to want to look good for,” I laughed. “But I do want to look good for them.”


“Them?” he asked me with an eyebrow arched. “Burning the candle at both ends? That gets dangerous if they see you with the other or worse, talk to each other.”


I chuckled. “They talk all the time. Usually it’s about how I’m not taking good enough care of myself.”


“No wonder you need self defense classes,” He said dryly. “When their fathers find out you’re dating both of them, you’ll need it.”


“Just one father,” I grunted, pushing against the weight on the bench as we talked.


“Sisters? You’re a very brave young man. Maybe we should get you a little more strength training in the program.”


“Most people would have said ‘lucky’ or ‘stupid’, but ‘brave’ works too. It would have taken more bravery to turn either of them down, but then I wouldn’t have lived long enough to have this conversation.” I grinned at him, thinking about the vicious streak Lana had shown and Becky’s killer swing with the bat.


“Less talking and more weight, Brave-heart,” he said dryly.


At the end of the day, I was tired, but still felt like I was working up to something exciting. I just didn’t know what it was yet.


We went home and I decided that as full of energy as I was, I was going to burn some of it before I went to sleep tonight. I was all smiles in the car on the way home. I could act my age for a little while and that feeling was glorious like I wouldn’t have believed possible just a month ago.


At supper, we talked about the day and about how the head trainer was preparing me a workout program for after rehab was done. “I think that means that I might be nearly there.”


Dan nodded. “I certainly get good feedback from them whenever I ask. Dr. Carlson said you were better at following orders than some of the team members. They all say you’ve been a pleasure to deal with.”


I grinned and shrugged. “Easy to do when they’re helping me get better.”


There was a lot of banter and the mood had greatly improved since the mood just a couple of days ago.


When supper was over and we were sitting around chatting, I caught Lana’s eye. “Kiss your parents goodnight,” I told her softly and got to my feet, tucking my crutch under my arm for the trip downstairs.


Her eyes had widened when I’d said that and she got a big grin on her face. She hugged her dad and kissed him on the cheek before trading hugs with everyone else and waiting for me to do the same before following her slowly.


I paused to give Becky an extra long hug and whisper in her ear that I’d save something for her if she finished her chores to Mom’s satisfaction.


She practically leaped to the kitchen to start on the dishes without waiting for Lilly to join her.


Lana led me down the stairs and into our bedroom. She quickly undressed and slid to her knees. She lowered her head and spread her knees before sitting back on her heels and clasping her hands behind her. “What may I do for you, my Master?” she asked me meekly, awaiting my pleasure.


“‘Master’?” I repeated. “I thought we agreed on ‘Sir’.”


“I will call you whatever you wish, Sir,” she assured me, “but I will always think of you as my Master.”


I nodded and noted that she’s either done extensive independent research on the topic, or the film she was exposed to was long, detailed and inclusive. “Undress me,” I said softly, letting us both savor the act of her submission.


She rose smoothly and moved to my side, helping me lift my shirt over my head, exposing my skin to her delicate touches. I’d been distracted by important matters for far too long and I was aching for release. More importantly, both of my girls had been neglected because of events that had to come first. Now was the time to correct that.


I stood while she knelt before me and pulled my shorts down, leaving me standing with them pooled around my ankles while she lovingly rubbed her face all over my crotch, kissing my erection through the material of my underwear before she slowly peeled them down to my ankles as well. I lifted my bad ankle and she slipped them off of my foot, gently rolling my sock over my ankle and pulling it off at the same time.


I put my bad foot down, steadying myself with the crutch I was still holding while she hurriedly tossed the shorts and underwear aside, before tugging that sock off a little more roughly than she’d dared to treat the other foot.


When I was finally as naked as she was, she looked up at me and returned to rubbing her face on my crotch lovingly. I was again reminded that she acted very much like a cat at times and wondered if that was part of her kink of choice or just a quirk that I’d picked up on.


She laid kisses all over my cock, starting at the base and moving up till she could press her lips to the slit in the crown, rewarded by a dot of precum on her lips. She smiled up at me and licked her lips sensuously before returning her attention to my cock. She licked it all over, before lifting it and starting to kiss my balls, cupping them in one hand and pulling them gently toward her mouth before sucking them into her mouth one at a time, bathing them with her tongue.


I groaned and reached down, taking hold of her hair and tilting her head back to look up at me, my balls pulling loose and leaving a line of drool connecting them to her lips as she looked at me questioningly.


I looked at the bed and then back down at her. “On the bed on your back, Pull your knees up to your chest and spread them out to the sides,” I told her, wanting her laying open and waiting for me. I wanted to taste her, to drive her wild and make her scream at the Heavens to reward her for her patience.


She sprang to action as soon as the words were out of my mouth and she was in position before I’d reached the bed. I climbed onto the bed and crawled between her legs, groaning as I looked down at her. Her creamy skin was only slightly touched by the sun and her tan lines only made the skin inside them seem more perfect by contrast.


I leaned over her, kissing her lips hungrily as our tongues lashed against each other hard. She was groaning into my mouth as hard as I was groaning into hers and I knew if I’d let her carry on worshiping my cock, there’d have been nothing left of me to save for Becky when she arrived.


I reached between her splayed open knees and caressed her breasts, teasing her by avoiding the nipples, moving my fingertips in circles. I saw her move her hands toward her sex and deliberately gave one breast a hard slap, making her yelp.


“Hands above your head, wrists crossed like they’re tied together. Leave them there ‘til we’re done or I move them,” I commanded her, returning my hand to teasing her slowly.


She whined, but crossed her wrists above her head, writhing with need and frustration. I could smell her arousal and see how red and swollen her pussy was with desire. Her lips were puffed and a dark shade of pink that begged to be touched, kissed, licked. I made like I was about to take one of her nipples in my fingers, but moved them lower at the last minute instead, teasing the skin of her stomach.


She was writhing beneath my touch, her eyes pleading with me to stop torturing her, but no matter which way she moved, her wrists stayed where they were, pinned by her desire to obey more tightly than any rope could have.


I ran my fingers over the shaven patch where her pubic hair should have been and she quieted, her groans turning to tiny little whimpers of need as she felt the electric touch of my fingers across her pubic bone, touching her all over the top of her pelvis. Her hips moved rhythmically, rolling to try to pull her pussy into contact with my fingers. I kept them out of reach and her whimpers turned insistent, almost becoming a whine as she pleaded to me wordlessly to touch her. Instead, I drew my nails down her thigh from the crease where her pussy started right to the inside of her knee.


She gasped and arched her back, clearly close to cumming and the unexpected irritation of my fingernails catching her by surprise. She groaned again, her chest heaving as she cried softly in frustration.


I wondered how far gone she was. Would she cum next or would she shrink back from the precipice of that orgasm after my next touch. I could only touch her and find out. I waited while she gyrated against the touch she was pleading with me for. I was waiting until she was rolling her hips up in hopes of meeting my fingers.


I brought my hand down sharply and spanked her directly on the pussy, the CRACK filling the room a second before she screamed, her head coming up and her eyes flying open as the sting exploded through her pussy, making her cum. She wailed like she was being murdered and I could feel her cunt clench like a fist as I kept my hand pressed into her tender flesh. She thrashed like a wild animal, but kept those wrists crossed where I’d told her to, the depth of her submission laid bare for me.


My fingers were showered as she squirted hard, the stream reaching to the foot of the bed and possibly farther. She flopped her head back and forth, bucking her hips at the same time like she was possessed, screaming and squirting and trying to knock my fingers loose and press them tighter by turns as she rode through the wildest, most intense orgasm of her life. Eventually she let out a long, deep groan that sounded like an animal caught in a trap, her whole body shuddering like electricity was coursing through it. her face turned a deep color of red and her eyes rolled up into her head.


She went limp and I knew that she wasn’t going to be able to function until morning, if she could manage even then.


“JESUS FUCK!!!” I heard Beck’s voice from the direction of the door. I turned and she was naked, frozen in place with both hands between her thighs, whether she had been masturbating or was protecting her pussy from what Lana had gotten, I couldn’t say. Her face seemed to be all eyes and slack jaw as she stared in horror or fascination or both at what I’d just put Lana through.


The door behind her was open and Mom and Patty were watching with only slightly more composure than Becky had. I calmly lifted my hand from Lana’s pussy, my fingers still dripping with her cum and deliberately lifted it to my face while I watched the three of them before I licked slowly from my wrist to the tip of my middle finger.


The three of them were shocked, but Mom, to her credit recovered first. “I’m not cleaning it up this time,” she said and turned to walk away. She tapped Patty on the shoulder. “Tag! You’re it!” I heard her go back upstairs and I could hear her talking to Dan.


Patty looked like she’d either seen the end of the world or salvation for the faithful, but she slowly came into the room to check on Lana, who was passed out completely, but breathing freely, if she was still gasping for breath. She poked Lana’s shoulder and shook her head. “What did you DO to the poor girl?” she asked, incredulously.


“Something different than the last time she passed out during sex,” I told her with a smirk.


“Some day, we’re gonna install cameras in this room and send the tapes out to the scientific community for study,” she threatened and pulled the blanket out from under Lana before checking the sheet. “Well at least it looks like the blanket took the brunt of the damage.” She passed it to Becky and told her to go put it in the washer.


I took my crutch and limped to the bathroom, bringing back a cold washcloth for Lana’s forehead and a warm one for the rest of her. I laid the cool cloth on her head while I cleaned her up gently and then covered her in a fresh blanket. She murmured slightly, but didn’t come all the way around.


By the time she was settled, Becky was just coming back and crawled onto the bed, looking at her sister curiously. I wondered what she was thinking and Patty must have been too because she wasn’t moving toward the door.


“So is that what you’re gonna do to me next?” she asked and we both laughed.


“Maybe not tonight,” I allowed. “I think Lana was just too wound up from us not fooling around while I was trying to get everything settled with Miranda. When I pushed her over the top, she short-circuited. Or maybe that’s normal for her. It’s happened pretty consistently with her so far so she might just cum hard enough to black out.”


Becky nodded and shrugged. “It looked fun. Scary, but fun at the same time. Maybe for the weekend though. I have a game tomorrow morning and I don’t want to be in that condition when I’m trying to play.”


I chuckled and settled into bed with her, Lana slumbering contentedly beside us. “Anything you want, Beck,” I told her, pulling the blanket over the three of us. We can settle in and just talk before sleep if that’s what you want.”


“Well, I’ve been ASKING you to put it in my butt, but SOMEONE,” she shot her mom an accusing look, “was supposed to pick up something to help us do it and I haven’t heard back from her yet.”


“I guess that’s my bad,” Patty said and laughed. “I’ll get something tomorrow, I promise.” She finally decided the floor show was over and started toward the door.


“How traumatized is Dan?” I asked as she was about to leave.


“He was about to bust in here to rescue his baby girl,” Patty said with a slight smile. “Charlotte and I convinced him that was a bad idea and that we’d check on the two of you. I think she’s upstairs explaining how this is normal for the two of you. He’ll be fine. He might not believe it completely at first, but he’ll come around.”


“So will she,” I said and nudged Lana, making the three of us laugh.


She pulled the door shut, leaving Becky and I alone to decide how to spend the rest of the night. Becky wanted us to have some sort of sex. “I really want you in here,” she said, guiding my hand down to her pussy and groaning when my fingers stroked her slit slowly, “but I haven’t been on the Pill long enough.”


I leaned in and kissed her deeply, my tongue exploring her mouth while hers invaded mine in turn while I moved my fingers between her folds, making her breathing ragged. She was as turned on as I was, and we could tell it wouldn’t take much to push us over the edge.


I took control and pushed her onto her back, moving my lips to her ear and kissing and sucking at the earlobe while my hands explored her body. She really did have a body that looked and felt like it was all muscle and no fat. It was such a change from Lana’s soft femininity that I was fascinated with them both, each one whetting my appetite for the other.


I kissed my way down her neck, making her gasp in tiny breaths. I latched my lips around one of her small breasts and kneaded the other one firmly. Becky was barely an A-cup and her whole breast almost fit in my mouth. She was athletic enough that she probably wouldn’t need a bra for several years if she ever truly needed one down the road.


Her gasping turned to groaning as I sucked hard on her nipple, playing with the other and then switching sides to kiss and lick the other nipple while I sucked her whole breast into my mouth. I switched back and forth several times, watching her expressions as I did.


Eventually, I let her breast slip out of my mouth and I slid further down the bed, kissing my way down her rib cage and across her well-defined abs, swirling my tongue around her navel and making her squirm in the process. Then I finally laid a kiss on her mons just at the point where her labia met in the front and settled down between her thighs, kissing my way along each as I filled my head with the scent of her arousal. I kissed each of her outer labia and then pressed my tongue between them, running it from her opening up to her engorged clit. She cried out when I touched it, but nothing compared to the screams her sister had. She was close to cumming, pulling at her own nipples now that I was otherwise occupied. “Yesssss!” she hissed, encouraging me to go further. I speared my tongue into her passage as deeply as I could, pushing gently up against her hymen while I pressed my face against her, grinding gently on her as she worked her hips against me in response.


I licked the whole length of her slit several times before concentrating on her clit. It was about the size of a large blueberry where Lana’s was tiny by comparison. I sucked it between my lips and decided to try something new. I moved my lips against each other with her clit trapped between them, like I was wetting my lips, and I flicked the tip of my tongue over it, as I worked it softly between my lips.


“Ooooohhhh! OH GOD!” she cried out loudly making Lana move next to us. Her whole body trembled and I watched, fascinated as the muscles of her stomach fluttered beneath her skin, dancing for my amusement as I made her cum hard. Her thighs clamped around my head and she reached down with both hands to pull me tighter against her pussy as she squealed and mewled her way through an orgasm that was as crushing as Lana’s had been.


When her legs let go of my head, she flopped back into the pillows and made a deep growl in her chest, expressing her satisfaction. She shuddered occasionally with aftershocks and purred. I moved back up the bed and lay between my two very sated girls. I could still hear conversation upstairs and normally I’d go up to join in, but this was where I needed to be.


I pulled both girls to me gently and they both curled into me, Lana still slumbering and merely shifted in her sleep. Becky was looking at me with bright eyes as she rested a hand over my heart, feeling it beat for her as she watched me. “That was nice,” she said gratefully, her voice still a little shaky as she drifted on the tail end of the orgasm.


“I’m glad you liked it,” I chuckled and kissed her. She could taste herself on my lips, but we’d managed to kill any reluctance we all had with tasting each other on the others lips.


“Now what are we gonna do about you?” she asked playfully.


“Not a damn thing,” I told her softly. “You want me to save my strength for tomorrow. You get your ass well and truly fucked tomorrow night. Maybe more than once.”


Her eyes widened a little at the thought of us doing it more than once. “Good thing I don’t have another game till Tuesday then. I overheard one of the girls at school last year saying that it hurt. She was telling one of her friends in the bathroom that she couldn’t walk right for a day or two after.”


I laughed again. “Someone says they can’t walk right for two days after getting it in the ass and it’s the FIRST thing you ask me to do to you? I love it!”


She grinned at me. “Well I HOPE you love it. I hope we BOTH do, but I want to know what it’s like.”


I nodded and cuddled her closer. “We’ll find out tomorrow night,” I said comfortingly. “I’m sure it’s pretty good when done right. Otherwise people wouldn’t still be doing it.”


She nodded and yawned a little, settling in tighter, and I realized that she was genuinely wiped out.


“How’re you doing?” I asked, concerned. “The chores starting to get you down?”


She shook her head against my chest. “Well, maybe a little, but it’s okay. We fucked up and I’m cool doing chores for a week. It gives me a better idea how much our moms do for us all the time. I was thinking that I’ll keep up with some of it after this week, but Lilly’s definitely gonna have to be the one to clean up after her party.”


We chuckled about that and I stroked her back gently while we talked. “Yeah. Lilly and I are going to have to pick up some extra chore time once school starts. Help will be greatly appreciated. On another topic, I think I’m gonna be done with the work at the Garden soon. I might be able to go with you to a game or two. Probably not to play. They’ve already replaced me by now, but to watch you play.”


“That’d be cool,” she said, sounding pleased. “I bet you could even sit in the dug-out with us. You’d be on the team if not for the injury, after all. Hopefully you’re off the crutches soon. I know it bothers you.”


I kissed her and told her to turn out the light and the two of us joined Lana in sleep. My sleep was a little slow in coming due to the hard-on I hadn’t gotten relief for, but it came. For a wonder, my dreams weren’t plagued with nightmares.


Chapter 15


Thursday dawned clear and warm and I was glad that Becky’s game wouldn’t be canceled out for the weather. Becky and Lilly were each getting the morning off and I felt like they’d earned it.


As usual, the seven of us gathered at the Powers house for breakfast, planning on using the Russell house for supper. It was a routine we were all enjoying. Patty took one look at the three of us and put extra on our plates. She had everything cooking before we got there even though she’d been pushing the girls to do a lot of the cooking under her guidance.


“I’m disappointed, Matt,” she said with a smirk. “I thought you’d killed the other one after I came upstairs, but here they are, both very much alive.”


“Well, they didn’t finish me off either. A draw is a win when you’re outnumbered.”


“Oh yes, let’s all take a minute to feel sorry for poor Matt, up to his eyeballs in girls,” she laughed.


Dan had been reading the paper and put it aside. “You gave me quite a scare last night,” he admitted. “Patty told me that it wasn’t the first time that’s happened.”


I nodded. “Sorry about that. Lana sort of short-circuits sometimes when she’s really excited. I think it’s only fair. She’s been doing it to me for nine years.”


That got a small laugh from him and Lana stuck out her tongue at me which made me grin.


We finished breakfast and Dan and I went off to work. It was a perfectly mundane day. We had lunch together, I was worked out hard and told I was making more progress. I was allowed to walk around the gym without the crutch for most of the afternoon so long as I was slow and careful and at the end of the afternoon, I asked the doctor if I could switch to a cane to help support my weight or if I should stick with the crutch. He thought about it and nodded that a cane should be fine if I had one or could get one easily enough to make it practical.


I told Dan when we got back to the car and instead of letting me go shopping with my mother later, we stopped along the way at a pharmacy that carried medical supplies and he helped me pick one out that looked relatively stylish to both of us. “Let’s surprise the girls,” he said in explanation, paying for it and we took it out of the packaging, unfolded it and adjusted it for my height. I took a few steps with it and nodded that it was good.


“It makes me feel more mobile than the crutch and it’s easier to deal with,” I explained. “The crutch is so awkward that it’s more of a pain in the butt than it’s worth to try to go places.”


When we got home, Dan went first and carried the crutch into the house ahead of me. By the time I got to the door, all eyes were on the crutch in Dan’s hand. When everyone saw me, they were delighted that I was walking more or less on my own.


“I was without the crutch all afternoon and so long as I’m taking small steps and not flexing too much, that seems fine. This is just to keep me from putting too much weight on it too soon.”


They all seemed certain that my rehab would be done soon and wanted to do something to celebrate when it was. We all agreed to dinner out when the doctor declared me whole.


“I may keep the cane though. I think it’ll look good for formal events,” I said, liking the cane as a fashion accessory for dressing up.


“Your pimp cane,” my sister teased to some laughter.


“Well I’d need a gold tooth and a hat with a feather in it,” I countered, but joined in the laughter.


We ate in good spirits and Lilly and Becky went to the kitchen to start on dishes while Lana and I sat with our parents and talked. Lana got a little more ribbing from her mother and surprisingly Dan handed me something I hadn’t notice him pick up at the pharmacy.


“Smelling salts?” I asked with a laugh.


“I’m told you have a reason to keep some around. Guaranteed to cut through anything short of a coma.”


“DADDY!” Lana said, mortified and turning red as the rest of us laughed.


I leaned over and kissed her softly. “I think it’s a very thoughtful gift,” I told her. “So will you. Try not to think about the advantages of being brought back around while you’re still that charged up.”


She thought about that and then got up and kissed her father on the cheek. “Do you think you could get me one of those portable defibrillators next time? When I get done with Matt, he may need one.”


We all laughed again and I got the sense that the seven of us were still taking as much enjoyment from the simple act of having something to laugh about after the last couple of weeks as we were from what triggered the laughter. We were all happy and settling into a new life together, but there was a lot of relief in that happiness still.


I felt a little bad for Donald since he wasn’t getting to share in the closeness, but I knew that there was no way back to what had been. Now we could all only move forward and find a new normal.


When the dishes were done, Beck came into the room and gave her mother a significant look and Patty nodded and got up, leaving the house to go next door. She came back shortly with a small shopping bag swinging from her hand and motioned for me to follow her and Beck. After a moment’s hesitation, she motioned Lana to follow too.


The four of us gathered in our bedroom and I was the one to be surprised this time, there was a pair of scented candles burning on the dressers, wafting the scent of cinnamon through the room.


“It reeked of sex in here,” Patty explained. “With no window you can open, all you can do is cover the smell and run the fan on the furnace pretty much full-time.”


I nodded and she sent Becky into the bathroom for towels and a washcloth. When Becky was back, she spread out a towel on the bed and put the washcloth on another one on the night table.


“Okay,” she said, sitting the three of us down to explain. “You three don’t seem to keep anything from each other so I assume that Lana’s going to want to try this at some point. She might as well hear the details.”


She pulled a bottle with a pump top from the shopping bag. It was like a bottle of hand soap except that it was a clear liquid in the bottle that sloshed thickly when she passed it to me. “First lesson is that lubricant is the most important thing you can have for this. Otherwise it hurts a lot and no one has any fun. Second thing is that what you’re about to do is a tight fit. You need to loosen her up back there. Use the lube and spread it over her and then start with one finger. Insert it and spread the lube inside and out. When she’s used to that much, pull the finger back and then push a second in with it. Twist them back and forth gently and add more lube.”


She twisted her fingers in mid-air to demonstrate what she was talking about before continuing. “Given your size, you might want to use three fingers after two is comfortable. Then she should be ready for you. Again, apply lube to her and to you before you start and go slow and gently. I know you want to charge the end-zone, but if you do, don’t be surprised if she turns around and sacks you.”


I nodded mutely. I know she was trying to lighten the mood, but I didn’t find it remotely funny. I was paying full attention to everything she was saying.


She nodded, satisfied that we were paying attention. “She might not be able to take it all, at least not right away, but find out where her tolerance is and pull back, using slow thrusts. Listen to each other and talk to each other. Guide each other to what feels best and you’ll likely love it this way for the rest of your lives.”


She took a spare pillow and put it under the towel before turning to Becky. “Lay with your hips on the pillow face down. That’ll tilt your ass up a little. Just lay flat with your legs mostly together and let him put a knee on either side of your hips. That’ll put him in the right position to put it in.” She nodded to each of us and got up to leave. “If you run into trouble, send Lana upstairs to get me and when you’re done, shower and then come let me know that it went okay. If I don’t hear, I’ll check periodically to make sure you’re doing okay.”


When the door clicked shut, the three of us looked at each other and Lana moved to the office chair to watch and be close if we needed something. Becky and I undressed and she rolled onto the bed. Patty had left an extra towel on the bed for us to wipe up along the way and I took a deep breath before opening the seal on the lube and squirting some on her pucker.


She jumped a little, feeling how cold it was, but was wriggling pleasantly a moment later when I had my index finger between her cheeks, massaging the slippery liquid over her tight ass.


“Holy shit!” I said softly. “This stuff is so slippery!”


Becky nodded. “I can feel it,” she said and reached back with both hands to pull her ass open for me. “Put your finger in,” she pleaded. I centered my finger and pushed slowly, twisting back and forth as it slid into her, disappearing to the first knuckle as I wiggled it and then to the second knuckle and then all the way so that my other fingers were forced tight into a fist as I plunged the first finger into her. She rocked her hips, clearly liking the sensation, and I moved the finger in and out, putting another generous drop of lube on her ass as I worked it into her.


She groaned and I new she was loving it. “Ready for a second finger?” I asked gently.


“Uh-huh!” she said urgently, nodding her head enthusiastically.


I pulled my index finger out and put a drop of lube on my middle finger, sliding them against each other to spread the lube before squirting more on her ass and using the two fingers to push the drop into her. When I had both fingers buried in her ass, I started thrusting them in and out slowly, twisting them as I went. Every few thrusts, I’d push them in as deep as they’d go and spread them as wide as I dared, drawing them back out while they were spread like that. I managed to open enough of a gap to squirt lube directly into her a few times and I could feel her insides were as slippery as my fingers had been.


She was tight and hot and instead of waiting, she told me to push a third finger into her. She groaned more loudly when she could feel my third finger pushing the first two tight against her stretched ring and she started rocking back and forth, fucking my fingers as she moaned and groaned.


“Yes! Yes! Yes!” she started to chant, pushing her hips back rhythmically as I pushed my fingers into her, spread them, stretching her as gently as I could.


Lana hadn’t said anything and I looked over at her. She was biting her lip and staring like she never wanted to blink again. She saw me looking and smiled before turning her attention back to what I was doing to her sister’s ass.


We kept it up for a while longer until I felt like she was as open as she was getting. “You feel like you want the fourth finger or do you want to move to fucking?” I asked her softly.


“FUCK ME!” she blurted out and I could tell she’d been heard upstairs from the nervous laughter. I pulled my slimy fingers out of her ass and squirted a generous amount into her gaping hole and around it before applying a thick coat to my cock and using my already dirty hand to make sure it got everywhere. Just the feel of spreading the lube on my length made me see stars and I really hoped that I’d be able to go a second time because I wasn’t going to last long like this.


I mounted her like Patty had suggested and held my cock in place with the head kissing her ass which had slid mostly shut. I pushed gently and we both cried out in surprise and pleasure when the head suddenly popped into her ass, leaving her stretched on my rod. I wiped off my hand on the towel and then leaned forward a little, my length disappearing into her.


“You okay?” I asked, pausing to give her a chance to tell me to back off.


She nodded frantically. “Do it!” she demanded loudly. “Fuck what she said! Just fuck me! HARD!”


I put my hands on her waist and slid forward, pushing my cock deeper into her and she started to grind back, growling for more. I heard the door open and looked over my shoulder at Patty. She’d seen enough of my antics with the girls that I wasn’t embarrassed or hesitant. I thrust forward and I flattened her cheeks with my hips as she took me all the way, my balls resting against her pussy. We both groaned loudly, lost in the sensation and I was aware that Patty had come to the bed to watch.


I closed my eyes and rolled my hips, causing us both the most delicious pleasure before I pulled back slowly. She whined in protest as I lifted up, leaving only the tip inside her. I held there and then pushed back in, taking a slow deliberate stroke to bottom out with my hips pushing her down into the pillow. My next thrust was quicker to pull back and I thrust back into her more forcefully.


Patty and Lana watched mutely as we went from gentle movements to almost violent thrashing at an alarming pace. I was slamming my cock into her, my hips slapping loudly into her ass, my balls banging against her pussy as we fucked. As hard as I pushed down, she slammed back up at me, lifting her hips off the pillow only to have me drive her back down into it.


We pounded at each other for what seemed like hours, but must only have been a few minutes. We both screamed something incoherent as we both felt my cock swell even more inside her just before my orgasm hit me like a bolt of lightning. I screamed and threw my back into it with every spasm of my cock as I spewed what felt like gallons of cum into her ass.


My thrusting became erratic as I shuddered, bucked and screamed my way through the best cum of my life to date. Beck was wailing as loudly as I was, thrashing beneath me, pinned in place by my cock spearing her completely.


I fell across her back, boneless, still shuddering from the strength of my orgasm. I tossed my head weakly, unable to summon the energy to lift it completely. We were both panting and slicked with sweat and lube and cum and slime.


I stayed buried in her and for a wonder, I was still hard. After we’d had enough time to rest, my hips started moving again as if they had a will of their own and I supposed right now they did because I wanted sleep and they were demanding I violate Becky’s ass more completely.


When she felt me start to move again she shuddered, cumming again. “FUCK YES!” she swore loudly and tried to move with me, but I was still collapsed across her back, the only part of my body that was moving deliberately being my hips.


Slowly lust replaced the shock I’d been coasting on in the post orgasm fugue. I managed to get my arms under me and started to lift up when Becky’s head snapped around to look over her shoulder at me. “No! I want you on top of me!” She told me and I settled my weight back across her.


I held her shoulders and used my hips to move my cock in and out of her, fucking her with short rabbit strokes with my length fully inside her.


She kept up a steady litany of increasingly filthy encouragement. “Never stop! Fuck me! Do it! Stretch my ass! Cum inside me! Do it! Fuck me like a dirty whore! Do me!” She kept babbling them in combinations, calling herself a whore and a slut. Telling me that she was my butt-slut, my ass-whore and she was cumming every few strokes. “Make me take it!” she hollered and I could feel her ass clench around my cock as she cursed her way through a huge orgasm.


She lifted her head and I kissed her frantically, both of us ready to cum again, me for the second time, her for at least the tenth.


“Pull my fucking hair!” she demanded desperately and I wrapped one hand in the hair on the back of her head, pulling her head up and back and that’s all it took. She shrieked like she was being murdered and went berserk, her whole body going into spasms like she was having the worst seizure of her life. Her ass was clenching and releasing in time to the rest of her body and I knew I was done. Her ass milked my cock like a living thing and I lowered my head, curling into her and grunting my own release, finally lifting my hips to slam her hard for one thrust and a second, yelling wordlessly each time I slammed back into her as hard as I could.


Was I hurting her or myself? Was I scaring the others? I couldn’t have processed these thoughts or any others. There was the orgasm and that was all. Everything else was beneath notice.


This time when I collapsed on her, there was no way either of us could continue. We were rag-dolls. She wasn’t even stirring beneath me and I didn’t have the strength to move even if she did. “I love you,” I whispered, my lips close enough to touch her ear and I felt as much as heard her purr in response, sated.


“Go start the shower,” I heard Patty say faintly and I was distantly surprised. I’d forgotten she was there. Lana getting to her feet and leaving the room was the next surprise. My world had shrunk in the moment to what I was doing and who I was doing it with. In the time it took me to contemplate those thoughts, which was difficult at the moment, Lana was back and the two of them lifted me off Becky’s back. Peeled me off her back was more accurate. Our sweat had stuck us together and I could feel every inch of our skin separate, like pulling tape off skin.


I felt myself being led to the bathroom and glanced around drunkenly to see Patty supporting my weight. She put me in the shower and I slid down the wall, too stunned by my orgasms to do anything else. A few minutes later, they dragged Becky in and put her in the shower with me. She sunk down into my arms and we drifted in post-coital bliss, letting the hot water sluice over our bodies, making us slippery all over again.


Patty left and Lana stripped off her clothes and got in with us. She washed us both tenderly, kissing us both lovingly as she did. She talked to us quietly and told us she loved us. I smiled at my girls weakly, but words seemed really slow to come to me. “Love you too,” I managed weakly and Becky mumbled something that could have been words or not.


By the time she finished washing us, we were recovered enough to feel exhausted. I wanted to crawl back into the bed and sleep forever, but Lana handed me my robe and cane and told me that we were all wanted upstairs.


I looked at the robe for a long minute and then nodded, putting on the robe and climbing the stairs slowly, knowing that they’d catch up to me before I’d gotten too far.


Mom guided me to a chair and I dropped into it like I’d run a marathon. I couldn’t stay upright by myself and was trying to decide if I should put my head down on the table or lean back and rest against the chair back. I’d just decided that the table looked almost as inviting as a bed when someone pushed a plate in front of me. I looked up, uncomprehendingly and Patty looked back at me. “Eat!” she told me. “Then sleep. Jesus, you three don’t know the meaning of moderation.”


I heard giggling as I dug a fork into the leftover mac and cheese from supper and saw Lana supporting Beck’s weight as she led her to another chair.


“You needn’t laugh, Missy,” Mom said to her. “They’re in better shape than you were last night.” They were all smirking to some extent or another.


“Not by much,” Lana said in her own defense.


“No, not by much,” Patty allowed.


Beck and I cleared our plates. Lilly and Dan had both contented themselves with a few chuckles and left the teasing to the mothers and Lana.


I glanced at the clock and realized that there had been more time pass than I’d expected. “Wow,” I said, leaning back from the table. “It’s later than I thought.”


“You made that poor girl scream half the night,” Lilly said finally. “I’m thinking about asking if I can move next door so I don’t have to listen to it every night.”


Everyone laughed about that, even Beck managed a weak chuckle. If I looked half as drained as she did, I knew that I was going to sleep for a week.


I yawned and that broke the spell. Patty, Mom and Lana helped the two of us back down the stairs and the three of us crawled into bed. It wasn’t quite late enough for us to normally turn in, but we’d done it last night with Lana and tonight, she’d be keeping an eye on us. I was out before the light got turned off.





The next morning, I woke with the alarm and Lana was already awake. The three of us were one pile, pressed together and holding each other through the night. She kissed me and smiled. “Hey,” she breathed. “How you feeling?”


I thought about it and nodded. “Good so far. I haven’t tried to move yet, so I may be hurting and just not know it, but,” I paused to flex my ankle experimentally, “the ankle’s good so far.”


I turned my head to Beck who was just starting to come around and gave her a squeeze. When she opened her eyes, we asked how she was feeling and if she was sore.


“Who cares?!!? Last night was sooooooooo good. If I’m sore, I’ll be sore with a smile.”


Lana giggled, but I wasn’t pleased with the answer. “Okay, you’re pleased with last night, but are you sore this morning?” I asked more directly.


She shrugged. “A little. It’s nothing really, like the feeling after you’ve had to push through a really big log. Don’t worry about it and plan to do it again soon.”


“Get in line,” Lana said with a giggle. “I’m next, and from the look on her face last night, Mom might be after that.”


“She has an outlet for all that frustration already,” I said, wanting to cut off this line of thinking before the wheels started to turn.


“You weren’t watching her last night,” Lana said, not catching my mood.


Beck had. She raised herself to sit up with some effort. “Lana, his dad just left his mom for someone a lot younger. I don’t think he wants to talk about fooling around with Mom.”


Lana paled. “I didn’t mean it like that,” she assured me and I smiled to let her know I wasn’t angry at her.


“I know. Your folks have been cool about us being together. Let’s just be grateful for that. I’m sure if you want to recruit other girls, we can find someone without sticking quite so close to home,” I said dryly, but also planting the seed, since Donald had told me that I should consider Miranda’s other toys, specifically Colette. I hadn’t checked my email last night, but decided to do it this morning and sure enough there were several emails.


I read through them and programmed my father’s numbers into my phone. After a moment’s hesitation, I did the same with Miranda’s abandoned toys Colette Miller and Tabitha Hamlin. I figured it’s just as easy to delete them later if I wasn’t interested or if they weren’t.


In the end, I figured I was going to be providing a little structure until I could find the three of them a home with a permanent owner. Lana leaned over my shoulder when I was looking over the information that he’d sent me on the other two and moved the mouse to click on a photo that was embedded in the email. It popped up and we looked at it for a moment.


“She’s cute. Who is she?” she asked. In the picture, she was naked and smiling. I had to admit, she did have a great smile and a killer body. Lana hadn’t asked with any anger in her voice.


“Her name’s Colette. My dad’s trying to get me to be her owner. She’s not doing well without one. I told him to send me the information and I’d talk to you and Beck about it.”


She shrugged and started running her brush through her hair. “Okay. Is she going to join us?” she asked curiously.


Now it was my turn to shrug. “I dunno. I told him that I’d try to help him find a new owner to satisfy his need to submit. This Colette is in pretty bad shape from what he’s told me. He said she was starting to unravel without someone in control.”


“She was one of Miranda’s?” she asked. Beck had come over to look and had kissed me on the cheek before starting to get dressed.


“Yes, but I don’t hold that against her any more than I hold it against my father. They had no idea that she was such an evil bitch. She was apparently good at hiding it.”


Lana nodded and pulled her hair back into a pony-tail before hunting for clothes herself.


“You said Miranda had three of them at one point,” Beck said for the first time. “Who’s the other one?”


I scrolled down the email and picked another photo. Where Colette had been blonde, Tabitha had red hair that fell in ringlets to her elbows and it was so shockingly red that it seemed like it had to be a dye job, but her skin was so pale that it made Lana look dark. She had blue eyes that jumped out of the photo and thick lips that looked like they were plumped just for kissing.


The girls came over and both cooed at the sight of her then looked at each other and smiled. “I think we need a bigger bed,” Beck said and kissed my cheek while Lana kissed my other one.


“Find out what size collar they’ll need. I think we’re all going to be in love with them,” Lana added.


“So glad I was involved in the discussion,” I laughed and kissed my girls back, getting dressed quickly.


Just that quickly I had an answer when I’d only committed to discussing the matter with them. They clearly wanted the girls. Beck in particular was excited about the stacked redhead.


I was clearly in over my head and had no idea what I was in for. I vowed to call my father at work sometime through the day and see if I could arrange a meeting for the six of us.


I told them that I’d talk to my father today and try to put together dinner for the three of us and the three of them and we might be able to meet their redheaded dream-girl.


They both blushed a little when I called them out on the dream-girl but neither objected to it. Another question answered without going to the awkwardness of asking it out loud. I had a sudden vision of sitting in the office chair and watching my two beauties fuck Tabitha on our bed. I smiled at the thought and followed them upstairs, my cane tapping on the stairs.


When we got next door, Lilly and Patty were moving around the kitchen and Beck went to join them. Patty shook her head and pointed to the table. “Sit if you’re not too tender, that is,” she teased her and then had Lilly bring plates to the table. Dan and I got served first since we had less time to eat.


“How’re you feeling today,” she asked Beck when we were all settled at the table. “Sore?”


“Not as much as you’d think,” she said with a shrug. “I’ve had worse hurts going to the bathroom after not being able to,” she admitted, making her mom nod and pat her on the shoulder.


“Well, the next time someone tells you that you’re ‘butt-hurt’ at least we know whose fault it was,” Lilly said slyly and everyone laughed. Even Dan seemed more comfortable with the fact that breakfast discussion was last night’s sodomizing of his youngest daughter.


“I don’t know how you do it,” he said with a shake of his head.


“You assume I was in on the decision making,” I said around a mouthful of scrambled egg. “Beck decided what she wanted, Mamma did the shopping and told us what to do. All I did was the pushing.”


“You could have said no,” he said with a laugh.


“And wake up to her pushing her baseball bat up mine? I have no doubt she’d find a way to make me regret it if I’d refused.”


“You’re probably right,” he admitted, looking at his daughters. “Some days I don’t know whether to envy you or pity you. Last night, I wasn’t sure either of you would be at breakfast.”


We changed the subject and I asked if someone would mind getting a brick out of the garage today.


My mother asked why and I told her that I wanted to go to dinner with the girls tonight since it was Friday and we might want to go somewhere a little nicer than normal. “I don’t want the whole thing, but a few bills off it to pay for dinner somewhere fancy would be nice. They deserve the best.”


We agreed that we’d pull out a single brick from the stash in the garage and break it open.


“Honestly, we should use the cash for anything small that we normally wouldn’t track. I don’t mean like using a $100 bill to buy a bag of chips, but groceries, gas and anything else that you could justify using a $100 bill on. That helps us save money we SHOULD have while keeping up on household expenses,” I looked around the room as I spoke and shrugged. “It makes good accounting sense. If there’s a purchase that costs more than $500, then it’s probably not practical to do it that way most of the time, but how often do we need to do something like that?”


Dan nodded. “Something you picked up from your dad’s accounting?” he asked and I shook my head.


“Actually I read that the FBI have tracked a couple of white-collar criminals by how they spend the money, not how they stole it. Little things like groceries are generally off the radar, but cars and homes? They look at where the money came from. The more of the legitimate money that stays in the bank accounts, the less notice it generates.”


We all agreed that it was a good idea and that would free up more money that we could spend on larger purchases.


Then it was time to go and we got up to leave, giving out hugs and kisses to the girls before we made the drive in to Boston. I’d come to enjoy this time, not that I didn’t treasure my girls, but I didn’t have much in the line of guy-time and it was precious when I could get it.


When we got to work, I checked the time and paused before going inside to call Donald.


When he answered, I told him that I’d discussed it with the girls and they were interested in meeting Colette and Tabitha. I asked if he could get in touch with them to have dinner tonight. “Tell them that you’ve found someone with two slaves already and that I’m considering them at your recommendation. Don’t tell them my age or who I am. If they can make it, then book a restaurant with a private dining room or a small party room we can reserve so we can talk freely without being heard.”


He said he could do that and he should be able to reach both girls. “Should I call you back at this number?” he asked since I hadn’t given him my number the previous two times we’d met since I’d gotten it.


“Yeah. I’ll be in with the trainers, but leave a voice-mail and I’ll check it. Make the reservation for 6:30. I’ll need to go home to change. I’ll check messages on lunch.” We said our goodbyes and I mulled over the fact that I was moving toward doubling the number of girls I was about to call mine. I texted Lana with the details for dinner so she and Becky could be ready.


Rehab flew by and I felt like I was almost back to normal. I knew it was probably a false sense and that pushing might cost me all the progress I’d made. At lunch there was a voice message from Donald. He’d made reservations for the private dining room at La Salle’s, a small restaurant that I’d never been to, but he said they had a good menu and they had a room we could use for dinner. Both the girls had agreed to meet and were looking forward to it.


I spent the afternoon chatting with the trainers and Chad while we worked and toward the end of the day, I was seated with the doctor to review.


“You’re making good progress,” he told me in a satisfied tone. “I couldn’t get an appointment to get an updated ankle x-ray until Monday, so Monday morning, you’ll go here to get that done.” He slid a card across the desk to me and I looked at it, nodding as I listened. “He’ll review the x-ray, talk to you about it and then email the pictures to me. When you’re done at his office, you’ll come back here and we’ll review your plan for the rest of the way. I don’t think you’ll need to be here every day though. We might scale it back to Monday, Wednesday, Friday for next week and Tuesday, Thursday for the week after. I think by then your ankle will be back to full strength. For the weekend, I want you to use the cane more to guide yourself or for times that you start to feel too much strain in the ankle. Any tightness or fatigue in the muscles and tendons there and lean on the cane more. I don’t think you’ll need to given your progress, but if you do, make note of it and we’ll talk again on Monday before you start working.”


I nodded and thanked him as I always did. He smiled and returned the nod, telling me I was welcome before I got up to go.


When we got home, I took a quick shower and dressed to compliment the girls. They both looked stunning and with the make-up they had on, they both looked a few years older than normal. When I went to get dressed, I noticed the two boxes on my desk and smiled, knowing what they were. The girls were practically bouncing and I opened the collars one at a time, snapping them shut and locking them with the tiny keys.


Becky had chosen one similar to Lana’s, but instead of roses and vines, it was a heart in the middle of stylized chains. They settled the collars and grinned at the look of them in the mirror while I dug my suit out of the closet. It had been a little big on me last summer when we’d gotten it, but now it fit like a glove. I’d grown into it nicely and as I straightened my tie, I didn’t think I’d look out of place in an advertisement for men’s suits. I certainly wasn’t ugly, but I was amazed at how well the suit worked for me.


“Wow!” Becky said when I turned, straightening my tie. “You clean up nice!”


Lana stood back and looked at me critically, with a crooked smile on her face, nodding slowly in agreement.


“Well, I had to try something to look like I deserved to be seen in public with two gorgeous ladies like you,” I countered with a grin of my own.


When I came upstairs, Mom had a new billfold for me that looked different from the wallets I’d used before. She opened it and showed me that she’d put several $100 bills in it before she slipped it into the inside pocket of my suit coat. “You three look so grown up!” she gushed and made us pose while she took several pictures of the three of us. Patty and Dan were already gone out on the town for the night and Mom and Lilly were going to go out to a movie, so everyone was on their own schedule and their own clock.


“We shouldn’t be out late,” I told her. “But if we are, I’ll call the house phone and leave a message to let you know where we’ll be.”


Chapter 16


We piled into Lana’s car and got to the restaurant about ten minutes early. I helped Becky out of the backseat, using my body to block the view of her getting out of the car because the dress she was wearing rode up her thighs as she climbed out. Then I went around the car and opened Lana’s door, doing the same for her.


I was glad I had gotten the cane and it seemed to compliment the suit well. We stepped inside and I told the Maitre D that we were the Russell reservation of 6. We had to wait a few moments while they prepared the room for us, and were seated just before the reservation time. I held a chair for each of the girls so that they could sit on either side of me and I could face the door to the room.


“Nervous?” I asked them as I took my seat and they nodded.


“What if they don’t like us?” Lana asked.


“Then they aren’t right for us,” I said simply. “It’s up to them whether we’re right for them, but there’s no fault if it doesn’t work out. It’s just dinner. I’m more concerned that age is an issue rather than personality, but we’ll see.” I smiled at them softly. “You both look stunning,” I told them, taking their hands.


We were still holding hands, looking at each other adoringly when the door opened and our company was shown in. I stood and Donald made introductions. I smiled and told them that we were pleased to finally meet them. “I’ve heard some about you, but I’m sure it’s far from everything.” I came around to hold a chair for Tabitha while my father settled Colette and then we sat at opposite ends of the table.


They were clearly surprised by my age and probably the girls’ ages too. While guys couldn’t really tell much about the age of a girl at a glance, a woman seems to be able to calculate what time of day another girl was born, the exact date and how long their mother was in labor no matter what they try to do to disguise their age.


No one said anything for a long moment and I could feel the tension filling the room. I decided to see if I could cut it. “Clearly you were expecting someone taller,” I said lightly. “I have a few stamps left before I can cash in my ‘dirty old man’ certificate, but I’m working on it.”


That got a little laugh and it seemed like there was a little less awkwardness in the room.


“Let’s order dinner and then we can get to know each other while it’s prepared,” I suggested. There were menus set at each of our places and we all opened them. The first thing I noticed was that there were no prices on the items, so I made my selection and closed the menu, waiting on the rest of the guests to close theirs.


A waitress opened the door to check if we were ready to order and we each gave her our food and drink orders. Donald, Colette and Tabitha were having wine with their dinner. I ordered water and a half-glass of wine. I told the girls with a look that was acceptable, but not a drop more. They ordered the same and when she’d left, I saw Colette looking at me contemplatively and I thought she must have caught the look I’d given the girls.


We all chatted a bit and I asked some leading questions, to draw them out and to help introduce them to my girls. I’d read the emails Donald had sent me on them with barely a glance, still able to recall them with as much clarity as if they were still in front of me.


As we talked, Tabitha opened up grudgingly answering questions and then falling silent once she’d responded, engaging no one in conversation on her own. Colette was worse, dipping her head and hiding behind her honey-blonde hair and said as few words as possible. Still, I caught her shooting glances at me whenever I was speaking to Tabitha or Donald.


I could feel discomfort coming off them in waves that were almost palpable. I was coming to hate the mood in the room and decided to just get it out of the way. “I can tell that you came here expecting something far different than what you found when you walked through that door,” I said, addressing the elephant in the room. “Ask. I can see the questions in your eyes when you look across the table. Let’s have them out in the open. Donald asked us all here because the three of you need to find someone new now that Miranda is no longer with you. He’s discussed your situation with me. He hoped that I could assist in providing structure for you in the short term and either continue that support and make our association permanent or assist you in finding a home where you can find what you need. Ask what you want to know. Consider this an interview. I’m feeling you out, you should be doing the same.”


They looked at me, then at each other and finally at Donald. He nodded encouragingly. “How do you know Donald?” Tabitha asked.


I’d anticipated this question since there was no particular reason for a man his age to have friends my age. “He and my mother dated a number of years ago, before I was born,” I said smoothly, making Lana and Becky glance at me in shock, but they held their silence for the moment. I knew that wouldn’t last forever. Fortunately both girls were looking at me, so they didn’t see the barely suppressed laughter in Donald’s face.


“Are those collars really what I think they are?” Colette asked, her voice a whisper.


“Yes. These girls are mine,” I answered. “The collars are to remind them of me and their submission even when circumstance keeps us from being together. They’re a token of affection and a symbol of my ownership.”


Tabitha looked at the girls and her eyes widened a little. She’d missed the collars in her appraisal of the girls or hadn’t recognized them for what they were. “How old are you?” she blurted, then looked a little embarrassed that she’d said it.


I smiled at her and expected that she would be shocked when she found out. “Fourteen, as is Becky. Lana is sixteen.”


Her eyes bulged out of her head. Colette’s head had snapped up too and they both stared at the three of us disbelievingly.


“Is that so hard to digest?” I asked calmly, taking in their looks of bafflement. “I told you Donald dated my mother before I was born. He’s not THAT old. I’d have had to be talking about when he was twelve in order to be much older.”


Tabitha rounded on Donald angrily. “A KID!??! You asked us here to meet a kid? What the HELL?!!?”


“TABITHA!” I snapped sharply and despite her outrage, she bit off what she’d been about to say and turned to look at me. “Donald did not bring you here to meet a child. He asked you to share a table with an able and articulate Dominant because he’s concerned about you both. He knows that I will not accept him as mine, but that I will assist him in finding a place where he will be cared for and can provide service to a Mistress in a way that’s meaningful for him. He asked that I consider providing that same care to the two of you.” My eyes blazed and I realized that I was correcting her behavior, that she’d mistreated someone under submission to me and I was not happy.


“He suggested that he thought the environment I was providing to my girls was one that would appeal to one or both of you, but ultimately hoped that if not, I could locate a home that would allow the three of you to stay together and serve a new Mistress or Master. Donald has acted to try to provide for the two of you as best he can. He cannot lead you,” I pointed out reasonably, “and Miranda was the only one he knew that could until he became aware that I was capable of accepting submission from others. He has given me his submission and when I find a home that can provide for him, I will pass that on to a new Mistress who fulfills him in the ways he needs. I have no need for more girls. The two that I have are dutiful and obedient and see to every need I have. In turn, I provide them what they need. If you don’t feel this arrangement works for you, then perhaps you are not in as much of a need of a place to belong as I was led to believe.”


My father gave me a tiny nod, suggesting that I’d done it right.


We were quiet for another few minutes as we all stared at each other, waiting for the others to flinch like a Mexican Standoff. I looked at them impassively. What I’d said was true. I didn’t need them. This dinner was a favor and if they walked out of it without resolving anything, then that was really for them to decide.


La Salle’s is one of those small restaurants that prides itself on making everything to order, so I wasn’t worried about being interrupted. We all had water glasses and there was an end table behind me with two pitchers to refill them. I knew we wouldn’t be disturbed, so I could stretch out the silence, letting it hang in the air.


Colette looked scared and I knew that she would never leave this room without pledging herself. She was afraid of being sent away. I could almost feel her anxiety rise in her like bile. It was Tabitha that my girls wanted and it was Tabitha that I had to bend to my will to give my girls what they’d asked me for.


I focused my attention on her, knowing that everyone else in the room was already mine. She was the only question mark and I knew that as calm as she looked on the surface, she was still in turmoil. Her training wasn’t as deep or oppressive as Colette’s had been, but she had placed her submission in Miranda. It was something that was part of her. It all depended on how much of her submission was out of love for Miranda.


“I don’t believe you,” she said finally and folded her arms, defiantly. “Prove it. Order them to do something.”


Lana and Becky immediately looked to me, ready to leap to any task I named for them. “No,” I said instead, my face betraying boredom and a little disappointment. “You misunderstand how this works. You weren’t invited here to bark orders and make demands,” I chided her, realizing that this was part of the battle of wills. “Some indulgence can be made as your Mistress has recently died. Under normal circumstances, I’d have Miranda flogged for the shoddy training she’s clearly given you.” I picked up my water glass and took a sip, glancing at Colette. “She clearly spent much more attention on Colette’s indoctrination. Was your training incomplete or was she just lazy with you?”


She looked shocked and outraged by the comment, but my words had been a clear indictment not of her, but of the training she’d received.


“It was both,” Colette said quietly into the silence and we both looked at her. I gave her an encouraging smile and a little wink to let her know things weren’t as rough as they seemed. She blushed under the scrutiny, but continued. “I was with Miranda since before Donald and she paid a lot of attention to me in the beginning and even after she added him. By the time Tabby joined us, she wasn’t spending as much time with any of us. I think she had a new guy. I heard her talking to him on the phone once. I didn’t know what they were talking about, but she had been really mad when she thought I was listening.”


“You never told me that!” Tabitha said accusingly and Colette lowered her head. “She told me never to speak of it. I think she was going to leave us for him. She looked ... different when she was talking to him. In love, I guess.”


She looked sad and I felt for her. She’d given herself to this woman who used people and threw them away when she’d used them up and broken them. Both these women had been damaged to varying degrees and I was going to do what I could to help them if they’d let me.


I rose and walked around the table, aware of all the eyes on me as I approached Colette’s chair. I lifted her chin with a finger and she looked up at me, her eyes were a mix of emotions and I longed to put my arms around this girl, not to make love to her, but to soothe the hurts I saw in her eyes. She was saddened by Miranda’s death, but more so by the growing knowledge that her feelings for Miranda had not been returned. I saw how lost she felt and the hint of despair at the thought of finding her own way, but I also saw hope in them and a longing to belong. She was trembling slightly. No one would be able to see it, but I could feel the tremors in her as I held that one finger beneath her chin.


There were no words. She looked up at me, her emotions raw and her soul bared to me in her eyes. I gazed down at her and poured my strength into those eyes, quenching the despair and replacing it with promise. I moved my finger and slipped my hand to her neck, leaving my thumb under her chin, tilting her head back as my fingers held her throat. She moaned with need that had little to do with sex. I held her eyes as I inclined my head once in acceptance of the question she’d pleaded with her eyes.


It was like I’d flipped a switch in her head with that nod. She sobbed with relief and suddenly tears were streaming from the corners of her eyes. She threw her arms around my waist and sagged against me, sobbing and crying against my stomach with relief and grief at the same time as she let go of Miranda for the last time, replacing her with a new Master. I wrapped my arms around her and comforted her while she cried and told her softly that she was home at last.


If anything, that made her cry harder and her arms tightened reflexively. A moment later, we were in the middle of a larger hug. Lana and Beck had both come to welcome her. I was so proud of my girls. They were everything I could have hoped for in life and far from jealousy, they were at my side, welcoming Colette like a sister they hadn’t seen in years.


We had just calmed Colette down and retaken our seats when dinner arrived. I waited until dinner was laid out for each of us and we were alone once again before picking up my fork. I looked around and saw everyone looking to me. “Please, eat,” I urged them. “We’ll have time to talk more when we’re all a little less hungry.” Everyone except Tabitha immediately dug into their dishes and she fixed me with a look of confusion. I gave her a rueful shrug and turned my attention to my own food, finding the food sensational. Donald had picked the restaurant and had picked it well. The girls were all loud in their appreciation of their meals. They started sharing bites back and forth among the three of them, Lana and Becky treating Colette like a sister right away. Of course the blending of our families had made them take a somewhat elastic attitude toward family dynamics.


I sat back and ate slowly, letting each of the girls taste from my plate and accepted bites from each of their forks. Donald gave me a very pleased look, clearly approving of the way I’d handled Colette and enjoying the sight of the four of us bonding over dinner. Tabitha’s expression was unreadable and I knew her mind must be racing behind those eyes. I waited her out, losing myself in the meal and the girls and the moment, but I’d still catch her shooting glances at me from time to time. Mostly, she looked at Colette and the change in her since the six of us had been seated together.


Finally we all pushed our plates away and felt comfortably full. I was looking at Tabitha when she looked up and saw me watching her. I didn’t look away, but held eye contact. “You have even more questions now,” I said softly and the banter from the girls cut off like a knife. I spread my hands welcomingly. “I am at your disposal,” I told her.


“How?” she said softly, clearly confused. “How did a fourteen year old end up knowing enough to take someone’s submission without saying a word?” She gestured to Colette. “I mean, Collie’s a sweetheart and well-trained, but seriously! I’ve never seen that. Never even heard of something like that. Have you?” she asked Donald and he shrugged and then shook his head. “See?!!?” she said, as if that proved some point she was trying to make.


“Perhaps it will help you to know a little more of how I know Donald and how he came to know that I could be counted on to take a lost girl and give her direction.”


I paused and ordered my thoughts. I hadn’t told this story. Not all of it. It was an important tale and I knew it told a lot about who I was and who I’d become. So I started telling the tale by introducing myself. “My name is Matthew Anthony Russell. Donald dated my mother long before I was born as I said, but they fell in love, married and had children together before the light flickered and died between them.”


Colette and Tabitha listened raptly, their eyes going wide at the news that I was Donald’s son and at different parts of my story. I poured it out without emotion or hesitation. I paused only when servers came to offer desserts and coffee or tea. When we all had a cup and a cake in front of us, I explained how I’d spent nearly a decade searching for answers beyond understanding, my anguish at the loss of my family, Miranda’s machinations to use us as human shields and how I’d had to learn lessons in dominance out of necessity to wrest my father from her control and fight her for my family’s life.


“She didn’t really commit suicide, did she?” Tabitha asked slowly.


“Yes, she did” I told her. “She took her own life the second she crossed my family. She just didn’t realize it yet. I protect my family. My girls, their parents, my parents, we were all in danger because of her. I suspect you were too since Colette suspects that she was planning on leaving you behind.”


“So you learned because of Miranda?” she asked, still trying to catch up.


I shook my head. “I learned because I absorbed everything I could find about relationships and love and life from the time I was five. When I started finding bondage materials in my father’s pornography collection, I followed those links, read the stories, learned the dynamics and committed them to memory. I had to develop those lessons into skills in a hurry when it became clear that my father had been convinced to do things that would lead to our deaths.”


He put his head down and I threw him a lifeline. “When he realized what Miranda was, what she’d manipulated him into doing and what he’d become, that’s when he gave me his submission. I took it gladly then because I needed it and him to save my family. I’ll hold onto it until I can find him a place where he can belong.”


“I don’t understand,” she said. “Why not pass him to your mother then?”


“She can’t be what he needs and he can’t be what she needs. His submission is deep enough that he can’t be a father to his children and he can’t be a partner to her. They care for each other, but the love they once had has burned out. I’m grateful to both of them for staying together as long as they did, but now they need to find lives for themselves that make them happy and they could never be that together.”


She frowned and still seemed unconvinced so I tried another tactic. “Colette was suffering in the absence of someone to be her dominant and devote herself to. Could you have been that for her? Could Donald?”


She shook her head and then understanding blossomed on her face. “But how do things work with your mother if she’s the same way?”


“She’s never given me her submission. If she did, I wouldn’t be able to see her as my mother again. She’d be Charlotte to me after that, much like I refer to my father as Donald most of the time. I don’t hate him, but our dynamic has changed. I can talk to him and get advice from him, but his authority is subject to my own. That authority is the cornerstone of the parental role. It’s why so many Dom/sub relationships take the form of Daddy/Daughter role-play. It’s a word that speaks to something primordial in our collective society of an authority supreme unto itself. Most teenage boys even fear the fathers of the girls they date, the conditioning runs so deep.”


Lana giggled at that and I gave her an indulgent smile.


Tabitha caught the look and arched an eyebrow. “Not you though?”


I shook my head. “I have a healthy respect for my girls’ parents, but fear has long-since been left behind.”


“I suspect there’s a story there,” she said, eyeing Lana and I, but ignoring Becky since she hadn’t reacted.


I nodded. “There is. Lana and Beck are sisters. Not in the same sense that they’ve embraced Colette as, which makes me so proud of my girls that I can’t begin to express. They’re sisters in the sense that they share a mother and father. Their parents have embraced me as a son and I’ve embraced them as mother and father.”


Her eyes went wide and she looked back and forth at the girls who each nodded in confirmation. “That’s fucked-up!” she said softly.


“Not as much as you’d think. I fell in love with Lana when I was five. Beck fell in love with me at the same time. When Lana and I finally reached out to each other, I could only choose to embrace both or hurt one of the two most important people in my life, the girl I’d loved since before I understood what love meant or the girl who was my best friend in the world. They love each other, they each love me and I love them both. No jealousy, no secrets, no selfishness. I can’t imagine anything less fucked-up.” I smiled at both of them and took their hands.


“How do they feel about this?” she asked, gesturing to herself and Colette and my father and I knew she’d made her decision. She was just smoothing out the details in her head to make sure she wasn’t walking into a shit-show.


“Donald was kind enough to tell me a bit about each of you and included a picture of each of you. Beck immediately pointed out we’ll need a bigger bed and Lana told me to find out what size collars we’ll need to order. If either of them had the slightest hesitation to growing our family, we wouldn’t be having this dinner,” I assured her softly. “As much as I am dominant, my girls matter to me.” I caught Colette’s eyes. “ALL my girls,” I added for her benefit with a smile. Beck reached out and took her hand since they were sitting side by side and held it.


She sat back and thought about that for a long time. “You’re strange,” she said finally. “I’ve dated my share of guys and a few girls and there’s nothing even close to what you’re describing in any of the relationships I’ve had or been told about by friends. Even with Miranda, we were playmates. I never got a sense that she was in it for the long haul. You though. I think that you’ll hold on to all of us until the day you die. Those collars are a one-way trip.”


I nodded slowly. “You’re partly right. I am in it for the long haul. When my girls pledged to me, it was a pledge on my part too. When I collar Colette, it will be the same pledge. If you choose to offer me your submission, then that will be the same, but that’s not a one-way trip. As much as I’ve shouldered a burden for a grown man, I still have a lot of evolving to do and so do we all. Neither you nor Colette are old. There’s college and careers and we could all drift in different directions when that happens. If any one of you decides this life or a collar isn’t right for you, all you need to do is ask and the key to that lock is yours. Then it just becomes a piece of pretty jewelry Your submission is a gift, not a chain. You give it every day to a person you trust and it’s always your choice to revoke that gift.”


She seemed surprised by that and took a sip from her coffee thinking about it as she finished her cup. She finally looked around the table and then at me. The decision was in her eyes. She nodded. “Okay,” she said and sighed. “I already feel better about it than I did about Miranda. All she wanted was sex.”


I got to my feet again and went to her, pulling her up to slip my arms around her and kiss her softly. “Welcome home,” I told her as the rest of the girls crowded around us, hugging and laughing.


When we were settled back down again, I chuckled. “Now I just have to figure out how to explain this to everyone at home. Lilly’s already calling us ‘Fifty Shades of Weird’ now that she knows about the collars.” Everyone got a little laugh out of that.


Our server poked her head in and asked if there was anything else that we needed and after looking around, I told her that we just needed the bill and specified one bill.


She brought it to my father, understandably enough and he was quick to grab it and slipped his credit card into the folder and gave it back to her.


I told him that wasn’t necessary and he shrugged. “I couldn’t have asked for a better outcome tonight. I’m only too glad to do this much to make up for the past few weeks.”


I nodded, but made sure he knew that I wanted him to make this the last thing he did to try to make it up to me. I drew the billfold from inside my suit and pulled $200 from it, laying it on the table as a tip as the server was coming back. She eyed me curiously as I tucked the billfold back inside my suit.


As we got up he chuckled. “You realize that was about a 65% tip, right?” he asked and I shrugged.


“The service was good and we got the use of the room on short notice on Friday night. Now if we come back here, we can count on the best service they can give us.”


“An investment in future entertaining expenses?” he asked as we made our way out the front of the restaurant.


I nodded and we had to admit that we needed to split up here as we didn’t have one car that could carry us all. We all exchanged numbers and Donald took me aside while the girls chatted and hugged.


“You did amazing work in there,” he said softly. “Tabitha was difficult to convince that she should come to dinner and see what you had to offer. In the end, the only thing I could say to win her over is that it was a dinner at La Salle’s.” He clapped me on the shoulder and I nodded.


“I don’t know if she’ll want to stay with us or only decided to check it out to keep an eye on Colette and out of curiosity. She’ll be missed if she goes, but I have confidence that she’ll do what’s right for her.”


He nodded and hesitated. “Son, what you said in there about us, about not being able to be a father to you now...” he struggled for words and I put a hand on his arm.


“This kind of thing happens between all fathers and sons. At some point, sons have to take care of their fathers. On that day, the son becomes the father. For us, it just happened a lot sooner than either of us was prepared for. There’s no shame in it, no fault in it, no recrimination. It just is. We can’t go back, only forward. At this point, you trying to ground me for anything would seem silly to both of us.”


He nodded again and chuckled. “I guess you’re right about that. I still love you son.”


“I love you too Dad,” I assured him. “Hopefully we can find a Mistress for you and you can find what you need.”


He laughed and looked over my shoulder. “Looks like we’ve picked up an audience. You’re on your own from here.” He said a quick goodnight to the girls and turned to walk down the street to his car.


I turned and four extremely well-dressed ladies were eyeing me with speculative smiles on their faces. I knew I’d been outvoted before I even knew what they were planning. “Why do I have the feeling that I’m in WAY over my head?” I asked with a laugh.


“Because you are,” Lana giggled and I knew that the very worst thing imaginable had happened: they’d bragged. WHAT they’d said, I could only speculate but I didn’t think it was a stretch to think that it was likely going to involve someone screaming themselves unconscious.


“Fair enough. What am I in for?” I asked, tapping my cane on the sidewalk nervously.


“Well, we were thinking that tonight is a perfect time to shop for collars and introduce your mother and Lilly to Collie and Tabby,” Becky said brightly.


I chuckled, trying to picture the look on their faces, but I couldn’t quite manage it. “Okay. How are we traveling? We can only fit four comfortably in the car,” I pointed out.


“I have mine,” Colette told me quietly and produced her keys. “If someone drives with me, I can find my way pretty easily.”


“Alright,” I said with a smile. “I’ll ride with you to navigate. Tabitha, are you coming with us or going with Lana and Beck?”


“I’ll ride with them, if that’s alright,” she said, deferring and I nodded.


“We’ve all got a period of adjustment ahead of us,” I told both my new girls. “We’ll find out what works for each of us, in public and in private.”


They nodded and we all hugged before separating. Colette led me to her car which was parked a ways away. By the time I reached the car, I was wincing a little and leaning on the cane more. “Are you okay?” she asked, seeing me limping a little more.


I nodded and quickly got in. “I’m just at the tail end of rehabbing a badly sprained ankle. A walk that long after a day with the trainers leaves me thinking long thoughts of putting my foot up and relaxing.”


“You should have said something. I would have brought the car down,” she said, dismayed that the walk had caused me distress.


“Don’t worry about it,” I told her and she nodded, her submissive streak making her more biddable. I would have to walk a careful line with her. I wanted to undo as much of Miranda’s handiwork as I could. I didn’t get the sense that Miranda had found her in this state and I was worried about how far the rabbit-hole went with her.


I chatted with her along the way and found that I liked her as a person. She liked to read and we had several books in common. She’d just finished her freshman year in college in Accounting and I asked if she still had her books, telling her I’d like to thumb through them to update what I’d learned from my father.


“You know accounting?” she asked, surprised.


“Of course. Donald thought that I should learn finance even if I only ever used it to do my household bills efficiently.”


I called out directions to her early enough, but even so, Lana’s car was sitting in the driveway silently when we arrived. I led her to the door and walked into the house, taking her hand and leading her inside.


My mother and Lilly were watching TV in the living room and looked up when we came in. She arched her eyebrow at me. “Where are the girls and who’s your friend?” she asked at once, seeing me alone.


“Mom, Lilly, This is Colette. She’s a friend. We had to split up because there were too many of us for one car, but Lana’s parked outside. They must be next door talking to the other parents. Colette, that’s my mother and my sister. You can call her Lilly or just use whatever color her hair is for a nickname. It changes a few times a year.


Colette greeted them with a meek smile before I dragged her next door, wondering what the girls were thinking interrupting Patty and Dan when they had a chance to go out for the night. I opened the door and poked my head in to confirm that they were actually here and find out what the battlefield looked like. Everyone was indeed parked around the kitchen table with cups of what I hoped was tea. I led Collie in and made introductions and Patty nodded, offering us chairs.


“Most young men collect baseball cards Matthew,” Patty said as she set cups of hot chocolate down in front of us.


“I see my girls have been giving you lots of details,” I said, looking at Beck and Lana with a wry look. “Have they given you all of them though?”


Dan broke in and explained. “Well, there was a fair amount of gibbering, some sounds only dogs could hear, something about collars and a mention of meeting them at dinner.”


I laughed at that and waited till Patty was settled before I tried to explain. “You guys know that the last three weeks have been sort of a roller-coaster for us all and that this past weekend and the first part of this week was rather stressful on everyone. And you know I always try to do the right thing.” I frowned, wanting to get this right and there were a lot of factors involved.


“It’s complicated, but it started with Donald. He informed me that Miranda left behind himself and two girls who were all cut adrift this week. I’d promised him that I’d try to find a way to help him find a Mistress. He asked me to consider doing the same for her others. He suggested that I consider opening our lives to them, but if I couldn’t do that, to see if I could help them the same way I promised to try to help him.” I had kept hold of Collie’s hand and I reached across the table with my free one for Tabby’s before I continued.


“This morning, I talked to Lana and Becky about them. Actually, I was just reading what Donald had emailed me about them and they started looking over their pictures. Becky immediately wanted a bigger bed and Lana wanted to measure them for collars right away. I’d expected them to be hesitant or opposed to the idea and if they’d responded with anything less than ‘fuck-yeah’ enthusiasm, that would have been the end of it. We were going out to dinner anyway, so I called Donald from the Garden and he made reservations and set it up to make introductions. We talked over a long dinner, got to know a little bit about each other and decided that this was the right thing to do for us, for them, for all of us. I think we may need to invest in that defibrillator we talked about, because I may die, but my goal in life has always been to have my chalk outline hanging in a Hall of Fame somewhere.”


“Unbelievable!” Dan said, shaking his head. “Back on his feet for ONE day and he’s already chased down two girls! Imagine the nightmare when he learns to drive!” He threw up his hands in mock-outrage before settling down. “Whatever this skill is, advertise it when you get to school. Charge $100 an hour. The boys will pay it. You’ll make millions. It’s the only way you’ll be able to support this many girls.”


Everyone except Patty laughed at that. She looked around and asked the girls if they’d go next door so that she could talk to me. I suddenly felt like I’d stepped over a line she’d thought we were clear on. I knew I hadn’t, but this could be a bridge too far for her.


Becky and Lana kissed me on the cheek and after a moment’s hesitation, so did Colette and Tabitha. When the door clicked shut behind them, there was a delay while she waited for them to get next door. “What the HELL were you thinking?!!?” she demanded angrily and I knew I’d been right about this being too much. I was still shocked at how badly she was reacting. “How could you BE so STUPID?!!? Did you consider ANYONE’S feelings before you ran out and corralled two MORE to add to your harem? And could you have made worse choices?!!? I don’t know how?”


She couldn’t have hurt me more if she’d pulled out a knife and plunged it into my chest. I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t say anything.


She looked like she was possessed. “WE TRUSTED YOU WITH OUR DAUGHTERS!” she shouted and pounded her fist on the table making the mugs jump.


“Patty,” Dan said, putting a hand on her arm. She shook him off and rounded on me again, getting to her feet. This was a woman I had never seen before. I was terrified, confused and above all, hurt. I’d tried to make them understand, make her understand that I NEEDED to help these girls, that I couldn’t turn my back on them, that I couldn’t live with myself if I did. I said her name but she was screaming about trust again. Dan was on his feet and suddenly he was shouting too. My mind wouldn’t let me understand what was going on. These were two people I loved like they were my own blood.


My body shook as adrenaline flooded my system and fight-or-flight response took over. I couldn’t hurt these people. I loved them more than life. I’d thought they’d loved me. I stood up, the cane still in my hand and I took a step. I felt her hand around my arm and I could dimly hear her screaming something, but the blood pounding in my ears made her voice sound like she was trying to shout to me over a high wind and I couldn’t make out the words. I felt her hand ripped from my arm and I bolted. One of them called after me, maybe both, but I couldn’t make out who or what they said. I ran, the pain in my ankle submerged under the shock. I’d recognize this as the moment I had my first anxiety attack. It wouldn’t be my last or even my worst, but it was bad enough to submerge all thoughts but escape.


Interlude 1


I walked next door with the rest of the girls and led the way into the house, saying hi to Matt’s mom. I’d started thinking of her as my mom too. I guessed it wasn’t too weird to have two moms since there were same-sex couples with kids in the high school. “Hey. We’ve got a couple of friends with us,” I told her.


“Hi Lana,” she said, beaming at me and then at Beck. “We met Colette when Matt got home. He still next door talking to Patty and Dan?”


I nodded and shrugged. “You know Mom. She wants every little detail. She’ll probably have him there half the night making him relive dinner. Anyway, this is Tabitha. Tabby, this is Matt’s mom and his sister, Lilly.”


They both greeted her warmly and we chatted for a few more moments before we started to head downstairs. We were just on the other side of the living room when the front door opened again. I expected it to be Matt, but Daddy was standing there. For some reason, he had Matt’s cane. I figured he’d wanted his crutch instead. He’d been limping pretty badly when he came to the table.


“Hi everyone,” he said, looking really upset. “Can I talk to Matt for a few minutes?”


I felt the blood drain out of my face and I exchanged a look with Beck. “What do you mean?” I demanded, knowing something was wrong. “We haven’t seen him since we came over here. Why do you have his cane? What’s going on?!!?”


“Oh SHIT!” he swore. He looked shaken and that was scaring me more. Daddy was never shaken. “He left. Your mother ... Patty didn’t take the news well at all, she ... she attacked him. I don’t know what came over her, but it was all I could do to pull her off him and then he was gone out the door, running as fast as he could. He dropped this right outside the door.”


His mother stood up and was all business as soon as there was a crisis. I liked that about her. She picked up the phone and dialed his number. While it was ringing, she opened her laptop and got the tracking site running. “Dan, it looks like he’s heading for Long Pond. He’s still moving.”


Daddy yelled that he had his phone with him and took off, we could hear the car starting and I was torn between going with him and staying here. I made my decision when she started talking into the phone.


“Honey, where are you? Are you okay?” she asked gently and I realized, I was holding my breath. “It’s okay, you’re near Long Pond. I’m looking at your tracker now. Just turn around and walk back to the road, Dan’s coming to get you.”


We could all hear him shout “NO!” and then I could hear thrashing. I knew that area and he was going through the bushes and trees there. He wasn’t following any of the trails.


“What the Hell did she do to him?!!?” Beck asked me softly and I shook my head.


“I don’t know, but I’m gonna find out. Wait here and I’ll be back.” I looked apologetically at Collie and Tabby. “Don’t leave,” I pleaded. “I have to find out what happened.”


I went next door, half wishing Daddy had left Matt’s cane because I was tempted to use it.


I opened the front door and didn’t see her in the kitchen. I turned and went up the stairs and followed the sound of running water into their bedroom. She was standing in front of the sink in the Master Bathroom, water dripping from her face while she looked into the mirror. “Mother,” I said to get her attention. “Matt’s gone missing. He didn’t come home when he left here. He’s currently fleeing into the woods blindly according to his mother, whatever you said or did has him in such blind panic that he’s actively trying to get further into the woods when he heard Daddy was going to get him. Daddy said you attacked him. What is going on?”


I was kind of surprised that I was as calm as I was. Matt was out there alone and running on an already injured ankle and scared out of his mind by whatever had happened after she’d sent us next door. I needed to get out there and help bring him home, but I also needed to know what she’d said to make him snap like that.


She flinched when she heard me call her name and put her head down, leaning against the sink with both hands while I told her what was going on. “Go next door Lana. This isn’t your problem.”


“Oh, isn’t it?” I asked hotly. “You send me away, assault the man I love, drive him out of here like Satan himself is chasing him, he’s panicked, running on an injured leg, so he’s probably back to not being able to walk before school starts thanks to whatever you decided to fly off the handle about. He’s wandering the woods alone, terrified out of his mind, at night, wearing dark clothes and is hurting himself with every step, but it’s not MY problem? Thanks for clearing that up. So glad we had this little talk!” I hissed and then turned and left her standing there.


I marched back downstairs and went back to the house which I was happy to call my home now. I was furious. I was scared for Matt and I was aghast at what Daddy said had happened.


“Is there any change?” I asked, closing the door behind me.


Beck shook her head. “He forgot to hang up, but he’s not talking any more. Lilly’s talking to Daddy and telling him where to go. She’s got Dad’s phone tracker on her computer and is sending him to Matt.”


I put a hand to my forehead for a second and tried to make sense of it. I motioned for Tabby and Collie to come with us and I led them and Beck downstairs to our room. “Not how we wanted things to go tonight,” I said apologetically and got everyone seated. “So, Matt tells Mom everything and I do mean everything. For her to blow up at him is bad. He loves her like his mother. Well, you heard what he said about his mother and father at dinner. Our parents have sort of become surrogates for his since the divorce. Whatever happened over there was bad. Beck, don’t go next door for a day or two. She wouldn’t even talk to me. Just told me that it wasn’t my problem.”


Tabby was the first to speak. “You don’t need to explain. My parents separated when I was ten. I had a surrogate too. They were an aunt and uncle, but same idea. The first time they had to punish me after my ‘rents split, it was ten times worse and your dad said she attacked him, so I can only imagine.”


“Yeah, whatever happened scared Daddy, so it was bad.”


We sat in silence for a few minutes and I looked at Beck. “Get changed,” I told her.


“We going to look for him?” she asked, already reaching behind her for the zipper on her dress.


“If we have to, but running from here to Long Pond on a bad ankle means he’s likely going to spend time in the hospital again. Better to be comfortable when we get there.” I reached behind me to work the zipper on my dress and Collie bounced up to help before I could get it down on my own. “Thanks. If you’re okay wearing sweats and deck shoes, you’re more than welcome to come with us.”


They nodded and the four of us changed quickly and I sighed. Not the way I’d hoped the four of us would be wriggling out of dresses tonight, but things don’t always happen the way you want them to.


Upstairs, it looked like things were going downhill. The house phone was on speaker phone and it sounded like Matt had run himself to the end of his strength. His breathing was labored and it sounded like he was falling and scrambling back to his feet. I closed my eyes in silent rage and thought about taking a hammer to my mother’s foot for what she’d put him through.


“You’re right on top of him,” Lilly was telling Daddy. Yeah, you should be able to hear him. Mom’s got him on speaker phone here and he’s making a hell of a racket.”


Then we could hear Dan’s voice on the house phone. “Matt!” he said and then he swore. “Aw Jesus! Come on, son, lets get you some help. I’ll take your phone for now. Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of everything. Just rest here for a sec while I put your phone away.” The phone jostled for a moment and he spoke again.


“Hello, Charlotte? I’ve got him. I’ll take him over to the hospital. You and the girls can meet us there. He’s had a rough run, but he’ll be okay.” He hung up and we were in motion before the phone was back on the cradle.


In the end, we took two cars. Beck and I took Lilly and her Mom with us and Collie and Tabby took Collie’s car so she could go home directly from there. Their dresses were at the house, but they’d be back for them. If this scared one or both of them off, I swore I’d wring my mother’s neck.


We got to the hospital well ahead of Daddy and Matt and informed the attendant that they were coming. We didn’t know what shape he’d be in, but we knew that his sprain was likely relapsed and maybe injured worse. “He’ll be covered in cuts and scrapes,” I offered helpfully. “The area around Long Pond has a lot of thorn-bushes.


When Daddy brought him in, he looked even worse than I’d thought he would and we all looked shocked. He was covered in mud from falling and blood from the thorn-bushes, but they’d been worse than even I thought. When Daddy carried him in, he was limp and I hoped he’d passed out and wasn’t feeling any of it.


When he turned him over to the emergency team, he came over to us. He still looked shaken and his shirt was bloody where he’d carried Matt. He had no words for a moment and I threw my arms around him and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for bringing him back to us, Daddy,” I said earnestly.


He hugged me back and then we sat down to talk out what had happened.


“There’s a lot I don’t know yet,” he said grudgingly. “I have to talk to Patty and with Matt and with how they both reacted tonight, it may be some time before they can talk about it.”


“I went to see mother,” I told him. It wasn’t often I called her mother, but I reserved it for the moments when I wanted the most distance between us. Right now, it still felt uncomfortably close. “She wouldn’t talk to me, even after I told her what had happened. Just told me that it wasn’t my problem.”


He nodded. “I don’t know what she was thinking.” He looked at Colette and Tabitha. “Don’t take this to heart, but she was furious about the two of you. It’s probably because of Miranda. She very nearly got Matt and Lilly and Charlotte killed. He just barely managed to avoid it. She probably doesn’t trust you because you were close to her. I know that close to her doesn’t mean you knew what she was doing, but she might view it as an unforgivable lapse in judgment. She started shrieking at him that we’d trusted him with our girls and I couldn’t get her to calm down. She wouldn’t let him explain what was going on in his head, just kept screaming at him. Then he stood up and she grabbed hold of him and I could tell she was about to do something we’d all be horrified by later so I pulled her off him and by the time I had her under control, he was gone.”


He stopped and ran a hand through his hair. “When he heard me behind him, he went berserk. He practically dove into the thickest brush, trying to keep away from me and he’s cut up pretty bad.”


Just then the air was split with a shriek of pain from the emergency room and I got up to go to him. Charlotte pulled me back down and wrapped her arms around me. “They’re just cleaning the cuts and disinfecting them,” she said comfortingly. Daddy had a similar grip on Beck to keep her from sprinting off to be with him.


“We told them about his ankle,” I told Daddy and hugged Charlotte back. “They’ll be able to fix it.”


He nodded. “Hopefully it’s healed enough that he’s not back to square one,” he allowed. “He’s scared out of his mind, in shock and he’s probably lost more blood than is healthy for him.”


We all sat and waited while they worked on him. There were no more screams from the emergency room, but that was hardly any better.


About an hour later, a nurse came to the door and called Charlotte in. We all approached the doors and the nurse looked a little uncomfortable. “Just Charlotte, folks. Sorry.”


“We’re family,” I said defiantly.


She nodded. “I understand, but we can only have one person in to see him right now. Once he’s moved to a room, he can see a couple of people at a time.”


I finally nodded and released Charlotte and we all returned to our seats to wait for word. She was gone for what seemed like hours, but in reality, it was probably less than 20 minutes. When she came back, she was carrying a clear plastic bag with the tattered remains of the suit he’d been wearing at dinner.


“They’re keeping him over-night at least. No surprise there. He’s in deep shock and wouldn’t respond to anything except that scream when they swabbed out his cuts. They’re sedating him and say he’ll sleep for probably 12 hours. They’re concerned about his mental state. They didn’t see any reason for him to be unresponsive, so they want to reassess him tomorrow when the sedative wears off. We should go home and get some rest.” She shook hands with Collie and Tabby. “Girls, thanks for coming to make sure he was okay. I know we all just met, but try not to let this color your opinion too much. We try to keep at least three weeks between hospital visits.” She smiled weakly and told them she hoped we’d see them again soon when he was feeling a little more like himself.


They left and we promised to meet them back here tomorrow.


“I want to see him,” I said firmly when it became clear that everyone else was content to return to the car. Well, not quite everyone. Beck had refused to leave her seat until I said that. She came and stood beside me.


She was about to argue with us, but in the end, she nodded and went to talk to the nurse. We were told he was asleep and we couldn’t wake him, but she’d take us down to see him before he was taken upstairs.


He was indeed every inch the mess that Daddy and Charlotte had described. “Oh, Matt,” I said softly, running my fingers through his hair gently. “Sleep and get better. We’ll be here for you when you wake.”


We left quietly and I had a gleam in my eye that my sister recognized. “What are you gonna do?” she asked, worried.


“We,” I corrected her. “We’re going to do what he needs from us. We need to protect him. I never thought he’d need protection from mother, but we’re going to make sure he gets it from now on.” I looked at her and she nodded. I don’t think she was particularly thrilled with the thought of butting heads with mother, but I’d rather that than give her the chance to hurt him like that again.


She nodded. “I was hoping that we were done with them separating us to talk. From now on they can talk to all of us or none of us.”


I nodded in total agreement and we walked back to the family. I took her hand and we went out to the cars. Daddy took Charlotte and Lilly with him and we drove together.


When we got back to the houses, they were just separating to go to bed. It was late and there was going to be a lot to do tomorrow. When we got inside, Charlotte was waiting for us. Lilly was already on her way upstairs. She gave us each a hug and asked us to sit with her.


“So those girls were Miranda’s?” she asked, having gathered that much from what Daddy had said had caused the blow-up at the hospital.


I looked at Beck and then nodded. “Yes. Matt said that Donald asked him to help the three of them find a new Dominant. I guess he also asked if he’d consider keeping them. Matt said Donald thought they’d thrive more with him than someone else. They were both convinced that they’d had nothing to do with what she was up to and tonight at dinner, Collie said she thought Miranda was going to leave them too.”


She sighed and nodded. “Of course Donald has his foot in all of this.”


“That’s not completely fair,” Beck admitted. “He just emailed Matt the details he could about them. We sort of ... pushed him toward them,” she said sheepishly.


“You did?” she asked, surprised. “Why?”


“Well, it’s ... I’ve never really done anything with another girl,” Beck said and fidgeted. “They’re both really attractive and older and more experienced and I don’t know about Lana, but I thought it’d be fun to do some of the things that Matt does to me.” She didn’t mention the one time we’d kissed to share Matt’s cum and I didn’t think his mother needed to know about that in particular.


I nodded in agreement with what she’d said. “Yeah. They looked awesome and we were both excited about meeting them, so he got his father to invite them to dinner tonight and we hit it off. We all agreed that we’d give it a try. We were all excited when we got home. I don’t know what mother was thinking, but she turned a happy evening into a nightmare.”


“I’m sure your father is trying to find out what she was thinking as we speak,” she said and suggested we all go to bed so we could return to the hospital in the morning.


Beck and I went downstairs and I turned the lock on the door before we went to bed. “Charlotte has the key,” she said. “It’d be in the stuff she brought home from the hospital.”


We got undressed and got into bed, clinging to each other in the darkness. I told her I loved her and she said it back to me and we hugged tighter. I missed Matt. I knew she did too. I kissed her lips lightly and she sighed, relaxing. We were asleep in a few moments, but neither of us slept well.





When we woke, I felt like I’d slept on rocks. Beck looked more drained than she had the night before and I knew I didn’t look any better. I looked at myself in the mirror and sighed, starting to run my brush through the tangles in my hair. I’d noticed that I tossed and turned when I wasn’t with Matt and I ruthlessly fought through the tangles before we went to shower. It was like old times with the two of us sharing the bathroom and I hated it. I missed Matt in our morning routine. I knew Beck did too so I gave her a hug before we left the bathroom, freshly showered. “I miss him too,” I told her and we went to get dressed. I hung up Collie and Tabby’s dresses from last night and hoped they didn’t hate us after what had happened.


I finally sighed and took her hand. “Let’s go see what it looks like upstairs in the light of day,” I said, dreading whatever was going to come from mother today.


Charlotte had a simple breakfast ready for us and there was no mention of going next door for breakfast. We ate in near silence, the tension thick enough make us all uncomfortable. Even Charlotte felt it and she was nearly as steady as Daddy. I wondered what thoughts were going through her head, but didn’t think it was my place to ask. By silent agreement, we all got ready to go to the hospital and we had the door open when I saw Daddy coming up the walk.


He greeted us and tried to put on a pleasant enough face, but he’d had as rough a night as we had, maybe worse. “On your way to see him?” he asked softly and nodded when we said we were. “I just wanted you to know that I need a hand moving the luggage carrier from our garage to yours before we all get started. I think you should move the contents and keep them somewhere else for the near future.”


We all caught the meaning in that. Patty couldn’t be trusted to have access to it or know where it was. Charlotte nodded and led us back inside. She called the hospital and made sure the girls and Dan would be allowed in to see Matt. “They’re family. No one else except for his father or I are to see him.”


I tapped her arm to get her attention. “Collie and Tabby,” I reminded her and she nodded.


“Sorry. There are two others, named Tabitha and Colette. I don’t know their last names, but they should be allowed to see him too. No one else. It’s important. I have a few calls to make to family and then I’ll be over to clarify. I just want to make sure that his visitors list is restricted.”


She answered a few more questions and then hung up. “I’ll stay here and make sure things are smoothed over. You guys go and I’ll catch up.”


Daddy gave us each a hug including Lilly and then told us he was staying to help Charlotte get everything carried.


We nodded and piled into my car to drive to the hospital. I glanced next door and thought I saw the curtains twitch. “Beck. I need you to stay here,” I said suddenly. “More importantly, Matt needs it.”


She looked at me, surprised. “Why?”


“Stay with Daddy and Charlotte. Help them and then come to the hospital with them. We don’t know what Mom’s going to do, but I don’t trust her. With Daddy and Charlotte alone in the house, she might accuse them of having an affair.”


“She wouldn’t!” Beck gasped, but Lilly didn’t so I could tell the thought wasn’t out of the question to her.


“Wouldn’t she? Yesterday she wouldn’t have attacked Matt,” I pointed out and Beck nodded and unbuckled her seat belt, getting out of the car and hurrying back into the house. Lilly got in the front seat and we got moving.


“Smart call, getting Becky to stay with them,” she said, looking out the window on her side. “I saw her looking out the window before we got in the car. It wasn’t a happy look. I dunno what she’s gonna do, but something’s definitely changed.


I nodded. “I don’t know if I want to find out. What could she possibly say that would make us all look past it. You saw him when Daddy brought him in. He looked...” I trailed off and shook my head softly. “Hopefully he looks better today.


When we got to the hospital, we went to find his room and after some confusion, we ended up being sent to the same room he’d been moved to the last time he was here.


I knew something was wrong as soon as we opened the door. There was a heart monitor and a breathing mask on his face. I checked to make sure we were looking at the right bed and went to the nurse’s station to find out why he was on a monitor and breathing mask.


“I’m afraid I can’t discuss that with anyone except a direct family member,” the nurse said gently. The only thing I can tell you is that he’s stable for the moment.”


“No,” I said firmly. “I was standing next to his mother when she specifically had myself, my sister and my father added to the visitor’s list and she EXPLICITELY said we were family. If you can’t tell me and his sister what’s going on, then we need to speak to his doctor directly.”


She brought up his file and asked my name.


“Lana Powers,” I said and waited for her to reread the patient notes.


“Sorry Miss Powers,” she said when she’d seen the notes from the call. “We just didn’t get an alert that his visitor list had changed. I’ll update the other nurses and you won’t have any more trouble. He had some difficulty through the night and needed to be resuscitated.”


“So his heart stopped?” I asked, stunned. “Do you know why?”


She nodded. “He suffered a blunt force trauma to his chest and the left side of his face. It was missed in the initial exam because the bruising hadn’t begun to rise yet. He’s got a couple of cracked ribs and it’ll hurt to breathe for a while. We’re monitoring him because of the cardiac event, but it hasn’t repeated so far. From what you’d told the attending doctor last night, he probably ran straight into a tree in the dark. We would probably have caught it and treated it sooner, but he was unresponsive when he came in and was sedated for his own good after his mother described the distress he’d been in at the time of the injuries.”


I nodded and thanked her before returning to Matt’s room. Lilly was sitting with him and the only sound in the room was the beeping of the heart monitor and the slow hiss of oxygen in the mask.


“He died through the night,” I said after we’d been sitting for a while and her head snapped up. “That’s why the monitor and the mask. His heart stopped. They said he ran into a tree full-force in the dark and cracked a couple of ribs. How terrified must he have been to do that and pick himself up and keep going?”


We each sat and took one of his hands, watching him rest. Not that there was much to see. His face was covered with bandages and his hands were heavily wrapped too. We gingerly cradled his hands and talked as we watched him.


“What a shitty summer,” Lilly said tiredly. “First the ankle, then Miranda, now this. No wonder he bolted. I only had to watch it and I feel like I’ve aged ten years this month. He had to be in the middle of it.”


“You forgot the divorce,” I reminded her gently.


She shrugged dismissively. “That was months ago for me. As soon as I found the pictures of Miranda on his phone, I knew it was over for my parents. Matt was right about that. He was the only one that didn’t get a heads-up. I still feel kinda bad about that.”


“Well, I think it kind of pales by comparison to this,” I told her. “Besides, he’s so far over that now that he’d be surprised you still think about it. Look at it from his perspective. That was the last catalyst he needed before he and I could talk and actually find each other. I doubt it’s a happy memory for him, but he sees it as leading to so many other happy memories that it doesn’t seem unpleasant any more.”


She nodded and smiled a little at that thought. “I’m really okay with the way you guys are,” she confided in me after a moment to think about what I’d said. “I tease him about it because I’m his sister. I’m supposed to tease him, but he treats you guys like gold and I know that he loves you and Becky both. I’m surprised you fell in love with HIM though. Mind telling me how that happened?”


I looked at him tenderly for a moment and nodded. “I’ve known for years that he had a crush on me,” I told her. “I always thought it was sweet. A few years ago, he got really awkward and stopped being able to even talk to me when he’d see me. I thought at first that he stopped liking me, but then mother said he was just going through a phase and was scared that he’d say the wrong thing.” I reached down and picked up one of his hands gently, cradling it in mine before continuing. “He used to leave little presents for me on Valentine’s Day. They were from a ‘Secret Admirer’, but last year, it had snowed the night before, so he left tracks. It was incredibly sweet and romantic and he’d tried so hard not to let me know it was him. This year, I got up extra early and watched him leave the card and the little box of candy that was this year’s gift.”


“So why didn’t you say anything before if you liked him too?” she asked, scrunching up her face in confusion.


“We weren’t ready. I wasn’t, he CERTAINLY wasn’t. He couldn’t even speak to me. How would we do anything together?” I shrugged. “All I could do was give him some time and hope he snapped out of it.”


She laughed a little. “Is that why you didn’t have a boyfriend all last year?”


“Sort of,” I admitted. “Wait! How’d you know I didn’t have a boyfriend?”


“I lived across the hall from him. If you’d started going out with someone, I would have heard the sobbing at night,” she told me dryly. “The one time you DID go out on a date, he was miserable for a month.”


“Ugh!” I said, reminded of the worst date imaginable. “He wasn’t the only one. I only went out with him because he was Marlene’s cousin. She needed someone to double-date with and I was it. He was such a fucking creep. I don’t even talk to her when he’s in town now. I just tell her to call me when he leaves.”


“What did he do?” she asked, wide-eyed.


“Tried to get me to fool around with him,” I told her flatly. “I’m not a prude or anything, but I’d met him that day and he thought he could put his hands all over me.”


“What did you do?” she asked, surprised.


“I punched him out,” I said simply. “Right in the middle of the movie theater. It was in the middle of a really quiet scene and it sounded SO loud it scared me for a second. Then I left and called Daddy to come get me early.”


She laughed and asked me what happened after that.


“Marlene wouldn’t talk to me for a week and then for the next month she kept giving me shit about it until we got in a huge fight about it. She’s treated me like a Goodie Two-shoes ever since. She doesn’t believe half of what I tell her about Matt.”


“Tell her to talk to me,” she offered with a grin. “I’ll be happy to tell her how much noise you two make together.”


It was my turn to smile and we enjoyed each others company while we sat with him and waited for a doctor or the rest of the family.


I’d lost track of the time when the door opened again. It was Beck and she looked upset about something.


“What is it?” I demanded, knowing her well enough to know something wasn’t right.


“Mom’s lost it,” she said softly. After we’d left, she’d come over and started banging on the front door while they were out in the garage. “I put the chain on the door and opened it to talk to her and she started ranting at me to get my father and for you and me to be back in our rooms by the end of the day. She’s serious. I could barely recognize her. She was shouting and acting crazy. The old guy down the street was standing on his porch watching. I went and got Daddy and he tried to talk to her, but she wouldn’t talk to either of us. Just kept ranting for us to get out of that house.”


“After the news I got when we arrived here today? I choose Matt over her. I’ll sue to get her removed as my legal guardian if I have to. Matt died last night. They were able to get his heart started again, but the fact remains that he died. If we hadn’t been able to get to him or if he hadn’t had his phone, he would have died in the woods out there last night.” I let her take my chair and gently put his hand in hers while I went to speak to the parents.


I went outside and they were just finishing up with the doctor when I joined them. “He told you?” I asked as the doctor walked away. They nodded, both of them looking shaken. “I understand that mother has demanded that we all cease any contact with Matt and move back next door without delay,”


To his credit, Daddy looked uncomfortable. “Your mother is having a difficult time with this. She’s worried that you’ll be in danger if either of those girls was in on what Miranda was planning.”


“I don’t care,” I said casually before explaining. “Matt died last night. His heart stopped and he stopped breathing. The doctors were able to bring him back, but we lost him last night. He was here alone and if they hadn’t been able to get his heart going again, we’d have gotten a call in the middle of the night. She scared him literally to death. Her having a difficult time doesn’t even make my top ten list of things that I give a shit about today.”


They both looked as stunned as I’d been. Clearly the duty nurse had told me more than the doctor had told them. “The doctor said that he’d had some distress through the night, but they’d corrected it.”


“He needed resuscitation. He ran full speed into a tree and picked himself up and kept running. He’s got cracked ribs and a lot of bruising. The nurse said it’ll hurt for him to breathe for a while. The nurse described it as a cardiac event. He stopped breathing, his heart stopped beating. If we hadn’t been able to find him last night, we’d be having a far different conversation this morning.”


I’d stayed calm as I filled them in on what I knew. There was a coal banked in the back of my mind that I knew was waiting ‘til I saw mother before it would flare into anger. I knew it was there though. All I could do was keep it banked for now.


We all went back to see Matt and the mood was muted by what had happened while we were home asleep. I excused myself and went downstairs, stepping outside to call Collie and Tabby. I let them know they were on the visitors list and what his room number was. I hesitated and then told them about his heart, but had made sure to tell them that he was stable now and they were watching him like a hawk. Collie said she’d pick up Tabby and they’d join us when they could get here.


I went back inside and Daddy and Lilly were out in the hall when I got back. “The doctor came back and told us it was limited to two visitors at a time.”


“Did you get any more information from him about last night?” I asked, wondering why he hadn’t bothered to mention it in the first place.


Daddy nodded. “He said that it had been caught right away and they got it restarted quickly, but his heart had stopped. He said he hadn’t mentioned it because it hadn’t recurred and he didn’t feel like Matt was in any more danger.”


I nodded and took a deep breath. “We’re going to need to come to an understanding about mother. She wants us away from Matt and Charlotte and Lilly.”


He nodded. “Like I said, she hasn’t calmed down since last night. She’s convinced that things are out of hand with Matt and she has a point.”


“No she doesn’t,” I told him tartly. “She pushed this all the way. She encouraged Matt and I and then Matt and Becky and I and now that we have a momentum of our own, she wants to throw the brakes on. News Flash: she’s not in charge. We are. Matt and Beck and Collie and Tabby and I are all involved. She doesn’t get to decide who I date or who Beck dates or who Matt dates. If the three of us choose to add a fourth, that’s OUR business. If we all decide to split up and go our separate ways, that’s up to us too, not her. She was out of line and out of control last night and it’s time someone told her so and made it stick.”


He was a little taken aback by the vehemence in my voice, but he’d get the same from Beck if he asked her or Matt when he woke up. WHEN he woke up.


He nodded. “I get what you’re saying,” he told me and sighed. “She IS still your mother though and that gives her certain rights to what rules you girls can live by.”


“A lawyer can fix that,” I said simply and he looked shocked that I’d jump to that. “I know this puts you in a bad situation and I hate that, Daddy, I really do, but there’s no version of this argument that leads me to choose her over Matt. None. Beck feels the same way. Beck and I pushed Matt to consider taking those two girls. He’s not collecting us like baseball cards, like mother suggested last night. That was particularly respectful, by the way,” I said sarcastically, “reducing her daughters to the importance of trading cards. That was the first thing she said that was out of line.”


I took a deep breath and kept my temper on the chain as it were. “Look, I don’t want to have the conversation about parental rights. It’s a bad option, but if that’s all she leaves for me and Beck, then that’s what we’ll do. We can head this off by putting her in her place, but we need to do it together. That’s what Matt would want if he was awake. I can only imagine what he felt at seeing her turn into that monster you described last night. I can only imagine what you felt. And I’m pretty sure I’m going to find out the hard way, since Beck says she’s worse today.”


He nodded and we were joined by Tabby and Collie a few minutes later. I hugged them both tightly and led them to his room. I opened it and asked the others to step out for a bit so they could see him.


We all gathered together and Daddy and Charlotte discussed matters with us. Daddy told them what I’d said with a touch more diplomatic flair than I’d used with him in places.


“The ideal solution would be for mother to get the stick out of her ass and start talking about what REALLY put it up there,” I piped up when we turned the conversation away from what had happened and toward what we did about it. “No one else flew off the handle about it. Charlotte had every right to since it’s her house that they’ll be likely hanging around most often, but she didn’t. Daddy didn’t lose his mind when he found out that his girls were going from a three-sided relationship to a five-sided one. Mom completely unhinged and there was no reason for it. Certainly not one she’s told us. I doubt there’s one that I’d accept, since Matt died over it.”


“He ALMOST died,” Charlotte corrected gently, but I shook my head.


“No,” I argued. “He died. They fixed it. It’s the same as saying a car almost crashed because they repaired the damage. Just because they brought him back doesn’t mean that it didn’t happen.” I didn’t get angry about it. I just made it very clear how I was looking at the issue and that I wasn’t open to changing my perspective.


Daddy spoke then. “I don’t think she’s ready to tell us what set her off and I don’t know if she’ll ever get there. For now the best we can hope for is to get her calmed down and hands-off when it comes to day to day things. When Matt’s out of the woods,” he winced, realizing what he’d said and corrected himself. “Sorry, when he’s out of danger and ready to come home, we need to keep careful watch on them both. They shouldn’t be alone together.”


“Lana and I have already solved that,” Beck said and told them that we’d decided last night was the end of us being separated. “If you want to talk to one of us, talk to all of us. That’s the rule. Matt trusted Mom enough to stay behind and talk to her and after what she did, I doubt he’ll ever trust her again. At all. Ever. With anything.”


“Mother also shouldn’t expect to come and go at her own discretion from Matt’s home. Despite the fact that we live there, it’s Matt’s home and she terrorized him last night. That can’t be allowed to take place under a roof he calls home,” I said. “The most important thing is for us to all agree on things ahead of time. Beck and I are not moving out unless you want us to,” I said to Charlotte. “I know what mother said to Beck this morning and frankly, I don’t feel safe with her until we get to the bottom of this.”


“Of course you’re not moving out, dear,” she said and wrapped her arms around me comfortingly. “Dan and I set her straight about that directly this morning. We didn’t do it in front of your sister, but we told her that there’d been enough upset for one day. We want to get to the bottom of this mess just as much as you kids do. One thing at a time though. Getting Matt healthy and home and giving him a chance to decompress from the stress that’s been on him is our first goal.”


We all nodded in agreement and I went to see him. Collie agreed to let me take her place since the doctor had limited us to two at a time. Tabby and I smiled at each other across his bed. “He’s been under a lot of pressure lately, huh?” she asked softly, as if afraid we’d disturb him.


I nodded and matched her tone. “Yeah. The situation with Miranda had him on the edge. I don’t think any of us realized how much it was gnawing at him. I knew he wasn’t sleeping well, but I think he was letting me think he was getting more than he was. He just used himself up and when last night happened, instinct took over. Just one too many things to deal with too soon.”


She nodded. “Don’t stress about it. I’m just about to go into my second year of college and it’s common at the end of semester when exams and assignments start to pile up hard. From what he said at dinner, what he was doing was worse than all of that. I’ve seen some of my classmates break over something stupid like the battery in their I-Pod and it’s just the wrong nudge in the wrong direction after too much else going on lately. Once he’s out of here and things are back to normal, he’ll bounce back. Most people do.” She looked a little sheepish and she glanced at him. “I didn’t exactly help either. I busted his balls pretty hard at dinner.”


I laughed a little at that and brushed off her guilt. “He expected some push-back from you, I think. Just like he seemed to know just what to do with Colette. I think she’s his ‘til the day he dies unless he sends her away.”


She nodded in understanding. “Not the rest of us though?” she asked, curious about my assessment.


“That’s certainly my intention and Beck’s. I think once you get to know him and he gets to know you, you’ll feel the same. At least I hope you will. But you and I and Beck want this. Colette NEEDS it. I could see the relief and the gratitude in her face when he took her. It was like she’s been without part of her and he brought it back to her by making her his.”


“Yeah. She’s a 24/7 girl. She’ll be kneeling naked with her head on the floor when he comes home from work in years to come if he allows it. I’m not sneering at her. She’s the sweetest girl in the world. I’m just pointing out that’s how far she goes. She’ll do whatever he wants, no matter what it is so long as she lives. I don’t know if she was like that before Miranda, but she certainly is now.” She looked at him again and shook her head. “He really had her killed, didn’t he?”


I nodded. “I think that hurts him more than he tells us too. There’s no reason to regret what he did, but part of him believes that he should have worked harder, thought harder to find a way for her to walk away too. He said that in a choice between her life and all of ours, it was no choice, but there’s an uncertainty there. Like he suspects there was a third path that would have kept everyone alive and he wasn’t smart enough to find it.”


“Miranda was pretty smart,” Tabby said slowly. “I knew she was ruthless from the way she acted around us most of the time. I didn’t realize how bad she was at the time, but it sounds like she was prepared for him and his whole family to be murdered in her place if she got caught and murdered so that the wrong people wouldn’t come looking for her if she got away with it. I don’t really see that there was another way out for any of you.”


I nodded and sighed. “Hopefully he’ll believe that when he hears it from someone who knew her like you two did. I don’t think he believes it now.”


We chatted for a while longer until there was a knock at the door and when I looked up, Donald was poking his head in. “They said only two at a time,” he said and Tabby got up with a smile and slipped out of the room so he could take her seat.


“What happened?” He asked quietly as he sat down.


I told him that we didn’t know everything yet, but that mother had attacked him verbally and physically over the new girls. I told him about the damage to his chest that had caused his heart to stop and about the rest of what the nurse had told me. “They told us last night that he’d be sedated for at least 12 hours. We’re about in that range now, so I hope that he’ll be coming around soon.”


He nodded and seemed concerned. “Damn. I hadn’t wanted this to mess up things for him. I didn’t figure he’d want to keep them with the three of you, but that he’d help them move along to new owners.”


“Sort of like a foster-care program for orphaned subs?” I asked, with a giggle.


He laughed. “I guess that’s what it amounts to. I was worried about Colette more than Tabitha. Collie was starting to come apart without someone to focus on. Tabitha could have easily left it behind. She’s still mostly independent. This is fun for her, a kink that gives sex a new dimension.”


I nodded and understood. I gently placed Matt’s hand on the blanket and I told Donald, I was going to give Beck a chance to sit with him for a bit. He smiled and thanked me for taking good care of Matt. “He’s lucky to have you.”


“We’re lucky to have each other,” I said, think it was what Matt would have answered. That thought made me smile a little and I went to find Beck.


We swapped out like that all day, getting to know each other and trying to be there for Matt. It turned out that he was being kept under sedation for the moment while they made certain he stayed stable. No one wanted to leave the hospital though. We all took turns with him and dreaded the thought that we’d have to go home at some point.


Shortly before lunch, I took Daddy aside and talked to him about going home. He looked surprised, but listened to me. “Matt’s still sedated. We’re going to make sure that there’s some one here with him the whole time, but right now, leaving mother alone to her own devices is probably the worst thing we can continue to do. Who knows? You might even find out what’s going on with her. If nothing else, you can keep her from doing anything particularly stupid and destructive in the state she’s in.”


He nodded slowly and ran a hand through his hair. We were all tired, but I suspected that he’d had an earful from mother last night before bed. “I could do with a nap and a sandwich too,” he said, agreeing more readily than I’d expected, but then again, he probably agreed that she was probably up to some misguided mischief while we were all occupied.


I hugged him and promised to call him if something happened. I watched him go and went to tell the others that he’d gone home to check on things and get some rest. Next, we decided that we needed to figure out who was interested in staying overnight. I intended to go home in the evening and get some sleep before coming back. Beck said she’d stay with me and Collie said she’d be happy to do the same.


With that arranged, we spent a blessedly uneventful afternoon sitting with Matt in turns. Late in the afternoon, Collie, Beck and I said our goodbyes and drove home to get some sleep before we went back to the hospital.


Back at the house, we had a quick snack and I called Daddy before we turned in to let him know there was no change. “I know you can’t talk freely, but was it bad when you got home?”


“No,” he said slowly and I knew there was more to it than that, but that was a topic for in person.


“Beck and I are going to be there tonight. Want me to call you when we’re going so you can come and talk to us and Charlotte before she comes home to bed?”


“That might be possible,” he said carefully and I knew she was listening.


“I understand, Daddy,” I said tiredly and promised to call him later.


We set an alarm and crawled into bed, holding each other and dropping off to an exhausted sleep. We woke to the alarm and got out of bed feeling like we’d had a little sleep, but barely enough. I called Daddy and he said he’d meet us at the hospital, but that he wouldn’t be staying the night there. We gathered a few books and Beck took her DS and charger, saying that she had games she could play when she was outside the room.


The drive to the hospital was grim, but we were thankful that we hadn’t gotten a call that things had gotten worse.


When we arrived, Lilly and Tabby were in the room and Daddy was talking to Charlotte. Colette wasn’t there yet, but we were a little early. We approached Daddy and he gave us hugs and kisses.


“Charlotte was just updating me,” he said and we all turned our attention to her.


“I was just explaining that they had decided that Matt was stable and had cut off the sedative so he should wake up sometime in the next few hours. They said he might not and just sleep through the night, but that he’d be groggy and on something for the pain that would make him drift in and out of focus.”


I nodded and felt elated by the simple news that he was going to be awake sometime through the night. “That’s good news for now,” I said positively.


We all nodded and I turned back to Daddy. “So what happened when you got home?” I asked. “You sounded like things were complicated.”


He nodded and took the three of us aside. “She’s calmed down some, but she’s still not talking about what set her off, just insisting that you two be brought home immediately. She’s just refusing to answer any questions about last night. When it gets mentioned, she just pretends that she doesn’t hear. It’s an improvement, but it’s also troubling in its own way.”


I nodded and thought about what to do about that. “I think I can push through THAT,” I said, thinking about what I wanted to say to her. “It might not be pretty, but if she can ignore me, then she’s going to need professional help. None of us will be able to reach her.”


“No violence,” he said. “If you can get through to her with words, that’s fine, but you keep it to words only.”


“That was always my intention,” I assured him, not adding that what I had to say was likely to be more painful than beating her with a pipe. “We’ll do it in the morning.” We agreed to a time that we’d be home and he left to see Matt, probably more worried about what I was planning.


Charlotte was watching me and I knew that she wanted to ask me about tomorrow. I nodded and walked a short distance away to talk in private. “What are you going to tell her tomorrow?” she asked softly.


“The truth. Several truths actually. First, I’m going to tell her that he died here in the hospital. Once that shock sets in, I’ll let her off the hook and tell her they were able to bring him back, but that he’d stopped breathing, his heart had stopped and that he was dead until they coaxed life back into him.”


“That’s a harsh way to get through to her,” she pointed out.


I shrugged. “I’m sure Daddy has tried everything from gentle, through supportive to stern. None of it has worked. This will. She can ignore hurting him and us and even herself, because I have no doubt that she’s hurting, but being told that he died? That’s different. If she can pretend that doesn’t bother her, then that’s something we need to know and now so we can get as far away from her as possible and stay there.”


“I’m not happy with the thought of laying that on her even for a few minutes. She’s not herself right now. This is almost cruel.”


“Think of it like the paddles they used to bring him back,” I told her. “They use a defibrillator to restore a heartbeat to normal. It’s harsh. They run enough electrical current through it to force the muscles to contract and start back to their normal routine again. It hurts and does damage, but it also lets the heart keep going and heal. Without them, the heart would wither and die.”


She nodded, but still looked troubled. “Do you want us there or do you want to do this alone. This is your mother after all. We’ll be there to support you if you want. If you think it will go smoother without us there, then that’s fine too. We can be here instead.”


I thanked her and hugged her. “There’s more I have to say to her and some of it won’t be easy for her to hear. It might be better if I can say it to her without anyone else to see the results. Just promise me we can stay,” I said and couldn’t keep the pleading from my voice. “I don’t think I can live with mother after this. Maybe not ever again, but certainly for right now.”


She responded by putting her arms around me. “As far as I’m concerned and as far as your father is concerned, you and Becky are moved into the downstairs bedroom with Matt and THAT is your home. I told Patty that yesterday when she wanted you two to come home. I told her that you WERE home and that was wherever Matt was.”


I hugged her back and I had tears in my eyes. I wept a little bit and told her I loved her. Matt had loved mother, but I don’t know if they’d said it or if they had, it hadn’t been often enough for her to remember it the other night.


She stroked my hair and told me she loved me too. We were both a little weepy and we hugged tightly before we rejoined the others. Colette had arrived and she was talking to Tabby. Beck had gone in to join Lilly and I went to hug both of them. We chatted for a bit and then Tabby and Lilly left with Charlotte and we tried to decide who was going to sit first. One of the duty nurses came over and told us that they’d allow the three of us to sit in the room overnight since he was more stable now and it was only three of us.


We thanked her gratefully and filed into the room to let Beck know. “One of us can go for food or coffee once we’ve been here for a bit. I didn’t want to pick up anything on the way here because I didn’t know what you’d prefer,” I told Collie.


“Don’t worry about it,” she grinned. “We’ll figure it out when we start wanting something. I brought something to do anyway. I see you guys did too. That’s perfect.”


We sat and read and Becky played her DS in the corner so she could plug in her charger. We checked on Matt every few minutes to make sure he wasn’t coming around and we chatted and held his hands, feeling for any movement in his fingers that would tell us he was waking up. We decided on food and Becky went with Colette to pick it up while I sat with Matt.


While they were gone, I talked to him softly, letting him know I was doing what I could to keep everything running smoothly until he was better and then he’d be in for the fucking of a lifetime. I giggled and told him all the dirty little details I wanted to do to him, turning myself on and hoping that the talk was enticing him out of his slumber. After a few minutes, I sighed and realized that he wasn’t waking up yet and figured he’d need some more time to surface from the sedative.


I returned to holding his hand and talking to him about mundane things until they returned with the food and we ate quickly, suddenly famished.


The rest of the night passed like that. It was pleasant to talk to Collie and Beck and I both enjoyed her company, but we’d been hoping that Matt would give us a few words to lift our spirits.


At 6 when he still hadn’t woken, I went to talk to the duty nurse to ask if it was unusual for a patient to not wake after being removed from sedative.


“He could just be sleeping,” she allowed gently. “I saw in his chart that he’s suffered an emotional trauma. It’s possible that he’s withdrawn into himself while he copes with the strain. I can make a note for the neurologist to stop in later today if he hasn’t woken by then. I know it’s hard. Just be patient. He’ll come around. Whether he needs more time to himself or he’s still shaking off the sedative, he just needs more time.”


I thanked her and returned to the room to let them know what she’d said. At 8, Donald arrived and had Tabby with him. “Charlotte arranged for this yesterday since Lilly was supposed to have her party last night. She had a couple of friends stay over, but her party is postponed until next weekend. They’ll be along later, but said you two had something to take care of at home,” he explained.


I nodded and decided that it was best to get it out of the way sooner rather than later. We all hugged and Collie said she was going to stay for a little while longer and then go get some extra sleep.


Beck and I pulled into the driveway beside Charlotte’s car and I took her hand, leading her across the lawn toward our meeting with mother.


“Why are we going there?” she asked uncomfortably. “I don’t want to listen to her go crazy again.”


“We’re going to get to the bottom of this and I need you with me. Just let me do all the talking and hopefully she’ll be back to normal or at least less crazy when we’re done.


She nodded, but didn’t look happy. I gave her hand a squeeze and opened the door.


She was sitting at the table with Daddy and I took a deep breath before I began. I knew that he’d be disappointed in me for this, but I hoped he wasn’t too hurt. Deep down, I hoped she wasn’t too hurt by it either.


“Matt died at the hospital,” I said, the words ringing between the four of us and Becky’s hand tightened in mine.


They’d both turned to look at us when we came in, but the words had the desired effect. The coffee cup in mother’s hand slipped from her grasp and shattered on the floor as she stared at me horrified. I pushed on through that look and the one my father was giving me, wondering what had happened since last night.


“They said he’d run into a tree when he was staggering through the woods and hadn’t seen it. It caused an irregular heartbeat, but they hadn’t known he’d been injured like that because the bruising hadn’t risen by the time they’d treated him initially.” My voice was calm even though that coal in the back of my head wanted to flare into rage. I tamped it down instead.


Mother covered her mouth with her hands and the look of despair on her face was complete. I wanted to leave her hanging on that feeling for a little longer, but I told her the rest anyway.


“We were lucky they realized what was happening. They were able to bring him back to us. He’s alive again thanks to their efforts. He’s deeply hurt and hasn’t regained consciousness, but he’s alive. Barely. They aren’t sure why he’s not waking up, but they think whatever emotional shock he’s suffered has made him draw into himself, that it’s possible that he’s too scared by what happened to come back to us. He’s alone again, trapped in his own head and we can’t even reach him to tell him we love him.” A tear escaped my eye and I let it roll down my cheek. “Whatever happened at that table Friday night, it scared him badly enough that he’s huddled in his own head, unable to bring himself to open his eyes. Help me. Help me understand why that was necessary.”


I stared at her and I willed my eyes to bore into hers as I’d seen Matt do. I silently drew on him for strength to keep that stare, the rest of the world fading as tunnel-vision set in. She still looked at me in silent horror, the stark totality of what had happened hitting her harder than I could have with any weapon I could have swung with all my might.


Her eyes slowly filled with tears to match mine and when the dam broke it was a flood. Daddy puller her into his arms and held her while she wailed in horror and despair. She buried her face in his shoulder and he gave me a look that told me that I’d said it right.


I could almost feel Matt guiding me through what I’d had to say and the next part of it would be just as difficult. At least she’d reacted. If she hadn’t, our next step was to cut her out of our lives forever. There was a chance that we could salvage things if she’d talk to us.


We waited while she cried herself into a bubbling mess and then cried herself out. The storm ebbing to ragged sobs against my father’s chest. I knew then that she loved him, that she’d never stopped loving him and regretted hurting him, but we needed it out or she’d do it again over something else and we’d end up back here again. Then I would let that coal flare and our family would come to a sudden end.


I let go of Beck’s hand and went to the end table by the sofa to get a box of tissues, putting them on the table and sliding them toward the two of them before I returned to Beck’s side.


“Why don’t you sit down, girls,” Daddy suggested gently, clearly hoping that we could talk it out sitting like we’d just finished breakfast.


I shook my head. “That table is the last place I saw light in my boyfriend’s eyes. I can’t sit at that table until he comes back to us and I see him again. Maybe not even then. It depends on if he can sit at it again.” The double entendre in what I’d said was clear I hoped. I wouldn’t sit at that table until Matt could bring himself to do it and I wouldn’t sit there so long as he wasn’t equally welcome to be there.


Daddy nodded and I could see he understood. Again, Matt’s command of words seemed to guide me. Words were spilling out of me and I couldn’t say how I was picking them except that I could hear each word in his voice in my head before I said them out loud, just like he was whispering in my ear. That thought gave me comfort. Maybe it wasn’t his head he was trapped in, but had fled to mine where he knew he’d be safe. It was a silly, girlish thought, but it was comforting and I suppressed a smile as I stood and waited.


Mother took a few moments to compose herself. She dried her eyes and blew her nose and then took several deep breaths before she ran her hands over her face and it was like she was waking up from a bad dream. She looked tired and haggard, but she looked more like herself than she had when we arrived or when I’d confronted her in her bathroom the night it happened.


“Oh, my God!” she said finally, looking at the table, finally seeming to crawl out of what had been gripping her. Matt wasn’t the only one trapped in his own thoughts, I realized and I had a little more sympathy, but only a little. “I don’t know what came over me,” she said woodenly. “It was like I was standing to one side watching while this crazy woman screamed at him like he was responsible for all evil ever. When he stood up, I don’t know what I was thinking and I don’t know what I was going to do. If your father hadn’t been there...” she trailed off and shook her head, unable to fully embrace that thought just yet.


“You were angry,” I said, prompting her. “Daddy said you lashed out at him for Collie and Tabby. That you screamed at him that you’d trusted him with us, that you were furious that he’d taken other girls at all but them specifically. But none of that was what made you angry. There was another reason. One you haven’t wanted to admit to anyone. Not even yourself.” I silently thought that I owed Matt so much for showing me the path through these thorns. I didn’t understand it, but I firmly believed that he was there with me and a calm stole over me at the thought, knowing that I’d get through this and like all things with Matt involved, we’d come through it stronger than we were before, but not unchanged by it.


She looked up at me and she was shocked and dismayed by what I’d said. There was also fear in her eyes. I’d been right. I knew what to do next like it was the only logical choice before us.


“You need to say it,” I told her.


She shook her head. “I can’t!” she whispered, the secret gnawing at her.


“If you don’t, this will happen again. We won’t be so lucky next time. This was our warning. Next time we’ll lose him and none of us want that. You can only be free of it by saying it. Then we can deal with it.”


“You already know!” she pleaded with me, begging me to leave it unsaid.


“They don’t,” I pointed out. “He doesn’t. It’s not mine to tell. You need to. If you don’t, you’ll never heal. The scab you’ve covered it with will pull off and someone will get hurt. It might be him, it will absolutely be you. This is your way forward. It’s the only way forward.”


She fought a fierce battle while sitting at that table, staring at it and worrying the used tissue clutched in her hands until it started to shed dust particles. Finally she closed her eyes and her hands tightened into fists. “I wasn’t angry about who he chose,” she said quietly. “I was ... jealous. The way he makes love to you girls is like a force of nature. I wanted it. I couldn’t tell anyone, I couldn’t THINK it.” Now that she was talking, the words tumbled out of her like they’d been under pressure and really, they had.


“I pushed you girls and him together like our parents had tried to push us. I lived vicariously through your adventures and that was enough. I couldn’t allow that thought to see the light of day. My marriage means everything to me and I’m happy, but the things he does to you and Becky. When I saw them together that night ... It was like nothing I’d ever seen, nothing I’d ever heard of. They just kept going forever. I thought my heart was going to beat out of my chest. I love you and I wouldn’t trade my life with you for ANYTHING,” she said to Daddy, “but I wanted what I saw in Becky’s eyes that night. Wanted it bad enough to be scared of it. I couldn’t act on that. He’s our son in all but blood. He’s in love with our daughters. Acting on that thought would ruin everything. It would destroy us, devastate our daughters and I couldn’t even begin to imagine what it would do to him.”


She paused and shook her head. “When I saw those girls, both older than ours, both about to touch that same feeling that I saw in Becky and heard from Lana, I couldn’t handle it. I was angry at him, angry at myself, jealous of the girls and ashamed of all of it. I lost my mind and then when he ran, I realized that I’d ruined things in a completely different way.” There were fresh tears streaming down her face and she was shaking as she spoke. “All I could think to do was get our girls back and stay away. I thought if I could do that, it would somehow help put things back or cover up what I’d done. I wasn’t really thinking clearly at the time. I’m sorry! I’ve made such a mess of everything!” She buried her head in her hands, unable to look at any of us.


I owed my Master so much right now. I’d seen the hungry look on mother’s face when she’d watched Matt with Beck and had known what she wanted. The rest of it was purely him. Matt knew how to convince people and I’d felt him on my shoulder since I’d opened the door. I had one more thing to say and then it was in Daddy’s hands.


“I knew how you felt about him,” I told her gently. “There was too much encouragement for you to just be happy for us and you weren’t the only person who watched him take Becky and wished she could trade places with her that night. You’re right. What he does is magical. It’s better than I can ever tell someone with words. It’s like he’s touching my soul, not just my body and it’s beautiful. Matt knows how you feel too.”


Her head snapped up and she was horrified all over again. “Oh no!” she moaned.


“He does. I told him how you watched him with Becky when I was talking to him the next day. I had no idea that the thought tortured you, but I got the sense that he did. He understood. So did Becky. She was the one who pointed out to me that Charlotte and Donald just split up because someone much younger got in the middle of their marriage. I saw the fun in it. They both saw the emotional cost that the fun would mean. We all agreed that the cost was too high. I was thinking about our whole family and how it would tear it apart. Becky was thinking about Matt and how he’d feel about doing that to you and Daddy since he loves you both so much. Matt was thinking of the cost to you both. I’m sure of that.”


I gave her a moment to let that sink in. “The point is that the three of us knew and none of us hated you or judged you or wanted to push you away. Our family doesn’t follow normal rules. Becky and I have three parents and the same boyfriend. We live in the house next door with him. None of that is normal for our age. Talk to him. Go to the hospital and sit with him. Talk to Charlotte, talk to Daddy. I would be greatly disappointed if either of them felt any less of you for feeling the way that you do. You have a long road to patch the hurt that happened Friday night, but making us understand was an important first step.”


She sniffled again and laughed. “How did you get to be so smart?” she asked jokingly.


I had the right words immediately. I smiled serenely and said, “My Master is always with me.”


I turned and took Beck’s hand and led her back to the door. “You two have a lot to talk about. Get it right. We’ll be next door.”


We crossed the lawn and Beck finally spoke. “‘My Master is always with me’?” she repeated incredulously.


I shrugged. “I can’t explain it. All I know is that I could FEEL him guiding me through that. I could actually hear his voice in my head saying those things before I said them out loud. It was like he was whispering what to say into my ear. I could never do that on my own. Whether it’s just having spent so much time with him that I’m thinking more like him or if he’s actually connected to me somehow, does it really matter? In the end, I managed to say exactly what she needed to hear to get things out in the open.”


Beck nodded and we went into the house to talk to Charlotte. We hugged her and told her that Matt was still sleeping when we came home and that we’d already been next door.


“How did that go?” she asked, her voice betraying some concern.


“It went well. We got to the bottom of it. I told her she needed to explain it to you at least. I’m not sure she’ll want Lilly to know. Right now she’s talking to Daddy. When Matt wakes up, she should talk to him as soon as possible. There’s a lot for us all to think about once it’s out in the open.”


She nodded and looked relieved. “Oh, good!” she said, relieved at the news that mother had opened up. I asked how many of the girls had stayed over. “Donald explained that you’d arranged for him to come this morning.”


“All of them,” She said with a laugh. “We just delayed the start of the party a few hours. True to her word, she kept it small. I told her she could have a do-over next week anyway, but they were good as gold all night. They all took sleeping bags down to the rec room, so they’re laying all over the place down there, I’m sure.”


We heard giggling from the basement and knew they were awake. Charlotte got up to start breakfast and Beck and I went to help, knowing that 6 hungry girls were about to come up the stairs looking for food. The three of us worked fairly well together. Since mother was a chef by trade, Beck and I were taught how to work in a kitchen.


Soon they thundered up the stairs and descended on the table. We brought plates to the table and heard Lilly explain who we were with the casual tone of someone enjoying the shock they knew their words were going to get.


“Girlfriends?” “Both of them?”


The conversations suddenly dropped to urgent whispers, clearly demanding more information and several looks were shot our way.


I brought a plate to the table for the last girl and she looked up at me. “Is that true?” she asked boldly.


“Which part?” I asked. “I haven’t heard everything Lilly’s said.”


“That you’re both Matt’s girlfriends and you live here with him?”


I smiled at her and nodded. “Sort of. Lilly, don’t tell all your brother’s secrets. He’s got enough to worry about without you bragging about his lifestyle.”


“Yes Mother,” she teased back and stuck her tongue out.


I laughed and went back to the kitchen where Charlotte and Beck were standing at the counter with their own breakfast since there wasn’t room at the table for all of us with the girls there too.


“Now you’re ‘mother’?” Charlotte asked with a smile. “Well let’s hope that name doesn’t stick for a number of years yet,” she said and rubbed my arm before starting to eat.


We chatted over breakfast and I quietly told her what had happened at the hospital and that Matt wasn’t sedated, but still wasn’t waking up. “The nurse said that he may just have withdrawn into himself out of anxiety over what happened.”


“I’m sure that found it’s way into your conversation with Patty,” she said, sadly.


I nodded, “She needed it. It was the shock to her system that pulled her out of the bad loop her thoughts were on and it worked. She’s got a lot to deal with, but I was really worried that we were going to need a lawyer to remove her as a guardian for a while these past two days. I’m convinced now that she’s coming back to us.”


That was a sobering thought and it put an end to the debate. It was around 10:30 when parents started arriving to pick up the girls and by 11, we were alone in the house again.


We decided to go back to the hospital and I went next door to tell them where we’d be. They were sitting together on the sofa when I came in. Mother had been crying again, but they were curled up together. “Hi,” I said, peeking around the door before coming in. “Sorry to interrupt. We’re going to the hospital. I wanted you guys to know where we were going.”


“Has there been any word?” Daddy asked.


I shook my head. “Donald is with him and so is Tabby. If there was any change good or bad, she’d call us right away.”


He nodded and mother looked almost timid. “You said earlier that I should go see him in the hospital,” she said. “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”


I thought about it. “It’s up to you. He’s not a pretty sight at the moment, but he’s a lot better than when Daddy found him. If you think that’s likely to upset you, then I’d say put it off for now. On the other hand, I think the longer it takes to put you and him together, the harder it’s going to be to seal the rift. Having you there may help him, it may help you. I can’t tell for sure.”


She nodded and looked at Daddy before getting up and going upstairs to freshen up.


“Everything good?” I asked gently when she was gone.


He nodded. “We’ve talked a lot,” he told me. “There’s more to talk about for all of us, but it’s a start.”


I nodded and worried about him. “You’re not hurt, not angry?”


He shook his head and smiled. “I’ll explain later, but right now you should go on ahead of us since the others need to be told that she’s coming and she’s not on the visitor’s list right now.”


I nodded and slipped out of the house, crossing the lawns to my car quickly and Beck and I drove to the hospital in silence. When we got there, I told Charlotte and Beck that she was coming with Daddy.


“Is that wise?” Charlotte asked, worried.


“Maybe not, but she asked to see him and I know she won’t attack him again. She’s horrified by what she did and the consequences that it had.”


She nodded and we went to the nurse’s station to add her to the list. While Charlotte went to talk to them, I went to tell Tabby and Collie who had arrived through the morning. They wondered if they should leave and I told them absolutely not. Matt would want them here.


“She wasn’t upset by the two of you really. It was just what triggered it. Don’t worry about it. She’ll be on her best behavior.”


Donald left shortly after we got there and it was pretty clear that things were still uncomfortable between him and Charlotte.


We were joined a few minutes later by Daddy leading mother along to greet us. We talked for a few minutes and things were cordial, but tense.


Mother finally addressed the issue without prompting. “Look, I just want to say how sorry I am for everything that’s happened. I blew up about something that wasn’t even an issue. Something else was bothering me and I just lost control over something that I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry,” she said and looked at Tabby and Callie, apologizing to them each personally.


That broke some of the tension. There was still a lot of uncertainty of how things would play out in the long term, but for now, the apology was enough to get it started. We all hugged and Daddy looked like he was relieved that the apology seemed to have been accepted. I knew that true forgiveness wasn’t going to come until she had our trust back and the most important person had yet to get an apology.


I put my hand on her shoulder and she turned to look at me. I took her hand and led her to Matt’s room. And went to sit with him.


She stood by the door, looking at him in the hospital bed and I could tell that Daddy hadn’t prepared her for the reality beyond what I’d said to her. “There’s a lot of thorn-bushes near Long Pond,” I explained and delicately took his hand in mine as I sat beside him. “When he found out Charlotte had sent Daddy to get him, he ... went a little crazy. Daddy said he was running into the worst of the thorns to stay away from him. We could hear him on the phone, but he stopped talking to us. He probably forgot he was even holding it.”


I’d had a couple of days to process the bandages over the worst of his cuts and scrapes, the ugly blotches of the bruising on the left side of his face and the generally battered condition of him. Then again, I’d seen him when Daddy had brought him in. This was so much better.


“Trust me, he looks better than he did that first night,” I said softly.


“I don’t know if I can face him,” she said, her eyes still locked on him. “This is more than I expected. I knew you’d said he was bad, but it looks like he rolled in broken glass. How can I apologize to him for this?”


“Simple,” I said to her. “Say it, mean it, make it up to him. That’s it.”


“I can never make all this up to him.”


“Some apologies take a lifetime,” I said with a shrug. “Not this one though, I think. It will take time, just like the apologies you’ve already given, but every day that you spend making it up to everyone puts that moment another day farther in the past.”


She looked at me and nodded. She was struggling, but she sat down and slipped his hand into hers to cradle it protectively. We sat in silence for a time and I leaned over to kiss his forehead gently. I ached to see his eyes, to hear him tell me he loved me.


“Wake up Matt,” I whispered into his ear. “We’re all here. All your family. We love you. We need you. I need you. Come back to me.”


I did this from time to time, hoping that he’d hear me and stir. This time it was no different. I thought about reading to him, to make sure he heard my voice and could follow it back, but none of the books I’d brought with me last night was particularly interesting. A few teen romance novels and a book that I was told we’d have to read for English this coming year.


I was surprised when she leaned over to speak to him softly. She wasn’t trying to keep me from hearing and in the small room, it would have been impossible. “Matt honey,” she said slowly. “I’m so sorry. I have a lot to tell you when you’re better, but for now just know that I love you very much and I’m so sorry I yelled at you. I was so wrong to say all those things. Just come back to us so I can tell you that so you can hear it and know how sorry I am that I hurt you.” She hesitated and then added, “Your girls need you with them. Come back to them.”


She shrugged at me and I nodded. “I talk to him as often as I can,” I told her. “I hope it helps him find his way back, but it’s comforting too.”


She nodded in understanding and was about to say something when the voice coming from between us, got our attention right away.


“It did help,” he croaked weakly. One of us screamed. It might have been me.


Chapter 17


The first thing I was aware of was sound. I was surrounded in darkness and I tried to feel my way, but there was no sense of direction, no point of reference, so I stopped and listened. At first, there was only the sound of my breathing, the slow rasp of my breath in and out. I concentrated on it. The sound was all that I had to go by for a long time. Then I couldn’t hear it any more. That confused me, but it was a distant thought. After all, it wasn’t like I’d stopped breathing.


As soon as the thought occurred to me, something else invaded my consciousness. A bright flash and loud sound that I couldn’t identify. I got the sense that something had changed and I reeled, off-balance. All was blackness, so I couldn’t be certain whether I’d tripped or even been sent sprawling by something unseen. The sound repeated again and the blackness was replaced for a moment by bright whiteness. I could make no sense of anything and I resigned myself to collapsing to the ground until the flashes stopped. But as soon as I threw out my hand, reaching to feel for the ground beneath me, a third flash stunned me again and I wasn’t sure whether I was reaching in the right direction any more.


The third flash was mercifully the last. They’d left me shaking and wanting to cringe against the next one, but they were replaced by the slow sound of my breathing again. My ears were working, so it seemed. My eyes were processing the flashes. That gave me hope. I tried to puzzle out how I’d ended up here, wherever ‘here’ was. I remembered a pleasant dinner and conversation, though none of the words would come to me. I was there with people I knew and people I didn’t. The dinner was important. I was meeting ... someone.


Thoughts were difficult and elusive. I wished someone were there with me. I was alone here. I knew that much but not much else. I tried calling out and thought I could hear my own voice, it seemed too small, like the sound waves were bleeding off rather than carrying my voice like they should.


I had the thought that I should enjoy it and take the chance to get some sleep. It was dark and I was comfortable. It seemed like the best thing to do. I was tired. A lot had happened. I was so tired. It was so hard to go on and it was so comfortable here. I could just stay here. It was nice. There was nothing to bother me. No worries, no cares, no pain.


That last disturbed me. Why would I think about pain? Suddenly, sleeping didn’t seem like as good an idea. I felt like laying down would be bad. I couldn’t say why, but I knew that something bad would happen if I did.


That’s when I started to listen. I needed to get back. ‘Get back where?’ I asked myself. They were waiting for me. ‘Who?’ I needed to leave here. I couldn’t see, but that was a matter of light, not a problem with my eyes. I could hear and I listened hard, straining for any hint that would lead me where I had to go.


Then I heard it. It wasn’t a voice or even a sound really. It was a rumble that I felt as much as heard, but I could follow it. As I went, I noticed that it was clearer. It would come and go and when it would stop for a time, I would stop and wait. I felt like it was bringing me back to where I could find my own way.


I knew it was a voice, but I couldn’t hear it clearly enough. There was something about it that drew me. I heard other murmurs from time to time, but this one was different, special. It resonated. I could feel it pulling me along. It felt good to hear that voice.


The other voices I heard kept me company. They sustained me when the golden voice was silent, but I felt like I had to follow that one back. It was important. I didn’t know why, but where that voice led was where I needed to be. I was close and I was frustrated by the silences from my muse. She was singing to bring me home. I just needed a little more and I thought I could find my way from there.


Then I heard it again, the sound of it like a beacon. ‘Lana!’ I thought excitedly, finally hearing it clearly enough to recognize her voice. How long had it been since I’d seen my Lana. Time had no meaning here, but I felt it was too long. I missed all my girls, but her most of all. I always missed her.


She was talking again and I reached for her, just starting to make out her words a few at a time. There was someone else close by and they were talking back and forth. I heard them both say something and it sounded close, like they were here with me. Then I heard her clearly for the first time.


“I talk to him as often as I can,” she said, explaining to someone. “I hope it helps him find his way back, but it’s comforting too.”


I closed my eyes and when I opened them, there was light. I saw her there and she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I opened my parched lips and tried to speak, my voice weak and broken. “It did help,” I managed and she looked at me with shock and joy at the same time.


“HE’S AWAKE!” she screamed and she was kissing me as hard as she ever had. The next thing I was aware of was pain. When she released me, I groaned and tried to touch my chest. I hurt everywhere, but my chest was where all that pain gathered. I raised my head and tried to explain, but I suddenly couldn’t catch my breath.


The room was starting to fill up and Lana was pulled away while people tried to get me to talk or explain what was happening. I groaned louder this time, more urgently. I didn’t want Lana to go and I was in so much pain. Lights were shone in my eyes and people were asking questions. I didn’t know whether they were talking to me or each other. I tried to raise my hands to my chest, but people were pushing them away. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see through the tears in my eyes, couldn’t hear Lana over the others and I couldn’t take the pain any more.


I screamed in pain and frustration “GET OFF ME!” I bellowed, my voice sounding like it came from someone else’s throat.


“Mr. Russell!” one of them said urgently, attracting my attention. “Are you in pain?”


“YES!” I screamed. People were actively holding me down as I writhed in pain. Someone put their hand on my chest and it was like they’d touched that ball of agony with a branding iron. I screamed again and thrashed violently, trying to dislodge them. After what seemed like hours I felt something jab my leg and comfort flowed out from that point, slowly calming my screams to tattered whimpers as I curled in on myself, trying to protect my chest from being touched again. My Journey, Book 1: Collars


Interlude 2


After I’d kissed him, he groaned and I could tell he was in pain. His eyes were tearing up and the look on his face was screwed up, trying to brace against it. He was turning red and reached up for his chest and I was afraid his heart was in trouble again. I yelled for help and there were doctors and nurses pushing past me to try to help. He fought against them, not understanding what they were doing and then one of them pushed him back down with a hand on his chest and he screamed in agony and fury. The doctor barked instructions at a nurse and she bolted from the room, returning a moment later with a needle and a bottle. The doctor filled the syringe and jabbed Matt in the thigh.


Slowly the fight went out of him and they let him go. His screaming faded to a piteous whimper as he curled onto his side and wrapped his arms around himself protectively, shuddering as whatever had been in the syringe put him back under.


“WHAT THE FUCK WAS THAT!??!” I bellowed, shocked at how they’d mauled him.


The doctor took another moment to check his vitals and ordered an oxygen mask to keep his breathing from getting too labored before turning toward mother and I. “I apologize,” he said. “We’d discontinued Mr. Russell’s pain medication when the sedatives were stopped. It was hoped that the discomfort would bring him around more directly.”


“You WHAT??!” I spat. “That’s barbaric. Why not just administer random shocks and send someone in to hit him a few times an hour?”


“I understand your outrage, but until he woke up, there was no need for a pain-management routine.”


“And what if he’d actually injured himself when he woke up?” I demanded. “Was there a plan for that?!” I was furious at the attitude. It was like Matt wasn’t a person to these people. He was an intellectual curiosity and they were willing to take chances with his life and his health.


I didn’t wait for an answer. I turned on my heel and marched out of the room and found the rest of the family. “They stopped his pain medication.” I told them, seeing red, “so when he woke up, he was already in the worst pain of his life.”


The doctor had joined us and repeated his claim that it was to help bring Matt around.


“That’s like refusing to bring meals to a quadriplegic to try to force him to walk to the table,” I snarled, rounding on him. “Charlotte, it’s totally your choice, but I don’t trust this man to care for Matt. I think we should contact hospital administration to have a new doctor assigned to his case. Matt could have seriously hurt himself in there and they weren’t gentle with him.”


“Doctor?” Charlotte asked, looking for confirmation.


“It’s true that we discontinued Mr. Russell’s pain medication after his initial sedation wore off and he hadn’t resumed consciousness, but that’s not an uncommon treatment of short term coma. As you could see, we were in action right away to prevent him from doing himself any real harm and administered morphine immediately once it was clear he was in distress.”


“Your people put him in distress. He was in pain, but was managing until you filled the room with people trying to push him back down into the bed. I SAW one of them shove him back down onto the bed by the chest. He has cracked ribs and the duty nurse informed me that he’ll be in pain just breathing because of it.” I wanted to tear his smug face off and grind it underneath my heel.


Charlotte put a hand on my shoulder and stepped between me and the doctor. “Exactly which family member did you discuss this treatment plan with,” she asked quietly. “I don’t recall being consulted that you were planning on attempting an alternative treatment with my son. Why is that?”


He paled, but recovered well. “It was a decision that was made in the best interest of the patient,” he said as smoothly as he could. “As I said, it’s not uncommon.”


“You were required to consult me when you were making changes to his medication or treatment. This wasn’t an emergency decision. It was a callous one. You gambled on a 14 year old boy and then you roughed him up so that you could shoot him full of morphine to cover your screw-up. You took an oath to do no harm when you became a doctor. You harmed my son today. I intend to see that you don’t do it again. Doctor, you are not to have any contact with my family from this point. Tomorrow I will consult a lawyer over this disgusting lack of the empathy your profession is supposed to so value.”


She stalked away and I stayed with her as she went to the nurse’s station. “We need a new doctor,” she said simply. “Dr. Collins has admitted to stopping treatment on my son as an experimental method to force him to regain consciousness without consulting me as his legal guardian. I need to speak to the hospital administration and I need Dr. Collins specifically barred from contact with my son or his medical files, pending a review by legal council.”


The duty nurse looked shocked and practically lunged for the phone. She consulted a duty sheet and made a call. “I’ve had Dr. Spencer paged. She’s in the hospital and should be able to take over as attending physician. I’ll place a call to the hospital administration. I’m sure they’ll want to speak to you immediately to allay your concerns.”


“It’s a little late for that. My son was put in high distress and then physically put into submission in a way that caused him extreme pain before they panic-sedated him. I want blood drawn immediately to determine the dosage and exact medication Dr. Collins administered. I’ll want Dr. Spencer to review his complete chart and determine what else Dr. Collins hasn’t bothered to tell us and decided on his own.”


I had a grim smile on my face, knowing that the man would never be able to hurt Matt again. We returned to tell the rest of them what had happened and what they were doing.


It was about fifteen minutes later when a woman in her early thirties approached the nurse’s station and talked with them for another ten minutes before approaching us. “I’m Dr. Spencer,” she introduced herself. “I understand there was a problem with Dr. Collins earlier. Can you tell me exactly what happened.”


I spoke up immediately from the time that Matt woke up to the time that Dr. Collins was dismissed. She nodded at my account and her eyes widened at my description of the way he was handled.


She held up one finger, asking me silently to pause for a moment. She turned and spoke loudly to the duty nurse. “Sally, Mr. Russell needs to go for a full panel of x-rays. Specifically I want clear chest pictures and get me a set of his arms and legs too. If he was mishandled, I want to see it in pictures, not catch it when he gets a punctured lung from a rib that shouldn’t have been broken.” She turned back to me and apologized, asking me to continue.


In the end, she nodded and pinched the bridge of her nose in a gesture that looked like she was fighting off a headache. “On the record, I can’t say anything about Dr. Collins’ treatment method other than that I’ll be pursuing a different course of action, both for Mr. Russell’s comfort and to accommodate your sensibilities. Off the record ... pursue it. It won’t be the first complaint about him, but if you don’t let up, it could be the last. Having said that, I’ll have his pain medication reinstated. We may have to adjust it over the next few days to get him the best balance between being alert and being comfortable. I understand you asked Sally to have blood work done to figure out what he gave your son and how much. That’s been done and I ordered a rush on it. It’ll be in his chart in an hour. I’ll also call the hospital board while Matthew is getting his x-rays and explain the situation.”


“It’s not your first time having to clean up after him, is it?” Charlotte asked delicately. “Off the record.”


“Off the record, no it’s not, but it’s certainly the worst mess he’s left behind. Like I said, pursue it and have your lawyer subpoena his disciplinary record. Again, off the record, I personally wouldn’t let him treat my lawn.”


I felt much calmer about Matt staying here with her in charge of his care. I still wanted to be with him, but I could hardly hold his hand in an x-ray machine.


A half-hour later, a man in a suit with a lab coat over it got off the elevator and approached us after being directed by the duty nurse.


“Hello. My name is Dr. Bob Cromwell. I understand you’ve had a problem with the doctor that was attending your son. Which of you is Mrs. Russell?” he asked.


Charlotte stood up and greeted him. “Dr. Cromwell, after what happened here, we had to insist on Dr. Collins being removed from my son’s case. I can explain what happened, but my son’s girlfriend and her mother were with Matt when it happened. The treatment he received was nothing short of inhumane. How is it that a doctor that callous can come to practice medicine in a hospital in this day and age?”


He listened and nodded at our concerns and I explained the whole incident from Matt waking up until the sedation took effect. “He’s fourteen. It’s not battlefield medicine. We brought him here to be treated and cared for. That man admitted that he took him off his medication because he THOUGHT it MIGHT help. Matt is NOT a science experiment. He’s NOT a footnote in some paper that man was planning to write. He’s NOT a research subject. He’s a fourteen year old boy who died in this hospital once because they weren’t thorough when they were diagnosing his injuries. Now he gets to play medicine roulette with your very own mad scientist?”


He nodded. “I apologize for this unfortunate incident. I can only promise that we’ll be investigating the matter completely.”


“So will we,” Charlotte told him and there were nods from everyone there. “We intend to speak to a lawyer on the matter tomorrow and determine what the appropriate action to take is.”


He looked a lot less friendly once the word lawyer came up. “It’s certainly your right to consult legal council, but I assure you this will be dealt with by the hospital board. The circumstances surrounding this breach in the family’s trust are serious to us and we want to make it right.”


“I understand and I don’t want it to seem like we’re accusing the hospital of a direct hand in wronging my son or my family,” Charlotte told him. “Dr. Collins admitted that he had ordered the change and that it had been his decision. I would request that we receive a physical copy of Matt’s full chart immediately for the purpose of our consultation. That will help us determine if he ordered any other procedures or changes to his treatment that we haven’t figured out yet.”


He didn’t look happy about it, but he knew that he wasn’t in a position to deny her Matt’s chart. “There’s normally a charge related to those copies, but under the circumstances, I think we can waive that fee.”


They went to the nurse’s station and the two of them took Matt’s chart to the copier and he made a copy of each page under her watchful eye.


We waited until Matt was brought back from getting his x-rays and for Dr. Spencer. They arrived together and while two orderlies got him back into bed from the gurney, she came to see us.


“You’re son’s going to be alright,” she assured us. “One of his ribs broke in the tussle, but we’re going to take him up to surgery tonight or tomorrow to repair it. We have to wait that long because the dose of morphine he received was way too high for us to administer anesthesia safely.”


She handed a photocopy of the lab report and the x-ray and her notes on it to Charlotte and smiled. “I heard from Bob Cromwell. I thought you’d like to add these to your collection. For right now, there’s not much to do but wait. Matt’s going to be out until some time tomorrow. I’ll see if I can get him into surgery tonight so he’s out of recovery and back in his room tomorrow morning for you. You have my word that he’ll only go to surgery when it’s safe.”


“Can I be with him for the surgery?” I asked, wanting to be with him every step of the way.


She seemed to consider it, but shook her head. “There’s nothing to see and you couldn’t be in the room anyway. The best thing to do is to go home and get some rest. Matt’s finally in good hands. I promise you that. I won’t be with him in surgery either. I’ll be talking to the surgeon directly both before and after it’s done to get the good word. I’m sure that Bob Cromwell will talk to her too, to make sure Matt gets the gold star treatment.”


“I still want to stay,” I told her. “Even if I can’t be in the room. I can’t sleep knowing that he has to go for surgery. I won’t be able to until I know he’s okay.”


She nodded. “I understand. Go home now. Get some sleep so you’re fresh when it happens. We’re going to do blood work every four hours to monitor the medication levels in his body. It’s going to be at least 12 hours before we can take him to surgery.”


I nodded and there was a lot of other people that were interested in following the same plan. Lilly, Daddy and mother all volunteered to stay here while the rest of us went to get some sleep. We all hugged and then filed in to say goodbye to Matt even though he was still unconscious and we all went home to bed.


Chapter 18


When I woke up, I wasn’t in as much pain, but I felt that was a matter of medication and not circumstance. My eyes drifted open and I could see the predawn light just starting to lighten the sky. I glanced around and smiled, seeing Beck in one chair and Mom in the other. “Hey,” I said quietly, my tongue feeling like old shoe-leather.


They were both smiling and holding my hands. “Water?” I asked, begging for relief. Mom held a cup for me to sip from a bendy straw. When I felt like my mouth was moist enough to talk again, I asked what had happened.


“Which time?” Beck said with a small laugh. “Friday night turned sour after we got home. Mom went ballistic and she was pretty scary. You took off running, bad ankle and all and decided to give a hug to every thorn-bush around Long Pond. I guess while you were running, you ran into a tree. That busted a couple of ribs and caused an unstable heartbeat that made it stop beating through the night. When you finally woke up yesterday morning, you were in so much pain you couldn’t stand it. They had to sedate you and they broke one of the cracked ribs when they were holding you down. It’s a long fucked-up story and there’s plenty of time to tell it. Are you feeling any pain?”


“Some,” I admitted, “but it’s not so bad. I feel like I’ve been awake too long studying for a test, but I still feel like me. That’s an improvement from the last pain-killers.”


“I wouldn’t count on them giving you a bottle of morphine for home use,” Mom said dryly. “I’m glad you’re out of the woods for now Honey. They said you pulled through surgery with flying colors.”


“What did I have surgery for?” I asked. I was aware that I should have been concerned that I’d been through surgery, but it seemed I was coming late to the party this time.


“The broken rib,” she explained. “They had to repair it before it punctured a lung.”


I nodded and asked my next question. I suspected I’d have a lot of them. “What day is it?”


“Early Monday morning. You were here all weekend,” Becky explained. “I know you were probably looking forward to spending the whole weekend in bed without clothes on, but this probably wasn’t what you had in mind.” She giggled and I joined in.


I regretted that decision immediately and trailed off into coughing and sputtering, which made me see stars and my eyes bugged out. “Yup. No laughing,” I confirmed and took a few breaths while the spike in pain faded.


“Do you need the medication increased?” Mom asked me, starting to get up to get a doctor.


“No,” I said quickly. “I have too many questions to start getting loopy yet. Beck said I took off on my bad ankle. How much damage did I do to it?”


“Dr. Spencer said it was surprisingly resilient given the severity of the sprain and how recent it was,” she told me. “Dr. Spencer’s been a godsend yesterday and today. Don’t forget to thank her. I’m going to have to be away for a few hours today, but I suspect you won’t be starved for attention. All four of your girls are waiting their turn to see you and your sister is here too. Patty and Dan will stop in on his way to work to see you. You and Patty have a lot to talk about. Try not to be too hard on her.”


I was confused by that. “Okay,” I said, uncertainly. I was trying to get a handle on the situation and something that Becky had said lined up with what Mom was telling me now. “Can you fill me in on what’s going on? Friday’s kind of a blank. I remember walking to the car with Colette and...” I trailed off, trying to dredge up anything after that, but my mind, which had been near miraculous this past month, failed me. I shook my head. “After that, I remember waking up and speaking to Lana. Then ... pain,” my voice shook on that word, but I moved on quickly. “Then here.”


She nodded and leaned over to kiss my cheek. “That may make things easier, but you need to talk to her today and work everything out.”


I nodded and promised that I would. “Just let me tell the others what I do and don’t remember?” I asked and was thankful that they agreed readily. “So what’s going on today that you’re abandoning me to all this female attention?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood.


“We’re suing the hospital,” Beck said brightly. “The doctor you had before Dr. Spencer fucked up your treatment pretty hard, so your mom is going to talk to a lawyer about it. It’ll be a convenient cover for us having extra money if we’re looking for the silver lining.”


Mom nodded in confirmation. “The previous doctor took you off pain medication in an attempt to force you to wake up. It was inhumane and cruel. The pain you were in before they sedated you was terrible.”


I sighed and nodded in memory. “It was pretty terrible. I’m not gonna lie. It was like all the pain in every part of me was feeding into a bigger pain in my chest and it just kept getting worse. I remember they were pulling on my arms and legs and then someone pushed my chest and I felt something pop. Then someone jabbed me in the leg and it was the strangest sensation. It was like calm flowed out from my leg in all directions.”


“Morphine’s known to do that,” Mom said dryly and then got up to go. “I’ll send Lana in for a bit then we have to go. I’m bringing her to the lawyer’s since she witnessed that incident. Becky, come on. We’ll let some of the others have a turn.”


She nodded and got up, turning to go and I stopped her. “Hey! I don’t get a kiss?” I said indignantly.


She turned back to the bed and grinned, clearly glad that I was feeling up to that much. She was also clearly in a playful mood because she lifted the blanket and started moving to crawl under the blanket head-first.


Mom laughed and reached over me to give Beck a swat on the back of the head. “Save that for when I’m not standing here watching at least,” she scolded her. We all grinned and Beck gave me a deep kiss, slipping her tongue out to play with mine.


“Thank God that didn’t get injured in the process,” she said when we broke the kiss and I was able to manage a soft chuckle without too much pain.


When they left, they were replaced by Lana and Colette. They were both as enthusiastic about seeing me awake as Beck had been. After a few minutes of talking about how things had unfolded, I told them I really didn’t remember anything from Friday night after the walk to the car after dinner.


“Well, that’ll be a relief to mother,” Lana said. “Honestly though, you’re not missing much that you’ll want back.”


“You never know. Colette and I might have stopped along the way for mind-blowing sex and I’d never know it happened,” I teased back. “Don’t mention to anyone that I’ve got a gap in that night though. I’ll tell everyone on my own.”


They agreed and we talked for a few more minutes, then Lana bit her lip. “I’ve gotta go with Charlotte to see the lawyer today,” she said. “I’d rather stay here with you.”


“Go,” I told her making my voice as firm as I could. “I’m not going anywhere and you can do more for our family by talking there for a few hours. I’ll probably be napping on and off through the morning anyway, so you’d be mostly missing on me drooling in my sleep. You get to see that all the time.” I smiled and told her to kiss me and I’d see her when she got back.


She nodded and we shared a deep, passionate kiss. I turned to Colette and beckoned her closer for the same. She leaned in obediently and kissed me with a hunger that surprised me.


I repeated the conversation again with Lilly and Tabitha. Lilly gave me a peck on the cheek and I looked at her seriously. “Sorry about everything, Blue,” I said to her softly.


“Why are you sorry?” she asked, surprised.


“Things seem to end up revolving around me lately and Mom’s had to take a lot of time to concentrate on me. That hasn’t left a lot of time for you.”


“Are you kidding? That’s the best thing to ever happen to me. I pretty much do what I want, I have way more freedom, get to stay out later, get to stay over with my friends more and I get to pick on you almost every day because you do something stupid. Keep up the good work. I’ll be able to write a book by the time I’m ready to go to college.”


“And I’ll buy you the crayons you’ll need to write it,” I said dryly, trying not to laugh.


We were chatting when there was a tap on the door and Mom poked her head in. “Dan and Patty are here,” she told me.


Lilly and Tabitha said their goodbyes and I got another deep kiss while Lilly rolled her eyes.


A few minutes later, the door clicked open and Dan and Patty joined me. I smiled at both of them when they sat down. “I guess I’ve kind of looked better, huh?” I asked, breaking the ice.


“Well you’ve certainly looked worse,” Dan allowed generously. “I’ll give your regrets to the trainers today.”


“Don’t give them my regrets,” I shook my head. “Give them my thanks. I’m told that my ankle held up pretty well for the running they said I did. I don’t really remember Friday night after the restaurant. I got filled in on what happened, but none of it rings any bells.”


“That’s probably for the best, son,” he said and clapped me very carefully on the shoulder. “I’ve got to go, but Patty’s going to sit with you for a while and then I’ll come back after work to check on you.”


“Okay. I was supposed to go for some x-rays today. Can you let the team doctor know what happened so he can call and cancel the appointment. He should be able to talk to Dr. Spencer here for the info on my condition.”


He nodded and then patted my shoulder again and told me he’d see me this afternoon. Then he kissed Patty and a look passed between them before he left.


She’d been quiet the entire time, but instead of filing out of the room, she sat facing me and took my hand carefully. I noticed it was bandaged and figured I’d cut it up running through the bushes.


“How’re you doing, Mamma,” I asked affectionately and she broke down.


It was difficult for me, but I managed to pull her up over me so that I could hug her. I’d been told what had happened, but in general terms. I could see the scars of whatever had happened in her eyes. She put her arms around me and despite her attempts to be gentle, it hurt like hell. Still, I let her cry herself out. I knew what it felt like to need that and once she was done, we’d talk more.


She calmed slowly and I let her stay there until she was ready to sit back again. She disengaged and reached for a box of tissues. While she dried her eyes, I breathed a sigh of relief and tried to get the pained look off my face.


She sat and I held my hand out for hers. She took it gently, thanked me for letting her cry and apologized for making a mess of things.


“I’ve been told that something happened and that I ran off afterwards, but I haven’t gotten into any depth with anyone and I can’t remember it,” I told her.


She nodded and sighed. “I screamed at you about the two new girls. I ... I was out of control. I flew off the handle, and it even scared me. I grabbed hold of you and if Dan hadn’t pulled me off of you, I don’t know what I would have done.” We sat quietly for a few minutes and I gave her hand a comforting squeeze.


“It was a pretty big decision for me to make. I guess I owe you an explanation.”


She looked up in shock. “No!,” she said. “You don’t owe me anything. I owe YOU an explanation.”


I searched her eyes and finally I nodded. “Okay, but let me tell you mine first. It must have bothered you on some level even if there’s more to it.” I frowned and ordered my thoughts, suddenly glad that she’d hugged me. The pain chased away the fog a little.


“They belonged to Miranda. I assume that’s what set off the fight. I talked to Donald about it and he said that one of them was in dire need of someone to replace Miranda. That her life was unraveling without that anchor-point. I wasn’t sure I could do what he asked me, but I’d ... I’d taken from them, hurt them without ever even seeing their faces.”


I stopped and took a few breaths. This part had weighed heavily on my decision. “I killed Miranda,” I said shakily. “I didn’t see any other way out and I wasn’t the one who threw her off the balcony, but I made that happen. It was MY fault. I can’t take it back and I can’t make it better. When she died, she left behind those two who were depending on her. When Donald told me how they were suffering ... I’d been too responsible for too much. I couldn’t turn my back on them. I couldn’t live with myself if I had. I had to find some way to help them.”


I felt a tear rolling down my cheek and ignored it for now. “So I told Donald to send me whatever information he had on them so I could get to know them. Beck and Lana saw the pictures and decided that they wanted them too. It was their idea to take them in permanently, so I decided that if they wanted it, I’d take them in.”


“We were going to dinner and I told Donald to make us a reservation and we’d talk about it over dinner. Colette needs this lifestyle at least for now. Like Donald, it’s not a game for her. I don’t know if that’s something Miranda did or if she’d always wanted it and Miranda just unlocked that door. Tabitha enjoys it, but she can live without it, I think. Both of the girls decided that they were interested though. I know I was thankful for that. I needed to help those girls after how much I’d robbed them of. I’m responsible for them because of that.” I paused and drew a ragged breath. “I don’t know if I explained all that to you, but it’s something you deserved to know.”


She held my hand for a long time and I swiped at my eyes with my free hand. “That still bothers you, doesn’t it?” she asked. “You feel guilty about Miranda.”


“I failed. If I’d been smart enough, no one had to die. I worry that I did it on purpose on some level, that I ignored an option that would have helped find a way out for everyone. Everyone was counting on me and I could only give 90% instead of 100%.”


“That’s not failure, Matt. You planned it out, made it work and everyone important to you is still alive and safe. That’s way more than we had a reason to hope for. You need to give yourself a break,” she told me and I shrugged halfheartedly. She understood. “Yeah, not as easy to do it as it is to say it, huh?” I nodded and she pointed out one other thing for me to think about. “It’s also a lot easier to let someone else off the hook than it is to let yourself off the hook.”


That got a more emphatic nod. “Alright, I’ll give it a try. What about you? Are you going to let yourself off the hook or do we start from the beginning?”


She sighed and patted my hand before starting. “It’s hard for me to talk about. I ranted about those girls, but they were only a symptom. I was angry that you’d taken other girls, but I would have been as angry about anyone else really. I was angry that they were in for what Lana and Becky have both experienced and that ... I wasn’t. I’ve seen what you can do for both my girls. That’s the kind of sex that women talk about in hushed whispers, but it’s always someones’ friend’s cousin who had it. That kind of sex is like a legend. I saw both of my girls getting it and when I found out that two new girls were lined up for it, I turned jealous.”


She looked down at our hands and she was ashamed of what she’d just admitted. “Lana said that you were overcome with lust the night you watched Beck and I,” I said softly. “It was longer than that though, wasn’t it?”


She nodded. “That day that you told me that you’d made Lana cum just by kissing her hand. It started then. I wondered if you could do that for anyone or if it was just her. That thought turned into an obsession. When Charlotte called me and I heard you and Lana together that next time, I was practically drunk with the lust. If I’d been there that night, I’d have been in bed with you in a heartbeat and I wouldn’t have cared about the consequences until it was too late. When you were fucking Becky ... I didn’t need to check on you. I wanted to see it. I can’t even describe it. It was like watching the perfect storm. The way you moved together, the things you had her saying, the screams that came from you when you came together.”


She stopped and shivered. “It was perfect, beautiful, filthy and so erotic that it was scary. I was so turned on, I was wet to my knees. I wanted to get into the shower with you, to get my hands on you myself. I just barely got out of there and went upstairs, but I’d opened Pandora’s box. It ate away at me. Could you make anyone feel that way or was it special with my girls. Either answer gave me some hope that you could do the same for me and that scared me. I love Dan. I knew that my willpower wasn’t strong enough to keep my hands off you and I knew it would be a disaster. It would ruin you, me, Dan, Lana and Becky. We’d all be torn apart. I was sure of it. I also wanted it. If that was the price I had to pay to be that girl so satisfied that she’s heaped unconscious in your bed, I was increasingly willing to pay it.”


She paused and shook her head. “I was ashamed of that thought. I still am. When you told us that there were two more girls that were going to be welcome in your bed ... I saw red. It was like I was standing outside myself watching this madwoman say things with my voice and do things with my hands that horrified me. Afterwards, I felt terrible, but I also felt relieved. You’d never want me after that. I’d managed to make you close the door I wasn’t strong enough to move. When Lana told me that you were hurt, it felt like a knife in my chest. I didn’t want that.”


I gave her hand a comforting squeeze and she returned it, neither of us talking just yet. Finally she was able to continue. “When Lana and Becky came home from the hospital yesterday, they came to see us. Everyone had tried to get me to talk about it, to tell them what had sparked it. Lana though, she walked in the door and announced that you’d died in the hospital.”


“She what?!!?” I said, shocked that she’d do that.


“Your heart stopped and you stopped breathing. She’s technically right and she says that she’ll never think of it any other way. The point is that she walked in and said that you’d died in the hospital. Then she told us that the doctors had been able to bring you back and that we were lucky. She told me that we wouldn’t be so lucky next time and told me that I needed to say it out loud. She knew. I didn’t know how, but she knew what I was hiding, knew that it was what had made me lash out at you. She told me that it had to be me who said it in order to be free of it.”


Her fingers were gentle as she fussed with my hand, giving herself a moment and I let her set her own pace.


“So I told them. Lana and Becky and Dan. I told them everything. How I’d wanted you, how it had turned to poison inside me. How I was ashamed at what I wanted to do to my marriage, to my children, to you. I poured it all out and then Lana confirmed that she knew, she said you knew too and put a stop to her talking about it. She said Becky even brought up that your parents had just divorced over the exact same thing. Everyone had known and dealt with it better than I did. You three just talked about it the next morning and closed the topic. I still had it burning inside me. I wanted it out, but I knew that once it was out, it would burn our lives to the ground.”


“That’s not the whole truth,” I said quietly. I felt like there was something else in the mix.


“What do you mean?” she asked, surprised.


“You said it would ‘burn our lives to the ground’, but you weren’t certain of that and you still aren’t. You see the girls accepting other women with open arms and there’s a part of you that you haven’t admitted to that wonders if they would do the same for you. It terrifies you because if they can’t, then you feel like you’d have sacrificed your relationships with them and Dan on a long-shot that didn’t pay out and if they do, you worry that Dan will end up like Donald: lost and adrift. You love Dan and don’t want to hurt him. It’s the sex that you want from me, not a future. He’s who you want a future with.”


She slumped in the chair and stared at the floor, but eventually nodded. “Yeah. I love you like a son, but the things you can do for the girls is beyond imagining. I know no matter what, I’ll have to live with regrets and disappointments.”


“A choice between sacrificing the experience of a lifetime for a lifetime of experiences, or sacrificing a lifetime of experiences for an experience of a lifetime,” I said, expressing what she was talking about.


“Exactly. No matter what I do, I make the right choice and give up something amazing at the same time. They’re balanced perfectly against each other and it drove me insane.”


“I understand,” I said gently. “What’s Dan have to say about all this? He must have an opinion.”


She nodded again. “He says he’ll love me no matter what. There’s a lot more to it, but that’s something that we can talk about later when he’s here. I’ve already given you a lot to think about and I’ve monopolized too much of your time. The others are going to want to spend some time too.” She rose to go and then leaned over, pressing her lips to my forehead. “Get well, Champ,” she said, using the nickname she’d used for me as long as I could remember and I smiled. We were going to be okay. Maybe not right away, but we’d get there.


She slipped out and the rest of the girls took turns throughout the day sitting to talk with me. Mid afternoon, Collie and Tabby said their goodbyes and went home. They each had summer jobs that they couldn’t neglect and that left only Lilly, Beck and Patty for a little while until Lana and my mother returned.


The three of them were sitting around the room, bending the rules about two guests just a little at the moment, but keeping quiet. Beck and Lilly were actually sitting back against the wall and I was struck that this looked a lot like when I’d had the concussion.


“Same room,” Lilly answered my comment without looking up from her DS. I thought that was funny and chuckled a little.


A while later, a pretty, but obviously tired woman opened the door and stepped inside, introducing herself as Dr. Spencer and asked how I was feeling today.


“I’m okay,” I said, “but I’m not sure it’s going to work out with you as my doctor,” I said apologetically and everyone looked at me, surprised.


“Oh?” she asked curiously. “May I ask what prompted that?”


“I just don’t feel like I’ll have the motivation to get better with such a pretty doctor. People must ask to stay all the time,” I said with a mischievous smile.


Patty laughed and Lilly and Beck fell into giggles. “Yup, he’s better,” Lilly said. “I can’t wait to tell Mom he made a pass at his doctor.”


For her part, Dr. Spencer smiled a little. “I think we’ll be able to get you back on your feet one way or another. You don’t seem to have any lack of motivation from the condition of your visitors list.”


She came over to the bed and checked the incision in my side where they’d repaired my rib and had me flex my sprained ankle a little experimentally. “It doesn’t hurt,” I told her. “I can feel the rest of it a little. It’s distant, but I’m aware that there’s pain. The ankle feels normal though.”


“Good,” she said, approving and stripped off her gloves, tossing them in the trash. She checked my breathing, and shone a light into my eyes. “You want me to up your medication a bit? You mentioned being in some pain.”


“Maybe at night,” I said. “During the day, I’d rather be alert so I can talk to people.”


She nodded and made a note on the chart she had with her. “We’ll give you a little boost toward the end of visiting hours so you rest comfortably.”


“Thanks. I appreciate it,” I told her.


“Not to worry, Mr. Russell. You’re getting the best care possible. I’m sure your family told you what happened with your treatment?” I nodded in response. “Good. Because of that, the hospital board is looking over everyone’s shoulder to make sure that there are no further reasons for complaint.”


“I guess that makes sense. Pretty much all I remember from the last time I woke up was pain all over, but in my chest most of all.”


“You’ll be in pain for a while and we have to be careful about your medication dosages because some of the drugs do have addictive side-effects. It’s all a balancing act.”


“I’m not in a lot of pain right now, so we can try a slightly lower dose tomorrow and see if that’s still tolerable,” I suggested.


She nodded and agreed that they’d try it that way and that she’d check with me again before they boosted my dosage at night. “I’ll want to talk to you about your sprain before we let you go home,” she said lightly. “You’ve made a speedy recovery with it and I want to hear what you did to get it there.”


“I’ve been working with the trainers for the Bruins,” I said. “Dan Powers works for the team and since the season hasn’t started, the training staff had enough time to work with me full time the past couple of weeks.”


“That’s still a speedy recovery,” she noted with a nod. “They do good work.”


“Well one of them pointed out that an ankle injury can end a player’s career if it doesn’t heal right, so they know their stuff. I’m sure if you called over, they’d be able to tell you more about how they did it than I could.”


She nodded and made couple of notes on her chart and then left.


Mom, Lana and Dan showed up almost together a while later. The meeting must have taken more time than I thought it would.


Beck and Lilly ducked out when they arrived and Lana came to sit with me while Mom and Dan stood next to the bed.


“How’d it go?” I asked Mom, wanting to hear about the lawyer’s assessment.


“He’s confident that we have a case and that he can get a modest settlement from the hospital. Dr. Collins probably won’t be hurt directly by it, but our lawyer said we’ll probably make his malpractice premiums high enough that he’ll switch to lecturing or research. He says it’s up to the hospital to pursue disciplinary action. Doctors apparently have a review board in each state that can revoke their license if they do something out of line. I told him we’d agree to settle with the hospital if they brought him up before that board to have his license pulled.”


“I’ll bet that went well, standing between a lawyer and dollar signs,” I joked.


“Well, he wasn’t happy about it, but he talked us into at least waiting for the hospital’s initial offer,” she admitted. “For now, he’s subpoenaing records from the hospital for Dr. Collins and checking for any other complaints he can find state-wide.”


“I wish him luck,” I said. “I can only imagine how many boxes of raw files he’s going to go through.”


“Lawyers generally have interns do that work for them, but depending on what they get from the hospital, it might take some time,” she told me.


We all talked back and forth about the likely outcome of the suit and eventually Mom and Lana stepped out so I could talk to Patty and Dan.


“You two talked today?” he asked gently as they both took the seats beside the bed.


I nodded. “She said there was more to talk about, but suggested that the three of us cover that part together,” I confirmed.


“Alright,” he said and scratched his chin, his nails rasping on the five o’clock shadow. “How do you feel about everything so far?” he asked.


“I understand. Lana was telling you the truth when she told you that the three of us knew that she’d been affected by seeing me with Beck. We talked about it the next morning, but put the topic to rest in a hurry. After what happened with Donald and Mom, it was kind of a raw nerve to pluck at.”


He nodded and looked over at Patty. “That’s understandable. Patty and I talked a lot about it yesterday. It’s caused her a lot of stress trying to act normal through the whole situation.”


“What do we do to help her reduce the stress then?” I asked simply. It was just something else for us to get through as a family. “I can tone it down with the girls and be more sensitive now that I know it’s causing a problem.”


“That might help,” he said and looked at Patty again.


They were having a different conversation than I was with those looks and I wondered what else there was that was being left unsaid. “What’s going on?” I asked. “You two aren’t telling me something. Out with it.”


Dan grimaced and then sighed. “I suffer from erectile dysfunction,” he said. “I have a couple of risk factors for it and it’s affected our sex life for the past couple of years. We’ve tried to compensate, but this issue has made it pretty clear that’s not enough.”


“You two aren’t...” I trailed off, suddenly feeling cold inside.


“No!” Patty said. “We’re not separating. We still love each other as much as when we were teenagers. It’s just this one thing that’s missing and it’s fine, Daniel. We’ll deal with it.”


He gave her another one of those significant looks and then studiously ignored what she said, turning to me instead. “When you’re better and after you’re recovered from what each of the girls are going to do to you, I want you to take care of the same for Patty,” he said simply.


I looked at him for a moment, not understanding. Then it dawned on me and the enormity of it was like a living thing. I looked up at them in shock. Patty looked furious with him. Dan looked defiant and I probably looked like I’d just been hit between the eyes with a stick.


“Patty, let me talk to Dan, please,” I said, not liking how faint my voice sounded.


She looked at me, her anger softening a little and her eyes searched mine and tried to tell me something that I was too stunned to take her meaning. She finally nodded and slipped out of the room.


When the door clicked shut, I looked up at Dan and he’d lost the defiant look on his face. “What the HELL, man!” I blurted out. “Seriously?!!?”


He patted my shoulder and nodded. “I know. It’s a lot to take in all at once.”


I bit off the joke about who was going to be taking it all in, figuring that was less than constructive. “I’m on drugs right now, so this may not be as fucked-up as it seems right now, but shit’s seriously fucked-up! I’m freaking out a little about this right now.”


“Alright,” he said soothingly. “Just calm down and I’ll explain. I have high cholesterol and type 2 diabetes. I control that with diet mostly, but they both have erectile dysfunction as a side effect.”


“That part processed just fine,” I assured him. “It’s the ‘take care of my wife’ part that’s a little disconcerting. Even in our family, that’s a Hail Mary pass without a flag on the play.”


He chuckled. “I suppose that’s true,” he admitted. “Just let me explain where I’m coming from with the request and then we’ll talk about it. You took all the human sexuality classes, right?”


I nodded and let him go on, not trusting myself not to freak out again just yet.


“Well, boys reach their sexual peak at about 19 or so. You know yourself that you’re always devoting more than half your thoughts to sex and girls. Women reach their peak much later in life. In their mid to late thirties, they crave it a lot more often and a lot more strongly. Much like the change in you when you first started to notice girls.”


Again, I nodded. “That was all covered in class.”


“What they probably didn’t cover was that men have less sex drive by that age most of the time. For me, it’s even more pronounced because of the medical problems. It’s just not something I need or really even want any more, but Patty does. She needs it and neither of us really realized how much until this weekend when it all came out. So we need to find her someone who she can play with casually without risking them wanting more from her than she can give. You won’t get it into your head that the two of you should run away together, you’re absolutely who she wants to have sex with and you love her to death. You won’t hurt her or try to keep her for yourself. I trust you with my girls, all of them.”


I nodded softly. “That’s the part that worries me. Beck and Lana. How are they going to feel about their mother wandering into the middle of their relationship. They picked out Collie and Tabby for us to take together. That’s extreme enough. Asking them to scoot over for their mom to have a spot is a completely different animal.”


“Ask them,” he said lightly as if I was going to consult them on a new lamp for the bedroom. “They may surprise you. Lana said it was you and Becky that put a stop to the talk about it before. Talk to them and see what they have to say. I don’t think this will upset them though. Especially if you tell them the whole thing and explain why.”


I ran my hands through my hair, feeling them tangle a little as the bandages hooked on tangles in my hair. “I’ll ... I’ll think about it.” I said grudgingly. I was torn on the whole subject. Patty was certainly attractive enough to warrant enthusiasm for the idea, but she was a second mother to me and it was something the girls had a say in. “I’m not even going to bring it up with them until I’m out of the hospital and they’ve both had a chance to vent their frustrations, maybe more than once. After that and they’re completely relaxed, then I’ll think about it and talk to them.”


“Don’t let it go that long,” he said gently, knowing I was putting it off. “Talk to them now. You don’t have to decide right away, but let them have a chance to think at the same time you are. It’s a lot to think about for all of you.”


I nodded. “Alright. Might as well send them in then.”


He thanked me (THANKED me!) and left me to what thoughts I could still make coherent. Lana and Beck were there a few minutes later looking curiously at me.


“Daddy said you wanted to talk to us,” Lana started off. “Is everything okay?”


“Damned if I know. We were talking about what caused things with your mom on Friday.”


They nodded slowly and I took that as encouragement to continue. “Your dad asked me to get well, get back home, take care of all my girls and then ... he wants me to ... take care of Patty the same way. He asked me to have sex with her. He says that he medically can’t do it any more so she needs someone she can pounce on every now and then without the risk that they’re going to try to get her to run away with them. He says I’m ideal for the job. That I’m who she wants and that I love her enough to not try to get her to leave him. I’m a little overwhelmed by it. No, that’s a lie. I’m fucking floored by it and I’m freaking out.”


“So what does it mean?” Beck asked. “So like you have sex with her and she stays with Daddy and we all pretty much go on normally?”


“I suppose that’s what he’s proposing,” I admitted. “He said that he trusted me with all his girls and he meant that to include her too.”


“Wow,” Beck said, thinking it through. “So when does this happen?”


“It doesn’t,” I said firmly. “As of right now, I haven’t agreed to anything. I’m telling you two about it because I need to talk to someone about it and you two know me better than anyone in the world. I can count on you to keep my head on straight.”


“Well, if we’re talking about it, why are you so dead-set against it?” Lana asked, cocking her head to one side as she looked at me.


“Well, because!” I said, exasperated. “My parents just split over this exact issue. Even if they hadn’t, I have the two of you to think about. Keeping up with both of you is the best way I can think to spend the rest of my life. I don’t wanna mess that up. I worried about that long and hard with Tabby and Collie, but you were both so enthusiastic about them, that I agreed. This is different. It’s your mom.”


“She’s your mom too,” Beck pointed out. “Just like Charlotte is our mom now too.”


“And what if this request had come from her instead?” I asked.


Lana shrugged. “We kinda figured she’d taught you everything you knew. You’re a lot better than the guys my friends have dated. Most of my friends said their sex sucks. It comes up when girls talk.”


“My mother had a conversation with me about sex, but there was no lab component of the course and no final exam,” I said dryly. “I never even had to turn in any assignments.”


That made them giggle, but it was Beck who spoke next. “All the same, we would have felt the same. Take her to bed. Make her scream like a banshee. Send her home wide-eyed and bow-legged, but not before we’ve been on the pill long enough that we can do it together first. We lose our virginities before you move on to anyone else. Collie and Tabby are willing to wait long enough for that. Now that we know that it’ll be the first time for you too, the three of us can lose it together.”


“Are we selling tickets?” I asked dryly. “Or recording it for future generations?”


“Now that has potential,” Lana joked. “We could watch it later. How many people record their first time having sex?”


“Alright, that’s still weeks away,” I pointed out. “Right now I’m worried about what to do about Patty.”


Lana shrugged. “Beck’s right. Fuck her as hard as you fucked Beck the other night and she’ll be fine.”


“If I agree to that, what then? What if she wants it again?”


“Then we put a sign-up sheet somewhere and let people pick their times,” Lana said with a laugh.


It was a conspiracy and I was outnumbered. I gave ground grudgingly, but they had me and worse, they knew it. “Alright!” I said finally. “I surrender. Attach the white flag to my penis and I’ll wave it.”


That made them both laugh. “Seriously though,” Beck said, “why was it so hard to agree?”


“Your dad. I don’t want to hurt him and I don’t want him to get hurt because I did something that one or more of us couldn’t handle after the fact. Patty’s all-in on the prospect, but she has the same concern. She was really angry when he asked me. I have to talk to her again and find out what she’s upset about.”


They nodded and both got up. “We’ll send her in and keep the others occupied. They’re starting to get suspicious because you keep asking for specific people.”


I nodded. “I’ll tell them all eventually, but for now, I need to talk to Patty.”


She slipped in a few minutes later and came over to the bed. She still looked upset.


“Couldn’t talk him into taking it back, huh?” I asked, seeing the irritation on her face.


She barked a laugh. “No. He’s stubborn when he digs his heels in and he’s decided I need this.”


“So have your daughters,” I confirmed. “I worried a lot that they’d be upset, but they’re only worried about waiting until after their birth control pills are effective. They want the three of us to lose our virginities at the same time.”


“They knew about this before I could face it, so that doesn’t surprise me,” she said glumly.


“Well I wanted you back here so we could talk about what your concerns were. I know you didn’t want Dan to bring this option up, so tell me what’s going on in your head.”


She sighed. “I don’t know really. Part of it is that it’s a huge risk. What if we do it and he can’t handle it or the girls can’t handle it or you can’t handle it or I can’t? What about Charlotte? Doesn’t she deserve a say in this? You’re her son, after all.”


“She deserves to be told about it sure, but I don’t dictate who her bed partners are and she extends the same respect to me.”


“She has bed partners now?” she asked, surprised.


“Not that I know of, but I told her that she should consider dating. My only concern is that he or she, if she decides to date another woman, has to understand and accept our family as it is. If they can’t then we’ll have a problem. If you’re really worried about it, the four of us can sit down and we can explain it to her, if we decide to move forward, which we both know we will. I’m being brow-beaten by the girls as much as Dan’s pushing you forward.”


She put her head down. “I’m still not sure. It’s frightening to see what you do to the girls. What if I can’t give it up with just one time?”


“Lana suggested that I put up a sign-in sheet somewhere for everyone to pick their times,” I told her. “That thought’s already been discussed and dismissed as being irrelevant. You’ll need to be more inventive to defeat them.”


“They really want this?” she asked incredulously.


“I think they see this as doing something for our family. After Friday, they may see it as the way to heal what happened for all of us. They don’t always tell me what they’re thinking, just the parts that they think are important,” I admitted. “Look, we don’t need to decide anything today. I just want to know where you stand.”


She sighed. “I don’t know. There’s just so much that could go wrong.”


“To put it in perspective, I don’t think it could go worse than Friday night. I’m never going to be anything more or less to you than a son emotionally. You’re my mother, my confidant and often my cheer section. That’s who you are to me. To Dan, you’re a loving wife and he’s an adoring husband to you. Those are the roles that we have for each other. He’s asked me to do one small thing, father to son. I have to be damn sure it’s the wrong thing to do in order to refuse him. My girls didn’t convince me it was a bad idea and neither did my talk with him. And just so you know, you’re not doing a stellar job of talking me out of it either.” I gave her a smile to take the sting out of it.


She nodded and I thought she was agreeing with my assessment that she wasn’t talking me out of it as well as she could be, but she surprised me by saying, “Okay. After we’re all home and the girls are happy, then we’ll work it out.”


“Alright. That still gives us time to work out the details. For now though, we should bring in the others. I think we can squeeze three in here. Why don’t you go talk to Dan and send in some of the others?”


I visited with the rest of the family for a while and then dinner was served. Mine consisted of mashed potatoes, carrots and some meatloaf. I suspected the tray would have been tastier and said so. I picked halfheartedly at the square of jello that has come with every hospital meal in the past 50 years before leaving more than half of it on the tray.


It wasn’t long into the evening that I started getting tired and I paged the nurse. When she arrived, I mentioned that Dr. Spencer had agreed to boost my medication in the evening. “I’m kind of tired now, but I wanted to make sure it was on the chart so that I can sleep.”


“Sure, she said. “Dr. Mercer left the order. Just let me get it ready and I’ll be right back.”


I said goodnight to everyone while we were waiting and a few minutes later, she returned and injected a syringe into the IV line. Almost immediately, I felt warmth flow up my arm and across my chest, pushing the pain away and my eyes drifted shut.


Chapter 19


The next few days went on much like that. I was always able to count on company. Life went on and there was never more than a few people with me at a time during the day. On Wednesday, I was alone for a few minutes while Patty went to get coffee. While she was out, Dr. Spencer let herself into the room. “Mr. Russell!” she said, surprised to find me alone. “I expected to find you in here with at least three beautiful young women,” she joked lightly.


“Just one at the moment, Doctor,” I flirted back.


“Still a charmer, I see. I’m actually glad to have a chance to talk to you alone. How are you feeling?”


“Good, I suppose. I’m still in some discomfort, but it’s manageable. I don’t think I’d want to reduce the daytime dosage just yet, but we could try to scale back the nighttime boost a little.”


“I’ll make note of that and change the orders, but that’s not what I meant.” She came around to sit facing me in the chair Patty had been using. “Your family made note that you were in some distress emotionally that caused you to run off blindly. You haven’t given any indication of any emotional duress but I wanted to talk with you alone about it.”


I nodded and thought about what to tell her. The fact that emotional distress was in my hospital files was a little disconcerting. “It’s been a long summer filled with ups and downs. My parents are divorcing and there’s been other factors. I’m not sure I’m comfortable talking about them all.”


She nodded in understanding. “Anything you tell me is protected by doctor/patient rules.”


“How far does that protection extend?” I asked.


“How far do you need it to extend?” she asked, sounding slightly surprised that it was a concern.


“I wasn’t kidding when I said that it’s been an up and down summer. I just need to know where to draw lines. There are things I wouldn’t want put into writing in a file or reported to the wrong people.”


“Have you been involved with anything that should normally be reported?” she asked carefully.


“Of course,” I said simply. “Everyone who’s ever downloaded a song from the internet without paying is guilty of a crime. I think the bigger question is have I been involved in anything that YOU will have to report and that’s the real paradox. I can’t tell you what’s going on without knowing and you can’t be certain of the answer until I tell you what it is. I’m sure there’s an ethics class in medical school that deals with this very issue. Can you give me some insight into what the consensus is in that course?”


She smiled and nodded. “You’re a very well-spoken young man for fourteen. Alright. I’m required by law to report any sort of abuse of your person. If you admit to committing a crime, that’s a bit of a gray area. At your age though, my worst fear is that there’s some sexual misconduct that’s led you to a temporary mental break. Can you talk to me under those circumstances?”


“It still leaves some wiggle room that I’m not happy with,” I told her and thought hard, searching her face. In the end, I decided I needed to talk. I nodded and sighed. “I’d be more comfortable with the iron-clad protection of lawyer/client privilege, but I believe I can trust you and not just because you’re a beautiful young woman, but because you’ve been a godsend, as my mother put it.”


She nodded and folded her hands on her knees.


I started from the beginning. I told her how I’d found out about the divorce, how I was the last to know, about the accident and Lana. I told her about the money and the flash drive, about Miranda and my father, about Becky and how things worked for us, about how I’d worked out where the money had come from. I wept when I admitted that I’d killed Miranda by turning her in to the people she stole the money from. I told her about my experiences into dominance and submission of necessity to explain things along the way. I told her about the submissive natures of my father and to a lesser extent, my mother. I told her about Collie and Tabby and how I couldn’t turn them away knowing that they’d depended on Miranda and I’d taken her from them. I told her about the fight that I’d had with Patty that had sent me fleeing into the night and after much soul-searching, I told her about what had caused it.


“I have not been abused,” I said firmly. “Patty yelled at me to try to put a wall between us because she had these feelings and didn’t feel like she could fight them without that distance.”


I hadn’t told her about the accommodation that had been proposed, but if she asked, I thought I probably would.


“You weren’t lying,” she said, her tone a little less professional and a little more sympathetic. “It’s certainly been a hard summer to handle.”


“I sincerely hope that my trust in you doesn’t become another burden,” I said quietly. “I know there’s a lot in there that could give you cause to contact authorities, whether they’re law enforcement or social services. A fourteen year old living with two girlfriends with the permission of their parents could see all of us removed from our homes and split up if it’s heard by the wrong judge.”


“I wouldn’t worry too much about that,” she said dismissively. “Teenage sexual exploration is nothing new. I’m more concerned about the level of stress you’ve been under all summer. Even the ups have been rather frantic. You haven’t had a chance to stop, take a breath and establish a normal routine. That’s cause for concern. No, I don’t find there to be anything in what you’ve told me that makes me think I should start dialing the phone and calling in investigators. Even what you told me about the woman who died,” she clarified and explained.


“You didn’t steal the money. You didn’t hide it in your home. You didn’t decide to throw the woman from her balcony. The only thing you did was turn the thief in to the people she stole from. They decided what action to take. I agree with your assessment. If it had been taken from legitimate businesses, she would have been turned in to the police and served jail time. In my opinion, you stole from someone who stole from someone who did a whole lot worse to get it in the first place. You’ll undoubtedly do something better with it than they would have. That’s social justice.”


“As far as the difficulties of having two parents with a submissive nature, you seem like you’re doing okay finding balance. You accepted your father’s submission while you needed his help with the woman who stole the money. That makes you see him as Donald rather than father. That’s a healthy attitude. Since you didn’t do the same with your mother, you still think of her as mother. You’re in a good place there. If I had to give you advice about the whole thing, my advice would be to take time for yourself. Fool around with your girlfriends a bit. Have some fun, relax, enjoy your summer. You’ve had a lot of people treat you like an adult this summer for one reason or another, but you’re still only fourteen. Act like it for a bit. From what you’ve told me, you have four girlfriends and none of them are less than a nine out of ten in the looks department. Be in love for a while. Once the hospital settles, maybe take a vacation. Splurge a little. Treat yourself. Buy a new computer, some video games, take your girlfriends out shopping. One thing I think you should try to do though is to take some time to meditate each day. Even if it’s ten minutes. I’ll make some time tomorrow to sit with you and teach you how. I’d also like your permission to talk to some of your other family members in light of the conversation. Nothing serious. I just want to give them some pointers on how to help you keep stress manageable.”


I nodded. “They all know the story. There’s no reason not to tell them. Thanks for listening and thanks for keeping the confidences.”


“Any time Matthew,” she said warmly. “I just have one more question. That wall you said Patty threw up between you, you’re going to climb it anyway, aren’t you? It’s technically statutory rape for her to have sex with you, but whatever you tell me, I’m not going to report it. The other two girls are college aged so they’d fall into the same category and I’m not going to report them for it.”


I nodded, understanding. “I will, but we have some time to talk about it, so that may change. Becky, Lana and I are all planning on having our first time be together as a trio.”


“I thought you were living with them already,” she said confused.


“No actual sex until they’re on birth control pills long enough to be effective, so that’s over a month away.”


She laughed suddenly. “Who told you that?” she asked, amused.


“Patty. She said she was going to take them to get on the pill and it takes about 60 days to take effect,” I said slowly, wondering what was funny.


“Well, she might not have checked the timetables for the newer ones. Modern birth control is effective after one week of taking them properly. Having said that, I wouldn’t advise having sex until at least next weekend. Give your body a chance to heal. Your lungs and heart are still bruised and trying to pleasure two teenage girls, a pair of college women and an overly eager thirty-something mother of two isn’t exactly what I’d call light exercise.”


I laughed with her and shook my head. “I don’t intend to try all that at once,” I assured her. “Maybe I should look for an extremely sexy doctor who can check my vitals and raise my blood pressure at the same time?”


“You wish! If you’re half so good in bed as you are at talking, you might be half as good as you let on.”


“Ask the girls. They’ll tell you if I’m lying,” I challenged. “They keep threatening to record it for teaching purposes or for future generations.”


She laughed again and got up to leave. “I’ll be in to see you again tomorrow. In the mean time, that hospital bed is meant for one occupant. You’re still mending.”


She left and I was surprised that I wasn’t immediately joined by Patty. Beck had wanted to spend some time around the baseball field where we usually played. There was often a chance to play in a pick-up game and she was a little bored around the hospital. So was I. Lana had gone to talk to Marlene, Mom had a meeting with the lawyer today, Collie was at work and Tabby had a family birthday to attend. That left me and Patty to spend the day together, but I suspected that Dr. Spencer had stopped her to chat about my condition. I picked up a book on Spanish language that Mom had picked up for me yesterday and started reading again. I was almost halfway through and I hadn’t been able to start it until late yesterday.


I read until lunchtime and still hadn’t seen Patty. That concerned me and I asked the nurse if she’d been back or left word. The nurse told me that Dr. Spencer had asked to talk to her and they’d gone to her office. I ate the most bland lunch imaginable and decided I knew what my next reading project was going to be: cooking.


I’d eaten what I could stomach of the tasteless meal and took a couple of small bites of the jello before I pushed the whole thing away. They could have at least tried to get a different flavor of jello once in a while. The lime was getting old in a hurry.


A short time later Patty showed up and I smiled at her over the top of my book. “Hey,” I said. “I heard Dr. Spencer carried you off to her cave to talk.”


“She did. I was a little surprised that you’d talked to her about as much as you had.” She sat in the chair and took my hand.


I nodded and frowned a little. “I’m sorry if that put you on the spot. I needed to talk about it and she promised not to report anything I told her. I told her pretty much everything.”


“Everything?” she asked with a smirk.


I shrugged and grinned. “I told her that she could ask the girls if I was exaggerating my abilities when I said I thought I could handle two at a time, but that more than that might be tricky.”


Patty laughed at that. “Well she didn’t ask me, but I’ll tell her the next time I see her.”


“I did tell her I was thinking about hiring a sexy doctor to take my vitals while raising my blood pressure at the same time.”


“Same old Matt. You can’t end up in the hospital without celebrating by picking up a new girlfriend.”


“Hey that only happened once,” I protested with a laugh. I could laugh a little more without it feeling like I was getting punched in the chest.


“Well, you’re still not out of the hospital, are you?”


“No, I suppose not, but then I’ve already been asked to be your boyfriend, so that probably counts.”


“We’re back to that again?” she asked, the mood changing a little.


“Maybe, maybe not. Let’s just have a hypothetical chat. If we decide to move forward, it’s preparation. If we decide not to, it’s a conversation between a mother and son about different types of sex. Fair enough?”


She nodded and agreed. “So what did you want to ask in this conversation?” she asked.


“I want to know more about what you like when it comes to sex.”


She laughed. “Direct as always. Well, I have never considered submission or bondage appealing, so none of that. I always liked anal though. What you did with Becky was my kind of thing. Other than that, I suppose there’s a few things I could dig up out of my memory. In the past, I’ve liked to be outside. The risk of getting caught makes it exciting.”


“Is it more getting caught or being watched?” I asked, wanting to understand the distinction.


“Probably both. I’ve never been in front of people on purpose.”


I nodded, the beginnings of an idea in my head. “Anything else?”


“Well, I’ve always wanted to be with two guys at once. It’s the thought of being filled completely front and back, but even taking the step we’re talking about with just you and me is a big step. Fortunately we have weeks before you and the girls can make love without them getting pregnant, so there’s time.”


“That’s not the case though. I mentioned waiting because of that and Dr. Spencer thought that was hilarious. She said seven days. Modern birth control takes effect after 7 days and they’ve been taking it longer than that.”


“Oh,” she said, surprised. “I just assumed it was similar to the instructions I received when I’d started taking them at their age. That changes things.”


“Not as much as you think. Dr. Spencer told me I’m not recovered enough for that for more than a week at least, possibly longer.”


“It still changes the timeline we thought we were on,” she said nervously. “I thought we’d have weeks to talk it out.”


“Well we still do,” I said gently. “Even if I’m able to do anything that strenuous by next weekend, I’m still not going to be done being welcomed home for at least a week after that and probably longer. That puts us into the last two weeks before school lets back in. That’s gonna be a little crazy for all of us with shopping for school supplies, clothes and anything else we need. I personally need a new computer and Beck and Lana probably need their own laptops too. So we’re shopping for electronics too. That’s not gonna leave us all a lot of time to roll around in random piles of naked.”


“No probably not,” she admitted with a slight smile. “But it also doesn’t leave us a lot of time to think about it either.”


“You’ve had plenty of time to think about it,” I shot her down. “Let’s put it all on the table. You want it. I think it’s probably crossed over into the realm of you NEED it. You were holding back because you were certain that it would ruin everyone. Dan’s telling you to do it, Lana’s telling you to do it, Beck’s telling you to do it and when it comes down to it, I’m telling you to do it. Will it change things? Probably. Will it change the fact that we love you and each other? No. We’ll work out whatever guidelines we need to put in place to keep everyone as comfortable as they can be, but I think we’re locked in to doing this.”


She bit her lip and nodded. She was going to say something when my mother opened the door and slipped in. “Have I missed anything today?” she asked, sitting down to join us.


“A few things actually,” I told her, my eyes still on Patty who was suddenly alarmed. “Dr. Spencer was in to see me today. She’s concerned with my emotional state. I told her everything. She was surprised by a lot of it, but assured me that there was nothing in there that she felt compelled to report to anyone or put into my file. She told me that I should look at what happened with Miranda as social justice and do something good with the money.”


“That’s very good advice,” Mom said and Patty nodded in agreement.


“There’s something else that we need to talk about. It happened on Monday, but Patty and I were discussing it when you came in.”


“I think we can wait to talk about that,” Patty said, trying to get me to wait.


I shook my head. “Nope. Now is the time. There’s no one else around. It’s ideal.” I stared her down and she finally nodded and sighed.


I turned back to Mom who was waiting expectantly. “We got to the bottom of why Patty was so mad on Friday night. She heard that there were two new girls and it drove her over the edge because she’s been hoping to experience what Lana and Beck have with me. Being told that there are two more ahead of her made her explode.”


Mom seemed surprised by this news, but not as shocked as she might have been in the circumstances. “I didn’t know you felt that way Patty. How long have you been keeping that to yourself?”


I answered for her. “A couple of hours less than you have,” I said simply, leaving both women gaping at me in shock. “The day after Lana’s first night with me, both of you came to me separately to find out what happened that night. You’ve both been on the same page since then.”


They looked at each other and I let them have a moment to get comfortable with that fact. “You’ve each wanted to be in on what the girls and I are doing for some time. It’s just burrowed further under Mamma’s skin than yours, Mom. And I apologize for just saying it out loud like that, but she’s been agonizing over the thought that it was going to tear us all apart. Now she knows that she’s not alone.”


Mom nodded and squeezed my hand. “Matt and I discussed what happened with him and Lana, and I foolishly made a bet with him that nothing they did could shock me,” she said to Patty, explaining. “He showed me how he kissed Lana’s hand and it was everything he said it was. The bet we’d made was that I would teach him everything. EVERYTHING. Afterwards, we decided not to because he had his hands full with Lana and Becky and it wasn’t fair to any of us to hijack him for an afternoon. He wants me to date and have someone I can go to dinner with and be in love with. It wasn’t a matter of either of us making the choice for the other. We decided it together. As much as having the occasional afternoon like that was, and still is, appealing, I didn’t want to take from our kids.”


Patty listened to the account with rapt attention and nodded. “I was the same way. I couldn’t stand the thought of ruining things for them, but I couldn’t get the thought out of my head,” she admitted. I thought she sounded relieved that she wasn’t being vilified for her impulses.


Mom nodded, then looked at me and arched an eyebrow. “So why are we discussing this?” she asked shrewdly, guessing that there was more to tell.


“Dan asked me to consider it,” I said. “Patty’s of two minds and so am I, but Dan, Beck and Lana are all in agreement that it’s not a matter of if, but when it has to happen. There are other complications, but they’re really secondary to Patty’s need. It’s strong, urgent and not going away.”


Mom nodded thoughtfully and patted my hand. “The girls are sure about this?”


“I don’t know,” I admitted. “They’ve told me they are, but I’ve come to expect that they don’t always tell me everything that goes on in their heads. I’m worried about them and how they’ll handle it afterwards and how Dan and Patty and you will handle it afterwards for that matter.”


Patty sighed and petted my hand gently. “I’ll be okay no matter what. Now that it’s out there between us, I know that I’ve got support when I need it. For now, that’s enough, I think.”


Mom shrugged. “I know what you’re feeling to some extent. I’ve seen what he does to the girls. It’s hard to not want to be that satisfied. I get the distinct impression that things are going to get more interesting, rather than less over the next few weeks.”


I sighed. This was starting to backslide and I didn’t want to get mired down in weeks of going back and forth. “No. I need things to get more calm. Dr. Spencer pointed out that everything’s been going non-stop. She said even the ups were frantic. She said I needed time to catch my breath and figure out what’s normal for me. She’s going to be talking with everyone to try to help figure out how to do that. We need to decide this or put it away until well after school starts. Having it looming is what made Friday night happen. Like I told Patty, Dan asked me for this father to son and unless there’s a compelling argument against it, I’m inclined to do what he asked of me.” I turned to look at Patty “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t consider it a burden or a responsibility, but him asking makes it just as important as you wanting it or me wanting it or the girls supporting it.”


She smiled and leaned down to kiss my forehead. “I know, Champ. It’ll be a little awkward, but we’ll all get through it. If we have to wait till after school lets in to talk it out, that’s perfectly fine. I’ve already been called to Dr. Spencer’s office today. She made a point of telling me that you were under way more stress than you were letting on. If it’s easier to make the decision and declare it solved, then we will. If it’s better to put it off, then we’ll all survive another few weeks.”


“Will we?” I asked. “This has only been going on a few weeks. A few MORE and it could end up in disaster. As a family, we have to decide if it’s right. Dan voted yes, Lana and Becky are voting yes. That’s three in favor. If you’re not counting Tabby and Collie in this decision, which is understandable, That leaves 4 votes remaining although I don’t know that you want Lilly in on this talk. So, we’re the last three votes in question. I haven’t been convinced to vote no, so yes. Mom?”


We both looked at her expectantly. She shrugged. “It sounds like you’ve already talked it out,” she said to Patty. “I’ll assume that you’re all convinced that it’s not going to cause problems for the girls and Matt, so I’ll vote yes, but we have to have a long family meeting to talk about it freely.”


Patty was biting her lip and looked back and forth between us. She closed her eyes and nodded, her resistance crumbled before the onslaught.


I breathed a sigh of relief. “My only question is about Lilly. Does she get a say, get told or get left in the dark? You both know how I feel about secrets.”


“I’ll talk to her,” Mom assured me. “She won’t be left out.” She patted my hand and we changed the topic for now to something more mundane.


I could tell Patty was still agitated and when she went to step out, I held onto her stubbornly. She looked back at me questioningly and I held her gaze. “It’ll be okay,” I told her and she nodded.


I let her hand go and the two of them left me alone for the moment to talk. It was the first time I’d been truly alone since this all started and I felt relieved to have a few minutes to myself. I knew that wouldn’t last since Dan would be off work soon and would stop by to check on me. While I was waiting, I decided to read and found that there wasn’t much left in the Spanish language book I’d been combing through. I sighed and wondered how much I could justify spending on books before summer ended.


I looked up when the door opened and an orderly brought in my evening meal. My least favorite part of my hospital stay. I took one look at it and thought that Dr. Spencer must have ordered it personally to give me motivation to leave. The vegetable for tonight was green beans that were steamed or boiled to death. Plain mashed potatoes and a piece of some sort of fish rounded out the meal. I plucked at the potatoes for a few seconds and eyed the green jello, wondering if it was the same square I’d been sending back virtually untouched all week. I sighed and drank the apple juice that arrived with it before pushing my bed table aside gently.


When Dan came in twenty minutes later he asked where everyone was.


“The girls all had better offers today,” I said lightly. “Lana wanted to talk to Marlene, Beck’s off playing ball. Lilly’s enjoying being an only child, Collie’s at work and Tabby had a family thing today. The mothers stepped out to chat. I think they’re in the cafeteria.”


“Looks like you wish you could join them,” he said glancing at the mostly full tray. “You need to eat if you want to get better son.”


“I know. I do a little better in the mornings. There’s usually toast then and there’s enough butter and jam to make it okay that it’s chewy.”


He nodded. “Well, maybe we’ll talk to your doctor about getting you something a little more to your liking then,” he suggested and I was reminded that I should warn him that I’d talked to the doctor.


“Speaking of talking to the doctor, I had a long talk with her today. She’s gonna be taking people aside, but I told her everything. She said she’s been worried about my emotional health since I was brought into ER in emotional and mental distress. She said she wouldn’t be reporting anything, but wants to talk to everyone about lowering the stress levels at home.”


He nodded. “Well, hopefully she has some good advice for us all.” He seemed concerned, but had a good handle on it.


“She’s going to give me a crash course in meditation tomorrow,” I said. “That’s a start. On a related topic, we talked to Mom today. She wasn’t surprised and it went pretty smoothly. Looks like everyone’s good with what you asked me to do.”


“How do YOU feel about it?” he asked. “That’s important too and I think we sort of glossed that over.”


“I’m doing okay,” I said with a shrug. “Like I said to Patty and Mom both, you asked me to do this father to son. I’d have to be convinced it was wrong to turn you down. At the same time, I’m not exactly going to the gallows, as it were. We just all have to talk about it and understand where we all are emotionally. I think we’re all in a good place, but we have to have a family meeting to talk it out and answer all the questions. It’s less romantic than I’d want something like this to be, but with so many people’s emotions tied up in it, I think it’s necessary that we all agree.”


He nodded and thought for a few moments before talking. “I understand and I didn’t ask you lightly. You’re considering you and the girls first and that’s exactly what I wanted to see. The girls are both supportive from what they’ve said to both you and me. Your mother took it well enough, so your sister is the only one that’s not in on the decision yet. Are you going to tell her?”


“Mom said she will, but I’ll talk to her too,” I said with a nod. “I don’t like keeping things from her, but I would have if everyone had said that was what they preferred.”


He frowned. “You’ve had a hard lesson in how much secrets hurt,” he said slowly, “and I understand that. What I want you to keep in mind is that some truths can hurt just as badly as a knife. Sometimes it’s more important to consider someone’s feelings rather than the value of the truth. If, for example, Donald had figured out a way for you to keep the money and both him and Miranda to get away alive and told you about it now, you’d be crushed. I heard in your voice how much her death bothers you. Imagine how devastated you would have been to hear afterwards that someone had a piece of information that would have kept her alive too. I’m not saying you shouldn’t be honest, but consider how harsh the truth can be sometimes.”


I nodded and told him that when Beck had told me about her crush on me, I didn’t tell her that things would have been different if she’d told me earlier. “Telling her that I would have been her boyfriend wouldn’t have made her feel better, it would have made her feel worse. So I can keep my mouth shut once in a while,” I said with a smile. “I’ll keep a better watch on what truths might cause more damage in the future. I just know that I’d rather be burned by the truth than a lie. I’ve been on both sides and I prefer the truth.”


He nodded and the mothers returned a short time later. We chatted and Patty took notice of the condition of my tray too. “You have to eat, Matt,” she scolded me.


“I know,” I told her. “And I know it’s not their fault, but the food here is boiled to death. Trust me, I can’t wait to get out of here and back home where the food isn’t prepared for people with no teeth and dessert is something more palatable than lime jello.”


She nodded and poked around the tray a little bit. “It does seem a little soggy,” she allowed. “But you didn’t even touched the fish.”


“There’s only one way to prepare fish: batter it and deep-fry it. Fish and chips is the only way I’ve ever liked fish.”


That got a laugh. “Well, maybe we can talk to your doctor about it,” Patty offered.


“Talk to me about what?” Dr. Spencer asked, looking at the chart she was carrying as she entered the room. She looked around smiling brightly at each of us.


“Matt’s not eating,” Patty said, earning a dirty look from me.


She glanced from me to the tray and asked if that was true.


I shrugged. “The hospital food is kind of terrible. I know they have to prep it in bulk for everyone and keep it in covered trays, but I just can’t choke down that much mush. I told them I do better in the mornings, but still. And wasn’t lime jello outlawed by the Geneva Conventions as cruel treatment?”


She gave me a sardonic look and told me in no uncertain terms that I was to eat. “If you want to get out of here on schedule, you have to regain your strength. I know the hospital fare isn’t exactly five-star dining, but you need to eat.”


“Is it okay for us to bring him meals?” Mom asked.


“Not on your life,” Dr. Spencer said. “The last thing I want is for this boy to come into contact with Burger King while he’s recovering here.”


“I think Charlotte meant we’d do the cooking for him. I have my red seal. I can prepare something for him that won’t kill him and he won’t turn it away,” Patty explained. “But maybe something a little tastier in the morning than soggy toast and rubber eggs.”


She still looked suspicious, but less so. “What did you have in mind?” she asked.


“Fresh fruit and yogurt for breakfast, a hearty soup for lunch with raw carrots and celery and a lean meat like beef and roasted potatoes, coleslaw and garden salad for dinner,” Patty suggested. “I can vary it day to day and still make it very healthy for him. As much as I disagree with him passing meals, I sympathize with him on the condition of what he has.”


She nodded. “Alright,” she said grudgingly. “That’s better than what I eat most days. Just keep it healthy. I’ll make a note for the staff. They may try to bring trays tomorrow, but just let them know it’s seen to. Now that that’s settled, the reason I came in to see you Matt was to let you know we’re going to ease back on the nighttime dosage for you starting tonight. I also want to switch you from IV pain killers to pills starting tomorrow, so about midnight or so, they’re going to unhook you from the bag. You’re going to be a lot more mobile tomorrow. We’re unhooking your catheter and you’ll be allowed to visit the bathroom. I think you’re coming along nicely despite your assurance that you won’t want to leave such a pretty doctor,” she said with a slight smile.


“That all sounds good,” I said matching her smile, “but I will be sorry to see the last of you. My mother was right. You have been a Godsend this week.”


“Well, thank you, Matthew,” she said gratefully. “I would like you to update me a time or two after you leave the hospital, just to let me know how you’re coping with stress.”


“Sure,” I said brightly. “I’d be happy to. I also made sure Mom and Dan were aware that I’d talked to you about everything. They’re probably a little more prepared for the conversation than Patty was.”


She nodded and confirmed to them both that her sole concern was helping me find coping strategies for the burden of stress I’d been under.


“I think I speak for all of us,” Dan said, looking around, “when I say that we all want to reduce the amount of stress Matt’s been under this past month. I know there’s some things that are going to take him a long time to lay to rest, but we all want to help.”


The mothers nodded and Dr. Spencer smiled. “He’s told me. I think that the woman who died weighs on him most of all. I encouraged him to do something productive with the money and I think he has the inkling of an idea in the back of his head.”


I nodded. “Well, there’s six of us that have to get through college. Tabby and Collie have already started, but if the money was going to do anything, it should make those dreams a reality. Beyond that, it’s really a matter of being intelligent with it.”


She nodded and agreed. “That’s an excellent first step. Have you given any thought on what field you wanted to study yet?”


“Honestly? All of them,” I said with a laugh. “I’ve noticed that I read faster than I’ve ever read before and I’m remembering it all.”


“Really?” she said, surprised. “How fast?” she asked.


I picked up my Spanish book and read a few pages under her watchful gaze, my eyes flitting back and forth across the page. When I’d blasted through a few pages, I looked up.


“And you retain all that?” she asked, suddenly very interested.


I nodded. “I taught myself to program in C++ a couple of Sundays ago. It just seems to sink into my mind faster and stay there better than it used to.”


“I’d like to bring you a book you haven’t read tomorrow to see how well you learn it. If the results are promising, you might not see the last of me as soon as you thought,” she said thoughtfully. “We’ll talk more tomorrow though.” She smiled at all of us and excused herself, slipping out and closing the door after herself.


“Well, I had better go,” Mom said. “I still have dinner to cook and three hungry girls are likely descending on the house already.” She kissed me and then she told Patty and Dan she’d see them at home.


They left a few minutes later after asking if there was anything I needed from home. I told them I was fine and I was probably going to turn in early anyway.”


The evening was quiet and I did head to sleep after I finished the Spanish book. I’d learned a lot, but I needed to get something to listen to the language to cement the spoken form along with the written. I was confident that I could function in either Spanish or Japanese on paper, but had heard little of either language spoken.


The next day was far more eventful for me. My IV and catheter were both removed and the catheter hurt like hell coming out. That led to another unpleasant experience the first time I needed to use the bathroom. The irritation from the catheter was tripled when I went to piss, feeling like battery acid was pouring out of me.


I was getting back into bed when Dr. Spencer came to check on me. “Enjoying your newfound freedom?” she asked as I got back into bed awkwardly as I tried to preserve my dignity as much as I could. “It’s my first adventure with a catheter. I’m not a fan.”


She chuckled and came to join me as I got settled. She passed me a book and I laughed. “I’ve read it,” I told her lightly. It was Paradise Lost. “I’ve also read Inferno in case you were looking to expose me to something existential.”


“Well, damn!” she said. “I was hoping to gauge how fast you comprehend completely new material.”


“Well, I’ve never read Grey’s Anatomy,” I offered. “If there isn’t a copy here in the hospital, I’d be surprised.”


She nodded and told me she’d go get her copy and let me tackle that. “That might actually work better for diagnostic purposes, but not nearly as interesting a discussion.”


“Oh I can still talk about Milton if you feel like it, but I think Dante had a more lasting affect on the modern psyche.”


She smiled and tucked the book back under her arm, telling me she’d be right back. When she returned ten minutes later, she did indeed have a copy of Grey’s with her.


“See what you make of that. I’ll download a few of the practice tests for the material and we can figure out whether you’re learning or memorizing large scale data.” She opened the door to leave and looked back. “I’ll be back this afternoon for our promised lesson on meditation,” she told me and I started through the material.


I found the book interesting and that pulled me from page to page. When Patty, Lana and Beck arrived, I was further along than I’d been in either programming or languages.


Patty laid out breakfast for me and in addition to what she’d promised the doctor she’d feed me, there was a fresh turnover which I devoured like the starving man I was. I thanked Patty for doing this for me and I felt full for the first time since I woke up.


She smiled and lifted the book to look at the cover. “Anatomy, Matt? I thought you’d figured out where all the parts were by now.”


“Cute,” I said to her. “Dr. Spencer wanted to test me after a day reading a book I hadn’t read before, but she brought Paradise Lost and I’ve already read it so I suggested this.”


She nodded and looked at the progress. “Trying to have it read before the end of the day?” she asked.


“If I can, but I kind of missed out on my girls yesterday so I want to spend some time with them too.” I got a smile from both my girls and Patty nodded and told me she was going to be heading home for the morning anyway.


“I’m going to bring over lunch for you all, so you can have a nearly normal meal for once,” she explained and was getting ready to leave when I waved her over.


I sat up and pulled her into a tight hug before I whispered that I had something I wanted to give her. She pulled back to look at me curiously and I moved one of my hands up to gently cup the back of her head and on impulse, I kissed her deeply, letting my tongue slip out to dance playfully against her lips. She got over her initial shock quickly and kissed me back hard, her tongue finding mine and fighting to pull it into her mouth.


I was as hard as a rock and had at least 8 more fun-filled days of frustration before I could have sex. I wanted to fuck right then and I was very much aware that I had three beautiful women in this room ready, willing and very able to help me with that problem, but after what seemed like eternity, I pulled back and so did Patty. She shuddered and gripped the bed rail with both hands, panting hard as she had herself a minor orgasm.


“Oh my God, Matt!” she groaned when she could talk again. “That was ... I had no idea.”


I was in no better shape and was aware of the giggling from Beck and Lana. “Just a little something to keep you focused on when I’m healthy again,” I said softly and reached down to adjust my erection. You didn’t tell the girls what Dr. Spencer said about birth control, did you?”


She shook her head and smirked, still a little breathless from the kiss. “I knew you’d want to deliver that piece of news yourself,” she confirmed.


“What about birth control?” Lana wanted to know. “It doesn’t take LONGER to start working, does it?” She was dismayed, thinking the news was bad.


“Just the opposite,” I said reassuringly. “Dr. Spencer says that I won’t be healed enough to have sex until next weekend, but once I’m cleared, the three of us are good. Modern birth control starts working in about 7 days.”


Her eyes lit up and she was halfway onto the bed to kiss me every bit as hard as her mother had. When she stepped back, she was actually bouncing with excitement and was talking a mile a minute about plans for next weekend.


Patty laughed and slipped out of the room, promising to be back for lunch.


The three of us got chatting about next weekend and as much as I enjoyed our banter, I hadn’t been given the all clear for sure by the doctor yet. I did have a plan though. I’d have to ask my mother for help with it, but I doubted she’d give me a hard time.


Eventually we settled down with Beck on her DS and Lana and I each reading a book.


It was about 11:30 when Dr. Spencer knocked and came back in to see us. “Good morning,” she said to the girls in a friendly fashion. “Can I assume you haven’t had a chance to get very far in the book since you have company Matt?” she asked in an understanding way.


I held the book up and I was almost a third of the way through it. “If you’ve got a test on the first few chapters, I can try that and see what you think.”


She nodded and went through the sheaf of paper she was carrying, looking for a specific one. I took it and a pencil from her and started going through it.


“What’s going on?” Lana asked, interested.


“I asked Matt to read something new to see if I could get a sense of how much material he’s able to learn and how fast. He’s had Grey’s Anatomy for a couple of hours now, so we’ll see what he’s learned since I gave him the book.


They waited, all three of them interested in the results as I went through the test, slowed down only by the speed I could write at. When I nodded and gave her back the paper, she started to check the answers, her eyes getting wider as she went.


“Congratulations,” she said when she was done. “You just aced a medical school test on anatomy. I called a colleague from Harvard Medical and they sent me something from a few years ago. You up to being a bit of a Guinea pig?”


“What would it involve?” I asked curiously.


“Well, let me talk to Dr. Saddler and see what I can arrange. At this point, it will probably involve some brain scans, CT scans and other tests and some things like having you read material and answer questions about it to determine how completely you’re picking up the material and how fast.”


“I don’t see why not,” I said carefully. “My free time is limited right now though. I can’t agree to anything that takes me away from my girls. They’re eager for me to get my medical release so that we can celebrate properly.”


“Uh-huh,” she said dryly. “I’m aware of your wild claims in that particular area. Let’s say I’m a little skeptical, but we’ll make sure you have enough spare time to enjoy your summer.”


“What wild claims is she talking about Matt?” Lana asked a little too sweetly. She was practically giggling already.


“Dr. Spencer is under the impression that I’m boastfully optimistic about what I’m capable of in bed,” I said. “We had a long talk yesterday. I told her everything. About Miranda and the money too. THAT she believes all of. Our bedtime antics, she finds hard to swallow.”


Lana giggled. “I find it hard to swallow too,” she joked and both girls fell into fits of laughter.


I shrugged at Dr. Spencer and gestured to the girls. “Ask them anything. They’ll likely answer, but that’s totally up to them.”


She looked at me warily and then took the chair next to my bed that Lana wasn’t in since Beck was in the corner with her DS. “Alright Matthew. Lana,” she started. “In our discussion, Matt told me that you sometimes lose consciousness when the two of you are together. Care to tell me about that?”


She looked to me and I nodded that it was okay for her to talk freely. Finally she nodded. “Not sometimes,” she corrected. “All the time. I cum so hard I actually pass out. That’s just with his mouth and his hands. When we actually make love the first time, I can’t even begin to imagine what’s going to happen.”


She seemed a little surprised, but nodded. “And this is a consistent occurrence?” she asked.


Lana nodded, but it was Beck who answered. “I don’t go nearly as hard as she does except when for that one time, but it was so good.”


“What was different about that time?” she asked, wanting to know what had changed.


“We, uh, did it in the butt,” she said, coloring furiously.


“You experienced the same intense pleasure as Lana during anal sex? Interesting.” She sat musing for a moment and then shrugged. “I didn’t focus on sexual therapy in medical school, but I doubt that any of you have a problem exactly although Lana, you may have an abnormal sensitivity. That’s nothing to worry about, but it seems like that’s unique to you. On another topic, I’d like to speak to each of you at some point. Matthew’s told me about his summer and he’s been under a lot of strain. I’m talking to everyone close to him to try to help you all develop coping strategies to keep stress at a lower level.”


They nodded and she got up to go. “Matt, I’ll stop in later this afternoon and we’ll discuss meditation a little more.”


She’d just reached the door when Patty opened it from the other side. “Lunch time!” she announced, carrying in a large thermal bag. She looked at Dr. Spencer and invited her to stay. “You said that you don’t normally eat well during the day. There’s plenty.”


She hesitated, but agreed to join us.


Patty unpacked the bag with help from the girls and we ate chicken vegetable stew from plastic bowls with a loaf of crusty bread that was still warm from the oven and had carrot and celery sticks with it and sodas to wash it down.


“You made all this?” Dr. Spencer asked, incredulously. “Fresh?”


“It only takes about an hour if you know your way around the kitchen,” Patty told her. “I made enough soup for an army really. We’ll use it for the next few days and I’ll freeze most of it for when we need a simple quick meal.”


“That’s still impressive and the bread’s fresh too, isn’t it?”


Patty nodded and while they chatted, I turned back to Grey’s Anatomy while I crunched on carrots and celery. She glanced over at me, but didn’t say anything as I made my way through the book page by page.


When lunch was done and packed up, Dr. Spencer got up to leave and thanked Patty for including her in lunch.


“You’re welcome,” Patty said with a slight smile. “Should I make sure to pack enough of dinner in case Matt has company around 6?”


Dr. Spencer considered it, but shook her head. “I don’t want to impose and it’s better not to get spoiled for when Matt’s released. Though he doesn’t seem to be particularly eager to get out of here. Maybe he was right about having a less enticing doctor.” She smiled, her eyes twinkling.


I couldn’t let that go without a comment. “Well, you said I was to take it easy until next weekend. If I’m still here by then, I may have to rezone this bed for more than one occupant myself.”


“I’m sure that you’ll try to find a way to do it before then, Matthew,” she said, chidingly. “I’m warning all of you. He’s still recovering from surgery. He’s not cleared to do anything even remotely strenuous for at least the next week and possibly longer. He’s behaved himself so far. Just help keep him calm and immobile for now.”


That met with a chorus of promises.


“Matt, I’ll be back this afternoon and we’ll discuss meditation more.”


We all said goodbye and she left. Patty and the girls lounged around the room, chatting with me and asking me if I needed anything occasionally.


“Yes!” I said, the first time they asked, “but the doctor said not for the next week.”


That got a laugh and a swat on the arm. I read through most of Grey’s during the afternoon and around 4:00 Patty went home to get dinner ready. She told the girls that they were to be home by 5 to eat with the family and they’d work out who was coming back this evening at the table.


They were reluctant to leave when the time came, but I gave them both a look and sent them home to dinner.


They weren’t gone very long when Dr. Spencer was back at my door. “Alone again?” she asked, surprised.


“They all went home to dinner. They’ll be back to make sure I don’t stay too calm,” I assured her. “So you’re going to show me some meditation techniques?” I asked, adjusting the bed so I was sitting up more.


She nodded and came over to the bed, taking a seat. “I’m sure you’ve heard of it. It’s not a form of magic, like in bad movies, but it is a powerful tool to focus the mind and give yourself a moment of calm when you need it.”


She talked me through breathing exercises and how to focus on that rather than the rest of the world. “When you become adept at it, you can use it to feel refreshed after only a little time spent focusing inward. There are any number of techniques to achieve this, but the end result is the same. Staring into a candle flame, listening to running water, rhythmic chimes are all known to work. Some people even use steady applications of pain to induce themselves into a meditative state, but I generally don’t recommend that. It’s easy to distance yourself from what’s going on with your body and cross over into serious injury that way.”


We tried it a few times and I was able to sink myself into a state that reminded me of the moments before falling asleep.


She nodded and told me to keep practicing. Eventually it would only take a few deep breaths to reach that same state of calm.


We were still talking over how it would help me in every day life when Patty and Mom came in with dinner.


“I thought you might have found a moment to stop in,” Patty said and laid out a pair of plates, serving out of Tupperware containers. True to her word, there was roast beef, roasted potatoes, gravy, garden salad and a coleslaw to go with it. She’d also brought a large dish of apple crisp for us to split. They sat with us and chatted while the two of us ate.


After we had finished and Dr. Spencer and I both thanked Patty for dinner, the doctor spoke up again.


“Mrs. Russell, Once Matt leaves the hospital, I’d like to keep seeing him. I ran a test on his comprehension and his reading skills and what he demonstrated today is well beyond the norm for any age, let alone someone only fourteen years of age.”


Charlotte seemed a little surprised. “Well, he’s always been exceptionally bright, especially with reading and math and sciences.”


She nodded. “He scored an A+ on a med school test after spending a couple of hours with Grey’s Anatomy for the first time today. That’s well beyond bright. I have a colleague at Harvard that will want to do more tests and maybe author a paper on his abilities. I’ll be involved with the process as well, in no small part because my normal specialty is in developmental psychiatry. If we’re right, Matt’s abilities are rapidly going to make schooling him in the traditional sense rather boring for him. As a result, he’ll need more focused lesson planning. More important than that though is the special considerations that his social development will have to take.”


Mom listened with some concern and glanced at me. “So you want to take him out of school?”


“No,” Dr. Spencer said quickly. “In fact, keeping him in school is my primary recommendation to ensure that he doesn’t have problems developing socially. But consider this: he can sit down with his text books and audit his final exams by the end of the first week. That means that he could be tested out of his senior year before the first of October. At his rate of learning, that would put him in college eligibility in time for late registration this semester. I don’t think that’s an environment that he would benefit from in the short term.”


“I agree. He’s not ready for college yet,” Mom said with a nod. “So what are we proposing? If he’s forced to sit through four years of lectures on coursework he could finish in a month, he’ll go absolutely crazy from boredom. At his age, bored kids find a way to entertain themselves.”


“While I have no doubt that Matthew has a few ideas of how to keep his morale up in a high school full of pretty girls who might want a tutor, I think between you, myself, the school board and the Harvard research department, we can come up with a lesson plan which will help keep him in high school, allow us to study how his brain is doing what it does and allow him to be challenged both creatively and intellectually. My initial suggestion would be to sign him up for as many classes as possible for his first semester. I can also speak on his behalf to see if we can arrange for him to be admitted to take some limited courses that won’t have heavy assignment requirements.”


“Harvard?” I asked, surprised. “You’re going to try to get me into Harvard at 14?”


She nodded. “I faxed your test back to my friend after I left here earlier. He and I talked at length and he’s presenting the results to the dean of the school of medicine and we’re recommending that you be granted admission to take carefully selected courses in order to assess your ability to learn not only general material, but advanced academics as well. If it all works out well, the grant would be good for the length of the study, which would take a minimum of five years. Unless I miss my guess, you should be able to complete a full degree and more in that time.”


“What would I have to do?” I asked, wondering about how it would work out.


“Well, that’s to be determined over the next few days, but it would likely involve you taking classes where the lecture portion is recorded for convenience. These recordings would be available to you online so that you could view them during your study hall. I suspect that you’re intending to test out of high school Spanish since you were reading a fluency course on it earlier in the week.”


I nodded. “I have to find some time to watch some Spanish TV or something else to give me a firm grounding in the pronunciation, same as the Japanese course I took, but I was hoping to prove fluency and skip those.”


“You might also be able to pick up another language from the school. They often have an additional language selection. I don’t doubt that you’ll be fluent in it before the end of the first week though. Still, you might want to consider keeping with the class for a semester and seeing how many language options you can reasonably pick up in four years.”


“It sounds like at the end of four years, Matt’s going to be leaving high school with a university degree already to his name,” Patty said, concerned. “What then? I know that I did a lot of my own growing up in college.”


“Like I said, the study will be a long term analysis of his cognitive functions. Since he is a teenager and his brain chemistry isn’t settled yet, we’ll want to track the changes in his abilities over the next several years. At minimum, I would say that the study would continue through his first year as a devoted college student. At that time, he could take as many different courses as he can physically attend and keep up with. It might actually help him out to take extra course work in differing fields to see what ones he has the most affinity for. The upside is that his tuition and other fees would be paid for through the normal Harvard research grants. I should be able to give you more information in the next few days.”


Mom nodded and looked at me as if to ask my opinion. I shrugged. “I read Grey’s Anatomy today. I passed a college test and I still remember the material. I’m not normal. Let’s find out how not normal,” I said simply. “Will I be able to take summer courses next year?” I asked.


She looked surprised by the suggestion. “I suppose you can if you want to. I’d have thought that you’d much prefer to spend the summer enjoying yourself.”


“I do,” I said. “I don’t mean a full course load, but maybe one or two to show me what the college level courses are really like. I could take courses that rely more heavily on class participation during the summer when I can attend in person and then fall back to courses you select during the regular school year.”


She nodded thoughtfully. “We’ll discuss it fully and it will probably depend on your results from the first wave of courses. It will also depend on my assessment of your social development and general emotional state. I’m there as the balance to make sure that you don’t get overwhelmed by the process.”


“Won’t that cut into your regular work?” I asked curiously concerned that this all sounded really complicated.


“Not at all. I told you that my normal specialty was psychiatry. I can continue my normal patient list and rotation as doctor on call here and still make a couple of hours a week to check in on you. We probably won’t get together here at the hospital, but we can if you prefer.”


I shrugged. “It’s a lot more than we talked about earlier, but I’m willing to give it a shot and see what happens. What if it turns out to be too much?”


“Then we cut back on your load and focus more on observing more passively until you’re up to continuing. There’ll also be times that you just need a break from the program. Specifically when preparing for high school exams and for special events like Christmas. The goal will be to fill the hours you’d normally be bored with school work and fill them with more advanced learning that can help you toward whatever career you choose and help us gather some valuable research while we’re doing it.”


Mom nodded finally. “Matt’s been reading at a college level for years, but he’s always been driven too. I never suspected that he was as gifted as you’re saying though.”


Dr. Spencer nodded. “Matt and I talked a little about his search for answers. This accelerated learning though is probably a very recent development and we want to see what’s going on in his head as he learns new material as well as how he encodes it to his long-term memory because there are some remarkable cognitive events going on. I’ll talk to my colleague tomorrow by phone both before and after his meetings to see where we stand.”


With that, she got up to leave, but promised she’d keep us informed.


After that, we talked for a while about the implications and decided that we should wait to tell anyone until we had more details.


“So the girls decide to spend the evening at home?” I asked, noticing that the three of us were alone.


“They wanted to spend some time talking with Tabby and Collie,” Mom said lightly. “I think they’re planning a party of some kind for when you get home, but I can’t say for sure since they haven’t talked about it with us.”


I nodded and we chatted a bit more before they decided to leave too. I had a small stack of books on my table, but after they left, I didn’t feel like reading.


Instead, I got out of bed and went to the bathroom. While I was in there, I looked over myself to check out the worst of my cuts and scrapes. There were a couple that looked like they’d leave a scar, but most of them were either still covered with small bandages or were minor enough that they didn’t need one. The scratches on my face were relatively few and the bruise that dominated my face was already turning yellow at the edges, telling me that it would be gone soon. The one on my chest was a lot bigger, but was healing just as quickly as the rest of me.


The best news I got out of the trip to the bathroom was that my ankle felt as strong as the other one. My run through the woods hadn’t hurt it and that filled me with relief.


All told, I went to sleep that night feeling good about my recovery. I was frustrated that I was still at least 8 days away from being able to be with my girls, but I missed them tonight anyway. The dull ache in my balls was just a reminder of how much I did.


Chapter 20


Friday was a rainy, filthy mess, like the evening before had been. Patty and Dan arrived early with breakfast, rescuing me from another day of hospital food, but ended up leaving almost right away since Dan was dropping her at home. Her car had needed to go in for a problem today so she was tied to other drivers.


I read a book on basic home repair and then took some time to practice the breathing that Dr. Spencer had taught me, letting myself descend into the point where I didn’t really feel fully conscious. I opened my eyes when I heard the door open, but it was just a nurse. She removed the rest of the bandages covering my scrapes as well as the incision from my surgery which was about 4 inches long. I traced it curiously, but other than finding it tender, my breathing still hurt more than that.


By 11:00, I still hadn’t seen any visitors and I started to wonder about that. I hadn’t seen my girls since they went home for dinner last night. Collie and Tabby hadn’t stopped by at all yesterday. I wondered about this party that Patty had mentioned and decided to ask her about it when she stopped by for lunch. I was looking forward to actually getting a shower after lunch and putting on some real clothes instead of the hospital gowns they used.


Dr. Spencer stopped by and told me that the board had adjourned until the afternoon and she was confident she’d hear from the school before the end of the day.


“That’s good news,” I said lightly. “Hopefully it’ll all turn out well.”


“If not, I’ll still want to see you after your release. You’ve had a rough summer and I don’t want to see you cut loose without a lifeline if you need it.”


“I appreciate that,” I said truthfully. “Speaking of my release, do you have any idea when that might be? I know I haven’t asked about it so far, but I’m running out of books and I’d really like to be home now that all the bandages are off and I’m pretty much on the mend.”


“Well, I’d been planning on keeping you in for another day or two,” she said, considering it. “How do you feel? Any lingering pain?”


“Some in my chest, but I can breathe freely and unless I take a really deep breath, it doesn’t really hurt all that much,” I told her. “My ankle felt fine yesterday during my trips to the bathroom, I haven’t felt dizzy or weak or anything.”


She thought about it for a long moment and then nodded. “Let me listen to your breathing, look over your chart and a few other things and maybe later this afternoon if everything checks out.”


“Thanks,” I said with a smile. “I’m looking forward to being in my own bed.”


“I’m sure you are, but I stand by my assessment. No sex for another week.” She crossed the room and pulled a stethoscope out of the pocket of her lab coat and pressed it to my back while she listened to me breathe, moving it around several times and then doing the same on my chest, listening carefully and then she pulled down the gown to look over my bruising and the incision. “Not painful?” she asked.


“It’s more tender than sore,” I told her. “The bruise hurts more right now.”


She nodded and put away the stethoscope and fixed me with a considering look. “Your breathing is okay, but you’re still pretty banged up. I’ll consider it and let you know at the end of the day. So where are your normal flock of visitors today?” she asked, making notes on the chart she always had with her.


“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Patty was in with something at breakfast, but I haven’t had any other visitors all day. I’m starting to wonder about it actually.”


“Well, I’m sure your lunch is on its way soon,” she said, glancing at her watch. “I’ll have to pass on joining you today though. As tempting as it is, I have other patients to visit before I take my lunch.”


I said goodbye to her and plucked another book from my dwindling supply to read. I hadn’t even looked at which one I was grabbing and it turned out to be the Joy of Cooking. I shrugged and started through the book, losing myself in reading recipes. I felt my stomach growl and looked at the clock, wondering where Patty was. I shrugged and figured that she was held up on getting a ride over here.


I’d noticed that Mom was tied up in meetings with lawyers, between the lawsuit and the divorce, she had very little free time to devote to the hospital and I supposed that I’d demanded a lot of attention from everyone else even if I hadn’t meant to do that. Missing lunch wouldn’t exactly hurt me. After all, I’d been skipping meals here until yesterday.


I read for a while more and then felt restless. I decided now was as good a time as any for a shower. I got up and looked in the closet for something to wear and found that my clothes weren’t there. I supposed they gave them to Mom when I was admitted. I sighed and went into the bathroom, resigned to another uncomfortable day of wearing a johnny-shirt. I used the bathroom and then hung up the shirt so I could get washed in the shower stall in the room.


It felt unbelievably good to feel the hot water after so many days of sponge baths. I washed my hair and lathered up, careful of the worst of the healing cuts.


“At least it doesn’t sting much,” I muttered to myself and rinsed off, letting the water cascade over me for a few minutes more before shutting it off and taking a towel to dry off.


I slipped the shirt around me again and tied it awkwardly before opening the door and getting back into bed. I still hadn’t had anyone in to see me and I was starting to get a bad feeling about it. There wasn’t anything I could do about it, but if I hadn’t heard from them by the time Dr. Spencer came back to talk, I’d see if I could call from the nurse’s station. I didn’t have my phone, but fortunately my memory was good enough to remember the numbers I’d programmed into my phone.


I looked at my book supply and wasn’t particularly encouraged. It consisted of a thick book on auto repair that I had thought would be an interesting skill to have when I was old enough to drive, a history book covering WWII, a novel I’d read before and a book on how to make memorable costumes. I plucked that one out of the pile and decided to see what it was about.


I was learning the parts of a sewing machine and how to use one properly when the door opened. Patty was coming in, looking a little frazzled. No, on further inspection, she looked like she’d had a terrible day.


“Sorry I’m so late, Champ,” she said, collapsing into a chair as if she’d run the whole way. She was dripping wet and obviously winded.


“Are you okay?” I asked, leaning over to take hold of her arm while she was trying to dig out lunch for me. “You look like you’ve had a miserable day.”


She sighed and nodded, passing me a Tupperware container with celery and carrots. “It hasn’t been fun. I had your lunch ready and Lana dropped me off at the mechanics because my car was supposed to be ready. I got there and it wouldn’t start. They couldn’t explain it since they were working on the brakes. So I had them call me a cab to come here. That took forever and we were just coming into the parking lot when the cab broke down, so I had to walk in from the street.”


I winced, sympathetically and tore into the celery, more hungry than I’d realized. “Couldn’t you have called Lana back for a ride?” I asked.


She shook her head. “She had a busy afternoon ahead of her. She was going in to Boston for part of it, so I didn’t want to distract her while she was on the road.”


I felt like there was more to it, but I let it drop for now and ate. “Mom at the lawyers all day?”


“No, she was meeting with the school this afternoon. They’re interviewing her for a teaching job,” she said lightly.


“I thought the job was hers,” I said, frowning. I hadn’t realized just how far out of touch with things I was being stuck here. I hadn’t seen my girls, hadn’t seen Donald, barely saw Dan and now I was finding out that Mom’s job wasn’t as sure a thing as she’d said.


She caught my look and nodded. “She still has to meet the school board and bring in her certification for them to keep it on file. There’s a lot of paperwork to cut through to get on payroll and contracts to sign. Don’t worry about it. I’m sure that she’ll be around to see you when she’s done. I hope so. No telling when my car’s going to be ready.”


I nodded. “Well, I’m glad you were able to make it. I was starting to worry since I hadn’t seen anyone since you and Dan were in at breakfast.”


She nodded and apologized again. “I’m afraid the soup I brought is ice-cold by now, but I can see if I can find a place to heat it up for you.”


“Don’t worry about it,” I told her. “Dr. Spencer had to skip lunch, so the bread and the veggie tray is good enough for me.”


She looked relieved and we settled in to chat. I sent her to the bathroom for a towel and she gratefully dried off her hair and face as much as she could.


“So how huge a party is Lana in the middle of planning for when I’m released?” I asked casually.


“Party?” she said smoothly. “She hasn’t mentioned any party to me.”


If I hadn’t been suspicious before, I was now. “Uh-huh,” I replied, my tone telling her I wasn’t buying a word of it. “I know my girls. They’d have been here today unless they were planning something. Mysterious errands that she needed to run make me suspicious and Mom seemed pretty certain they were up to something like this last night, remember.”


“I do remember, but she also said they hadn’t said anything about a party to her,” she pointed out.


“That’s true, but it doesn’t explain why it’s been nearly a full day since I’ve seen her or Beck and two since I’ve seen Collie and Tabby. My doctor says I’m pretty smart. I also noticed that there’s no clothes here for me to change into. Mom had a spare set of clothes here before she knew how badly I was hurt last time. What gives?”


She shrugged and plucked a carrot stick out of the plastic container in front of me. “I honestly don’t know, Matt. I admit, it’s a little weird that the girls haven’t been to see you this morning or that Tabby and Collie have stayed away longer than that, but all I know is that Lana had something in Boston to do and took Becky with her. Hopefully whatever they’re planning is a pleasant surprise and knowing the girls, it’s something you’ll enjoy immensely.”


I nodded and finally let the subject drop for the moment. “Alright. Just do me a favor and don’t say anything to them about it. I don’t want them to feel guilty about it or even know that I asked. If it’s a surprise, great. If not, I didn’t want everyone to drop everything for me. It just kind of cut off all of a sudden. One day everything was fine and then they just stopped coming. Like I said, don’t mention it to them. If they’re planning something, I don’t want to disrupt it and if there’s something else going on, I’ll find out when I get home.”


She nodded. “If they’re up to something, I can almost guarantee that it’ll be something you’ll approve of later.”


We chatted for the rest of the afternoon and she went to call the garage before they closed and took a cab over to get her car so she could go home to cook dinner.


Dr. Spencer returned as promised and took a seat. She arched an eyebrow at the empty condition of my room. “On your own again?” she asked, surprised.


I nodded. “It’s been a busy day. Between a broken down car and other appointments and errands, I’ve been left to learn, of all things, how to sew award winning costumes for any party.”


“I assume that’s something that one of the girls slipped in for your consideration?” she chuckled.


“Yeah, or it got grabbed because it looked thick enough to keep me occupied for an hour or two,” I said dismissively. “So did you hear back from Dr. Saddler?”


“I did. He said that the board was particularly interested in the extent of your cognitive ability and asked for another test before they agreed to approve the grant.”


“The rest of Grey’s Anatomy?” I asked, eager for something to take my mind off the boredom.


“Not exactly,” she said. “They want to see you on Monday and witness the process themselves. They intend to try to surprise you with something new that you’d never read and see how well that goes. Then they’ll try to test you on something that should be out of your short term memory. They’re worried that you have near perfect short term memory but that over time, the memory fades and you’ll end up with no better than average recall. They may ask you for a list of books you’ve read in the past year or they may decide programming or Grey’s will do for the second part of the test.”


I nodded and shrugged. “All I can do is show up and do my best,” I said. “What time and where?”


She handed me a paper with the details and I looked it over. “I’m sure I’ll do fine.”


“I’m sure you will too,” she said with a smile. “You’ve got a remarkable mind to work with. They’ll recognize it right away. Now that we’ve discussed that matter, I’m sure you’re eager to know whether you can pack your bags and kiss the nurses goodbye.”


I shrugged. “I’m hopeful, but not exactly eager. You left me with the expectation that you weren’t sure I was ready. That tamps down the enthusiasm a bit.”


She chuckled at that. “I suppose it does at that. I’ll tell you this: the hospital is anxious about the suit from your mother. Your previous doctor put them in a precarious position. They want to make sure we don’t do anything that might be questioned in court. They’d rather keep you another day than let you go and risk you developing complications. I could sign the release, but I want to keep you in one more night to make sure. It’s a reasonable compromise since I was planning on releasing you Sunday anyway. This way you’ll be home for dinner tomorrow.”


I nodded and felt like that was fine. “Okay,” I said. “I’m still a little bored and restless, but I’ll manage for another night without losing my mind.”


“Well, I’m sure you’re sick of reading for the moment. Normally I’d authorize a trip outside by wheelchair, but the weather isn’t cooperating, especially where your lungs are still healing. The last thing you need is to catch a cold.”


“Agreed,” I said heartily. “Well, hopefully I’ll get some company to keep me occupied this evening.”


“Yeah, I wanted to ask about that. Your popularity seems to have dropped off sharply. I haven’t seen anyone in to visit you all day. I know you said that there were things going on today, but you went from having eight or nine people around in shifts to having all day to yourself.” She looked concerned. “Is everything okay?”


“I think the girls are planning some sort of party for when I get home. I don’t know for sure, but I think they’d be here if they weren’t up to something,” I told her. “And don’t worry. I remember that I’m to stay calm, rested and avoid a lot of movement or activity for at least 7 days.”


She nodded. “AT LEAST,” she said firmly. “I’ll also warn you, the incision is going to give you difficulties for a while. You’ll feel it tugging from time to time, like it’s tearing apart in there. That’s normal when you move. It’s just the tissue knitting back together and scar tissue pulling the area tighter than you’re used to. It’ll almost feel like someone put a piece of tape over the area and you can feel the skin there tugged by it when you move.”


I nodded and shrugged. “That doesn’t sound too bad,” I allowed. “Before I found myself in here, I’d been thinking of picking up a martial arts class. How long should I put that off before I start?”


“At this point, you should probably wait till school starts. By then the worst of your irritation should have faded.”


“Sounds good,” I said. “I haven’t settled on which one looks good to me yet, so that’ll give me time to do some research on my options.”


She nodded her approval. “Just be sure to talk with the instructor before you start and let him know about the ribs and the surgery. They’ll decide if you’re ready to start based on how they teach. Some instructors might want you to wait a few more weeks if the work is strenuous.”


“I will,” I promised and she nodded.


“Well, I have more work before I see the outside of the hospital tonight, so I’ll leave you to your award winning costumes and hope that something better comes along soon.” She smiled and shrugged apologetically as she stood up. “Hang in there. One more day and you can go home.”


She slipped out and left me with my thoughts, which were admittedly focused on getting out of here and back home where I could be a little more free than I was here.


I’d lost myself in a daydream about taking a long vacation with the girls somewhere when the door opened again. I looked over and Patty was there alone again.


“Hi,” I said with a smile. “How’s the car?”


“Back in working order for the moment,” she said lightly. “They chased down the problem and got it fixed for me. How’s your day been since I left?”


“Boring,” I confessed. “I was reduced to reading a book on sewing that someone put in with the other books. Dr. Spencer was in a couple of times to chat, so that was good, but other than you, the only person I’ve seen today was Dan this morning. Still no word on what the girls are plotting?”


She shrugged. “Not really. They could have the whole house decorated next door and I wouldn’t know. We’re doing meals from my kitchen since I’m bringing you real food.”


“And I appreciate it,” I said. “I know it’s really not their fault. The food basically steams itself in the trays so that it’s overcooked by the time it gets here.”


She nodded in agreement. “Still, I saw what you left behind. I can’t blame you. So what did the doctor have to say today?” She unpacked dinner as we talked which turned out to be chicken tonight rather than beef, rice rather than potatoes and another garden salad.


“She said I have to appear before the Harvard research grants board on Monday to demonstrate what I can do before they’ll approve a grant for the research,” I told her.


She sat while I ate and asked a few questions about what I’d have to do and I told her what the doctor had said.


“So you’ll be out by Monday, huh?” she asked casually.


“I think she would have released me today if there’d been someone here to take me home actually,” I said around a mouthful of salad. “As it stands, she said I could be home for dinner tomorrow, assuming nothing goes wrong. She said the hospital is being super-careful about how they treat me, so she’d rather wait till tomorrow.”


“Really?” she said, surprised. She recovered quickly, but I caught a hint of distress in her face and voice. “Well, that’s good news.”


I put my fork down, folded my hands and looked at her expectantly. I’d had enough of being sand-bagged and I was going to get to the bottom of this.


She looked back at me and arched an eyebrow. It was a look that I knew all too well from my mother. It meant that she’d noted my behavior, that I was pressing my luck and that now was the time to turn back. I ignored it and turned on my most penetrating stare.


The silence stretched out between us and I was determined that I wasn’t going to be the one to break it.


“Your dinner is getting cold, Matt,” she said, trying to distract me.


“I’m starting to care less about dinner and more about why everyone’s staying away,” I told her.


“Just leave it alone, Matt,” she said with a note of finality.


I clenched my jaw and closed my eyes, taking a few deep breaths and willing myself to relax as I could feel my shoulders tighten reflexively. I opened them and felt no less angry about things, but I felt more in control. “Alright,” I said finally. I turned my attention to the rest of my meal. It was delicious, but I had to choke it down.


It struck me that after everything I’d told people about secrets, that it was like trying to dig through a brick wall with a plastic spoon. I was an open book as much as anyone could be. I’d have to play along until they were ready to tell me what they were keeping from me, but now it was clear that I knew something was up and that I wasn’t happy about it.


I managed to finish and thanked her for it again, but there was no more conversation. I told her I’d see her tomorrow. I wasn’t in the mood to pretend like I wasn’t being kept in the dark.


She looked like she wanted to say something, but she just nodded and gathered up the containers and left. I picked up the auto repair book and read it through. Then I went back to the pile and reread the novel I had left before I turned in for a fitful night of sleep.


The bright sunshine that filled the room the next morning didn’t help my mood any. I went to the bathroom and heard the door to my room open and then close. Either a nurse or visitor. I silently put my money on nurse given how often people were coming now.


I washed up quickly, not wanting to take any more time from the nurses than I needed to. When I opened my door, it wasn’t a nurse though. Donald was waiting for me.


That surprised me some. It was still early and I knew he had a habit of sleeping in on weekends.


“Morning,” I said to him carefully as I climbed back into bed. “What brings you by this early?”


“I would have come last night, but I figured you’d have had plenty of people in visiting. I thought this morning would be a little less hectic.”


I nodded. “The only people who came to see me yesterday were Patty and Dan and neither of them stayed very long.”


“Really?” he said, shocked. “I assumed that you’d have had your mother and Lilly and the rest of the girls here full time.”


“I haven’t seen Tabby, Lilly or Collie in nearly three days and Lana or Beck in nearly two. Mom didn’t stop by at all yesterday.” I couldn’t keep all the anger about that out of my voice.


He winced, whether out of sympathy for me or what he expected it would be like when I exploded. “Well, I know NOTHING!” he said emphatically, not wanting me to think he was involved with keeping me in the dark. “Really. Whatever’s been going on, I’m no more in-the-know than you are”


I nodded, letting him know I wasn’t pissed at him. “I’ve tried to tell everyone how much I hate secrets and everyone says they understand, but they’re still keeping them and they’re going to expect me to take whatever they have planned with a good nature and just go with it.” I closed my eyes and pressed my palm to my forehead. I could feel the headache starting and I tried the doctor’s breathing exercises to calm myself down. They worked, but only while I was doing them. As soon as I stopped and opened my eyes, the sight of the room started my temperature rising again.


“I get it, son,” he said gently. “It was kind of thoughtless for them to try to keep you in the dark like this, but you know they have a good reason. Try to keep that in mind and cut them a little slack. You’ve changed a lot this month too. As much as things have changed around you, you’re not the same boy who left 8th grade at the end of June. You can’t blame them for falling into old habits from time to time. They’re probably planning some big party for your homecoming and want it to be a surprise. There’s a difference between surprises and secrets. You know they’ll spring the surprise when the time is right. They’re not intending to keep it from you. They just want it to be perfect.”


I nodded and kept trying to calm myself down. “I guess we’ll see when I get home.”


“When IS that?” he asked.


“Later today,” I said, willing my temples to stop throbbing. I was wallowing in negative emotions again, immersing myself in feelings of persecution that are only that pure in teenagers convinced that the world is aligned against them. Inch by inch, I calmed myself down far enough that I could continue the conversation.


“Well, at least that’ll get you out of here. You’re probably suffering from a strong bout of cabin fever. You need a change of scenery, some fresh air, maybe a little exercise and then, hopefully, you’ll feel a lot better about things.”


I nodded and knew that he was right. I didn’t like it, but in my current state, I’d lash out at everyone when I got home. I needed to get out of here and soon. “That’s probably part of it,” I admitted. “I’ll likely feel better after they’ve sprung their surprise and things get back to normal.”


He nodded and tried to do his best to comfort me. “I know you’ll probably want to tear it apart and snarl at them for neglecting you, but instead of that, try to focus on how much effort they’re putting into whatever they cooked up. Change your perspective a little and you can smile and act normal at the worst of times. That’s how I kept Miranda from getting suspicious.”


That brought me around more than all the moping I’d done. Another lesson I could take from my father. I nodded and thought about how he’d smiled through everything she’d put him through and everything I’d put him through. “Thanks,” I said, meaning it. “I’ll get through it and hopefully it’ll be something that makes me think it was worth it.”


“I’m glad I could help,” he said with a smile. We chatted more pleasantly for another hour or so.


I still hadn’t seen Patty, but I assumed that my release from the hospital today threw off the timetable for whatever their plans were and it was all hands on deck at home.


“Have you started sifting through Miranda’s gear yet?” I asked, remembering it for the first time in a few days.


He nodded. “Some of it is kind of involved, but I’m keeping it cleaned and maintained for now.”


“What do you mean ‘involved’?” I asked curiously.


“Well, she had some dungeon furniture that requires its own space. I’m not sure that any of it would be anything you’d want to use, but I’ll hang onto it for you in case. There’s a fair bit of space in your new bedroom.”


“There’s also two to four more occupants than my old room,” I pointed out dryly to amused laughter.


“Collie and Tabby both lived elsewhere. I believe that Tabby lives with her parents and Collie lived on campus since her family is from Syracuse. They commuted back and forth a lot, but between jobs and classes, their time was pretty limited.”


I nodded and figured that in a few weeks, we’d have to sit down and figure out their situations for the school year and how much time they needed and could devote in turn. Another topic to keep on my radar.


It was almost lunchtime and I realized that we’d passed an entire morning in as close to a normal conversation as possible.


Finally he said that he should go and get a few things done this afternoon like groceries and that he’d talk to me through the week to find out how it went. We shook hands and he commented that I looked a lot better than I had. It wasn’t until after he left that I wondered if he’d meant that to mean how I’d looked earlier in the week or when he arrived.


Dr. Spencer stopped in not long after that to check on me. “I’m starting to wonder if your family isn’t making themselves scarce so you can continue flirting with me,” she said on finding me alone again. “How’re you feeling today?”


“Moody,” I said truthfully. “Their absence is starting to grate on me. I suspect that they’re planning some big party, but no one will admit to anything and they keep telling me to drop it. My father was in this morning and suggested that part of it is cabin fever. I guess that makes sense. I’ve been here a week now in the Russell Suite. He thinks I’m in need of a change of scenery.”


She nodded. “Well how about we start with a last look at your ribs to see how they’re healing and then we’ll decide on whether we can let you go today? The X-ray department is a change of scenery and there’s an entire staff that you were too unconscious to try to pick up the last time. I’ll be gravely disappointed if you don’t make one of them consider the offer.”


“But my bed is zoned for one occupant,” I bantered, feeling a little better for it. “Of course I didn’t ask about the zoning on the shower in the bathroom. That has potential.”


“It does indeed, but the bubble machine to fill the room for raves won’t be installed until Tuesday sadly. Perhaps on your next visit, the Russell Suite will be prepared with all the amenities.”


“I hope so. I’d hate to have to give this hotel less than a 3-star rating.”


“Not four star?” she asked with a smirk.


“No pool. It needs a pool and a two martini turn-down service for the full five star rating.”


That got a genuine laugh out of her. “I’ll have to remember that one for the next symposium I have to attend,” she said.


“Careful,” I warned. “Give me more thoughts of you looking for that type or turn-down service and I’m definitely not going to be able to follow doctor’s orders until next weekend.”


“Like you were going to anyway,” she scoffed.


“Absolutely,” I said, turning serious. “You asked at the start of the week how I’d recovered so well from the sprained ankle? I followed orders. Even the ones that sucked and I did it gladly because I knew it was what I had to do to get better. You tell me that something is for my own good and I do it.”


She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “And if I told you to discontinue your current relationships? If I told you that engaging in polyamory at this stage of your development would seriously damage your ability to be monogamous in later years?” she asked, feeling out the extent of my willingness to follow doctor’s orders.


“I would have a great deal of difficulty accepting that order, but I would have a great deal of difficulty refusing it,” I said. “Asking me to reject my girls would devastate all of us. I have no doubt I would have to give them all up. They’ve bonded together. I couldn’t choose one without driving a wedge between them.”


“An interesting answer,” she allowed without divulging anything more of what she was thinking for a moment. “I won’t ask that of you, for your own peace of mind, but it IS a concern of mine. We all develop a complex picture of how love and relationships work in our head. We do this throughout life, but a lot of the heavy lifting happens at your age when you undergo the huge paradigm shift from childhood into adolescence and start looking at love and sex as something you want.”


“But I started looking 9 years ago,” I pointed out. “A lot of that lifting is done. Now I’m arranging the furniture and unpacking boxes as it were.”


“Not a terrible analogy,” she complimented me, “and in your case, it’s true, but not necessarily true for the girls you’re involved in. We’ll talk about your relationships at length once we settle the grant issue on Monday. You’ll actually be seeing more of me once you leave here.”


“Music to my ears!” I said with the first genuine grin I’d had in two days.


That got another laugh and then there was a knock at the door and an orderly was there to take me to get the updated x-rays she’d wanted.


My good mood lingered a bit and I suspected that the doctor had given me a small opportunity to flirt just to boost my morale.


The trip was uneventful. I had to raise my arms, turn so they could get pictures at different angles and the technician was as attractive as Dr. Spencer had suggested, but I was still a little distracted, so I just followed her orders quietly. She got the angles she wanted and returned me to my wheelchair for the trip back.


I was back in my room just before 1:00 and there was still no sign of the family. That was two meals that Patty had missed. I was starting to wonder if I’d been too rough on her last night, but thought there was no chance she’d hold that against me when I was counting on her for meals. I convinced myself that she was deeply immersed in getting the house ready for my return.


I didn’t think of myself as deserving a big party for my return, but if that was what they wanted, I’d go along with it even if I’d have preferred to have them with me these past few days and not running around for a party.


By 3:00, I still hadn’t seen or heard from anyone, the doctor included. I went to the bathroom and sat there mostly out of boredom. I got in the shower and took my time, wishing that the day would stop dragging. I was looking forward to spending the night at home and the clock just wasn’t cooperating. I finally toweled off and put my shirt back on for the trek back to bed.


To my surprise, the doctor was waiting for me. “I haven’t gotten a report of a missing x-ray technician,” she said, sounding disappointed.


“I never flirt with x-ray techs,” I said solemnly. “They see right through me.”


It was a terrible joke, but we both laughed at it as I got back into bed.


“It’s probably for the best,” she said offhandedly. “The tech you drew from the lot is the prettiest in the department. She sees a lot of attention for it.”


“So how did the pictures turn out?” I asked, turning the subject away from my flirting.


“You’re mending to my satisfaction. I’m inclined to release you, but I want to revisit how you were feeling earlier. You were very frank about being irritated at the visiting schedule. I suspect that’s at least part of the reason you’re in a hurry to get out. How are you handling the irritation?”


I shrugged. “Trying to see the flip side. If they’re not here, I assume they’re doing something to prepare for me coming home. They obviously want it to be a surprise. I hate secrets, but clearly, I’m going to have to grin through clenched teeth at this one. Personally I’d rather they’d been here the last two days than go to the trouble of a big production. I’m irritated halfway to screaming about it, but I know that if I don’t play along, I’ll hurt a lot of feelings, so I’ll plaster a smile on my face and sit through it and then turn in as soon as I can escape. That’s all I can really do. The party’s really more for them than it is for me.”


She nodded and tapped the arm of the chair thoughtfully. “I’m not saying you’re wrong, but don’t discount the importance of a celebration to yourself too Matt. You had a rough week and your heart DID stop last weekend. That’s not a minor event. You’re alive. That’s cause to celebrate. Keep that in mind. If it gets to be too much, slip off to the bathroom and spend some time meditating before you face it again. We’ve talked about some coping strategies. Use them tonight.”


I nodded and thought that between this talk and the one I’d had earlier with Donald, I was going to get through it fine. “I will. I think I’ll be okay. They’ve all been under a lot of strain lately. I sort of owe them tonight if it’s what they need to unwind.”


She smiled. “You are listening,” she said, impressed. “Monday we’ll see if you can learn.”


I laughed a little. “I think we’ve been seeing about that all week, haven’t we?”


“We have,” she agreed and then passed me her card. “I want you to call me if you find things getting too far out of hand. That has my after hours number. If you’re in distress, call it. Even if it’s late.”


I took the card and after reading it, I tucked it carefully into the book on auto mechanics. “I will,” I promised. “I’ll only use it in an emergency though.”


“Use it if you need me,” she urged. “You’ve been through more this past month than most people go through in a lifetime with your family and the matter with Miranda. You’ll have times that you can’t cope. It might be over the dumbest thing in the world, but you’ll still need someone to talk to. Call.”


I nodded. “So does all this mean I have to call for a ride and something to wear or are we still considering another night in the Russell Suite?”


“Well, the room’s paid for until tomorrow. I can release you or you can stay. Part of you wants to go, but part of you doesn’t want to go home.”


I shrugged. “I dunno. I can understand the girls, but there’s something off about today. Patty hasn’t been in and she was delivering meals. For her to skip on them ... It doesn’t leave me feeling particularly good. I’m half-tempted to call my father and have him pick me up and spending some time with him instead.”


“We can call him from the nurse’s station if you’d like,” she said, her own brow creasing at the mention of the missed meals.


I thought about it and shook my head. “This all started because I ran from the problem last time. Let’s go make the call I should make, not the one I’d prefer.”


She nodded and I followed her to the nurse’s station, adjusting my shirt as best I could.


I was just getting ready to dial the phone when my mother got off the elevator. I put the phone back down and thanked the duty nurse while I waited for my mother to approach us. I returned her hug without much enthusiasm and asked where my clothes were.


She handed me a bag and I turned and went to get changed, not overly concerned as to whether the shirt I’d been wearing was fastened tightly or not. I was angry and I knew I had a good reason to be. I also knew that I wasn’t going to solve anything by lashing out like a madman. I went into the bathroom and pulled on my clothes, eager to be wearing something other than the generic hospital gown. I finally had my clothes on and my feet settled in my shoes. I’d had my cane here in the hospital, but I hadn’t really needed it for trips to the bathroom. I took the bag my clothes had been in and went back to my room, packing it with the books that I’d been reading. I picked up my cane from where it was propped against the bed-rail and decided that I wanted it with me tonight. I didn’t intend to sign on for whatever they had planned a minute longer than I had to and anything that conveyed the idea that I was still mending was a welcome addition to my outfit.


I left the room bare and found my mother speaking quietly to Dr. Spencer. I went over to join them and put down the bag before wrapping my arms around her and thanking her for all her help. I also whispered that I thought I was going to need to call her after tonight.


She nodded and when we stepped back, she told me I was welcome and to call her any time. Her eyes said that she’d heard my whisper and understood.


With more effort than I would have thought, I chiseled a smile onto my face and cheerily asked my mother if we were ready to go. I thought my teeth would break.


She seemed to be relieved by the smile, so I tried to commit the feel of it to memory to use for the rest of the night. I tried to ignore her, but she insisted on talking in the elevator, me in a wheelchair and her holding the bag of books.


I thought of it as a role I was playing. Cheerful and carefree. The smile didn’t seem to hurt my face quite so much once I immersed myself in that mental trick. We got outside and I was allowed to leave the chair now that we were in the parking lot. I stood and felt the first real pleasure of the last few days as I felt the sun on my face and smelled air that wasn’t scented with industrial disinfectants.


Mom was increasingly manic as we crossed to the car, me leaning on the cane more than I needed. It actually tugged on my incision to walk like that more than it did to walk normally. All the better if it gave me a pained expression on my face that would get me out of making this awful curdled face all night.


She apologized for leaving me so long and cited her mysterious errands again. I scoffed and told her that the hospital staff had practically become as close as family, the cheery delivery stripping away the insult that it actually was.


I noticed that we weren’t going back to the house. “Where are we headed?” I asked, glancing back at the turn she would have made if we were going home.


“Well, I still have just one or two little things to take care of first,” she explained.


“Oh, okay,” I said lightly, looking out my window. “By the way, do you have my phone?”


“Of course, Honey. It’s back at the house right now. I’ll make sure you get it when we get back.”


“Cool,” I said and fell silent, part of me putting off the words of anger that I was storing up, but part of me just enjoying being out of the hospital. I opened my window and stuck my hand out of the car to just enjoy the feel of the wind on my skin.


I was suddenly reminded of the last day I’d felt wind like this, the last time I’d ridden my bike. Now I WAS uncomfortable because I felt very much like this then. I pulled my hand in and put the window back up, lost in thought. I wondered if I was overreacting and being a jackass again. Finally, I decided that I’d see where we were going and I retreated into my own thoughts while we drove.


To my surprise there actually were errands to run. She had to pick up extra groceries and we stopped at a Walmart to get them. I kept pace with her, eyeing the shelves, but finding no interest in food at the moment, despite skipping two meals already and being late for the third. I watched as she shopped and realized that she was picking things at random. She was stalling which meant that whatever was supposed to go on was still being set up. That made me feel slightly less irritable and I told myself that this week was hard on them and they needed this party more than they thought I did.


I was getting over my anger a little bit and trying to put the best face on it, but I was still left feeling like they’d let me down the last few days. A little voice in my head told me that maybe I shouldn’t have been counting on them so much if I was going to be a mess every time they weren’t there. I recalled my own conversation with Lana about being strong for each other when we had to be apart and I had to admit that I hadn’t handled the absence well the last few days.


Well, that wasn’t precisely true. I had noticed the absence but notice turned to anxiety when people started actively keeping things from me and refusing to answer questions.


We passed through the snacks aisle and Mom suddenly stopped and asked what was wrong.


I looked at her, not understanding the question. “Nothing’s wrong,” I said automatically.


“You haven’t walked down this aisle without picking up a snack since you were old enough to walk beside the cart,” she said, looking me over.


“This trip isn’t about me and besides it’s not part of my meal plan,” I said, remembering what the trainers had said about junk food as a last minute stop-gap.


“Meal plan? That something you picked up in the hospital?”


“No. The trainers at the Garden have been teaching me the importance of nutrition in my fitness program. If it matters, I’ll go back and get something.” I started back up the aisle, my tone was accommodating rather than defiant. I was humoring her and we probably both knew it. I paid some attention to the shelves and finally grabbed a bag of chips that I knew I wouldn’t eat. I didn’t feel like eating chips or having fun or attending this party or whatever the fuck it was, but I had probably four hours before I could reasonably play a game of hide-and-go-fuck-myself and I didn’t feel like spending them talking about what was wrong, so I pretended nothing was.


I came back and put them in the cart, still leaning on my cane and we got underway. I considered the matter closed, but my mother obviously didn’t. She kept a close eye on me for the rest of our trip through the grocery section. When we were done, she had to pick up a few things that you would need for a large party, making sure to give me a cover story about picnics and barbecues. I told her I was going to look at bikes and limped away, still playing my part.


When she caught up to me, I was looking over some of the bikes there, being very careful not to show enthusiasm for any of them. When she approached me, I looked up and forced a smile, turning immediately to start back toward the front of the store.


“See any you like?” she asked and I thought she sounded hopeful.


“Not really,” I said. “I still haven’t looked at mine to see if I can rebuild it.” I wasn’t about to sign on for a cheap Walmart bike in exchange for all of them dropping the ball for three days straight. Not that I was spoiled or was demanding, but that was an attempt at buying forgiveness and I wasn’t selling.


Surprisingly, I felt better knowing that she was uncomfortable. It was an acknowledgment that there was something wrong and that made me feel like my feelings were vindicated.


I waited dutifully and loaded each of the bags back into the cart to take to the car while she paid for them. I even took a sort of perverse pleasure in acting all the more normal. I knew now that she was aware there was a problem. The more normal I acted, the more anxious she seemed to get.


“So what’s our next stop?” I asked brightly, putting on my seat belt and settling my cane against my leg.


“Well, I thought about going to the mall quickly. I’m sure you’re out of books for the moment.”


“I’ve actually had my fill of books for the moment, thanks,” I said. I’d read a fairly impressive stack since waking up on Monday. “If there’s something else that you need though, I can sit in the food court while you pick it up. I’m a little sore after walking through Walmart.”


She looked concerned, but nodded and we parked near the food court. She glanced at the spot where I’d crashed my bike, but I found my eyes drawn to the concrete wall beside the doors where I’d seen a red stain in my dreams. I looked at it impassively and sat myself at a table while she went and did her shopping or screwed around or whatever it was she was going to do to keep me here while she was waiting for word from home that they were ready.


I didn’t have my phone, my wallet or any money, so my sitting there turned into me being bored to death while I looked to the people to entertain myself.


I started filling my boredom by looking at the girls and women in the food court and assessing whether I’d fuck them or not. Every guy does this. The ones that don’t are lying. They do it too. The game held my interest for a little while, but then I was 14, hadn’t had any sort of relief from my woes in over a week and had seven more blue-balled days or more to go. Truthfully, sex was the last thing on my mind and I didn’t look forward to having people expect me to perform. At this moment, I had no desire to actually have sex.


I shook my head to try and clear it, thinking that I was falling back into anger and hurt. Instead, I closed my eyes and started breathing deeply, trying to calm myself and make thought distant.


My watch said it was almost 7 when Mom found her way back. She had a small shopping bag with her and I was surprised she even had that.


“Found what you were looking for?” I asked pleasantly, my facade back in place.


“Yup! All done. Let’s head home. I don’t want to keep you out any longer. I’m sure you want to relax and put your foot up.” Her spirits had very much improved since she’d left me to walk down the mall.


I got to my feet and leaned heavily on the cane, the act putting my incision in enough discomfort to sell the act. I didn’t ask what she’d picked up. I didn’t even care enough to look at what store’s bag she was carrying.


When we got home, the cars were there and there were lights on next door, but none at home. I went to the trunk and started loading up on the bags from Walmart before Mom shooed me away, letting me take only the lightest. I gritted my teeth, knowing that as soon as I stepped in the door, someone would flick on a light and everyone would scream ‘Surprise!’ and want to make merry. I’d kept up a cheery facade while shopping with Mom. Now I wondered how long I could do it with a group.


I waited for her to join me before opening the door. I stepped in and predictably, the lights bloomed and a whole crowd of people shouted.


I flinched in surprise and then grinned in what I was hoping was a convincing, disarming manner. “What’s all this?!” I asked, my eyes blinking in genuine reaction to the light itself if not the party that I’d figured out days ago.


There was a cake and several snacks, but nothing of substance, which I was disappointed in, but most of the crowd would have eaten dinner by this point and hadn’t skipped lunch or breakfast. I mingled and kept my game-face on for everyone’s sake. Lana and Beck were practically rabid with delight about the party and I could see they were deeply invested in how the surprise was received.


“How did you guys ever put this together this fast?” I asked, wanting to validate their efforts as much as right now I wanted to slap everyone there.


“I don’t even KNOW how we pulled it off! We couldn’t frost the cake until it cooled so Charlotte had to stall. You didn’t suspect anything?”


I shook my head. “I saw the lights next door and figured everyone was hanging out there,” I laughed, wondering how they weren’t seeing through how fake it sounded to me.


They were mollified though and wanted me to know that their mom had helped, but they’d made the cake and decorated it and gotten everything ready. Eventually I mingled with everyone and got handshakes or hugs from everyone. There were even a couple of the kids from my class that Beck and I were friendly with.


I finally managed to sneak away to the bathroom downstairs and closed the door behind me, the smile sliding off my face like greasy water. I was miserable. I was half starved, limping on my cane was making my incision burn like fire, my head hurt and my jaw ached from clenching my teeth. I thought about the bottle in the cabinet with my painkillers. There were a half-dozen of them left, but I couldn’t take one yet.


I leaned my cane against the sink and wet a washcloth in cold water to wash my face and then press it gratefully to my incision while I sat on the toilet and tried to get a grip on myself. My phone was still MIA or I would have called Dr. Spencer. I checked my watch and swore under my breath, seeing that I had a couple of hours before I could beg for escape. I sighed and stayed another few minutes, doing breathing exercises and trying not to fly apart at the seams.


When I felt I could face the public again, I got up, dropped the washcloth in the hamper and flushed the toilet even though I hadn’t actually used it. I washed my hands and went back upstairs to chat some more.


Beck and a couple of the guys were talking about the baseball team they were all on and I joined them for a little bit, telling them I was hoping to see a couple of their games, but I wasn’t going to be able to play till next summer if then.


That surprised Beck. “What? What do you mean, ‘if then’?” she asked indignantly.


“I’m still going to be seeing Dr. Spencer. We were talking about taking some classes next summer, but I won’t know for a while about next summer,” I told her. It was the first time I’d brought it up.


“Why are you still seeing her?” she demanded. “I thought you were out of the hospital.”


“Out of the hospital,” I confirmed, “but not recovered from everything. She says I’m going to be seeing more of her this year than I saw while I was in this week.” I shrugged like it was no big deal. I turned the conversation back to the team and baseball for a little while, but I could tell that Beck was bothered by what I’d said. That gave me a moment of vindictive pleasure that made my smile hurt just a little less.


I made my way around the room, thanking everyone for being there, finding time to have a conversation with each of them and have a laugh or two about the party, my accident, the summer, the Red Sox, bad movies and a few other things.


I found myself a seat in the living room and sat down, wanting to rub my side, but gripping the head of my cane instead to keep my hand away from the incision instead.


Patty came over to sit on the couch next to me. “See, not such a bad secret, after all,” she said gently, trying to smooth out the rough patch we’d ended last night on.


“Everything looks perfect,” I said, keeping my face pleasant. “The girls said you helped with the cake, but they made it and decorated it themselves. They’re very proud of it.” God, my side was burning. I put my hand to hold it and realized what I was doing. I put it back on my cane and gripped it like it was the only thing keeping me upright. Maybe it was. I wanted one of those painkillers now, the dreams be damned. Hell, I wanted two of them.


“They did,” she said proudly. She talked to me about the decorations and the guests and how the cake wouldn’t cool fast enough because of how hot the house had been during the day.


I let her talk and found myself running my hand along the incision twice more before I could get away. I realized my breathing was a lot more labored and I was feeling a lot more pain in my side.


I made another circuit of the room and then went downstairs, glad that I was alone down here for the moment. I looked over my shoulder and pressed my hand to my side, groaning softly as I hobbled my way to the bathroom, actually needing the cane to steady myself now. I silently thanked Dr. Spencer for telling me to wait on anything strenuous until next weekend. I closed the door behind me and grabbed another cloth, wetting it and pressing it gently to my side.


I stared at my reflection in the medicine cabinet, but I wasn’t seeing it. I was looking past the mirror at the bottle of dream-riddled relief that I knew was waiting inside for me.


The knock at the door caused me a moment of panic. “OCCUPIED!” I called out, realizing that I hadn’t locked the door. I composed myself as best I could and hoped that it was someone that wouldn’t wander in anyway. I was filled with relief when the knock didn’t repeat and the door didn’t open. I needed time to get myself together. I wanted my phone. I’d lock myself in here and call Dr. Spencer if I had that. I washed my face again and then I looked at myself in the mirror. I thought I looked terrible, but then again, no one had seemed to notice before I came down and I didn’t think I’d gone downhill that fast.


I slowly composed myself and then took a couple of deep breaths. I didn’t have much longer, but I could make one more trip around the room before I had to come back for those pills. I decided to put the bottle in my pocket. I thought that knowing they were close would give me enough comfort to hold out a little longer.


When I got back upstairs, Tabby and Collie cornered me and each gave me a hug that made me want to scream and a soft kiss and a promise of more when I was more recovered. I managed a smile and kissed them each back, knowing that they’d just collectively taken out of me everything I’d gained in my last trip to the bathroom. I went to the kitchen for a glass of water and took two of the pills right away, gripping the edge of the counter until I felt a little better. I wanted to take another one, but I wasn’t sure two were exactly safe, so I put the bottle back in my pocket.


All told, I got to talk to everyone and I didn’t feel like anyone had been aware of how much I hated the night. I wondered who I should tell and then just went back downstairs without talking to anyone else. I got a towel from the bathroom, filled it with ice from the mini-fridge and collapsed onto the bed with the ice pack pressed to my side, silently willing the pain to fade. Slowly, my mind started to drift. I could still hear the party going on distantly above me and it seemed farther and farther away. I closed my eyes and let the dreams have me


I woke in darkness and I wondered how much time had passed. The ice pack was gone and I was undressed. I didn’t remember doing that. Had I? I lit up my watch display and it said it was early, but it was indeed morning. I lay in the darkness and felt someone shift next to me. One question answered. I closed my eyes and went back to sleep.


Chapter 21


When I woke again, it was because the light was suddenly flicked on. I flinched, but lay still, my eyes still closed. I could hear Beck and Lana moving around the room as they got dressed and I sighed, figuring that sleeping was done for now. I’d slept well, but as always, the dreams were there. I finally sat up and ran a hand through my hair.


“How’re you feeling?” Beck asked carefully, seeing me move.


I shrugged, still not sure how I felt. I ran a hand over my side and winced. “Sore,” I confirmed.


“Yeah. We found you with the ice pack on your side,” Lana said, coming to sit on the bed to take a look at it, her fingers gently touching it.


“How late did the party go on?” I asked, wanting to distract this line of discussion as quickly as I could.


“It was about midnight when Mom and Dad went home,” Beck supplied. I’d gone to the kitchen just after 10, so I figured the party had lasted another hour or so and then cleanup.


I nodded and slid out of bed and grabbed my robe to go get showered. I took my time in there, using the solitude to think. Should I let it slide or should I tell everyone how I felt. It was a tricky situation. Patty knew I was aware that the party wasn’t a surprise, but she thought I’d had a delightful time last night. I hoped everyone did.


By the time I was done in the shower, the house was empty and I knew they’d be next door at breakfast. I got dressed slowly, the incision still tender and sore from last night’s exertion. When I was presentable, I started looking around the room and couldn’t find my phone or my wallet. I knew my mother had them and wondered if she was holding them on suspicion that I was supremely pissed.


I sighed and climbed the stairs slowly, taking my cane, but leaning on it less to take pressure off the searing pain in my side.


I knew that if the phone was here, it was upstairs. I could call it from the house phone, but better to just ask for it back.


I closed the door behind me and crossed the lawn on a diagonal to get around the fence. When I opened the door, the conversation cut off and all heads turned to look at me. I looked back and I knew that I’d been the topic of conversation.


“By all means,” I said, “please continue. What’s the morning’s topic of conversation? Last night’s party or my condition this morning?”


“A little of both,” Mom said lightly.


I took a seat at the empty seat and winced a little at the movement this caused in my side. “And which topic is winning?” I asked.


“The girls were telling us that they found you passed out sideways across the bed with an ice pack on your side,” Patty said, getting up to get another plate from the kitchen and filling it for me.


I nodded in confirmation. “That is the last thing I remember from last night.” I leaned back, still groggy from the painkillers. I probably could have gone back to sleep, but other than a slice of cake, I hadn’t eaten anything since Friday. I had someone to thank for that oversight. I just wasn’t sure whose feet to lay that blame at.


“Why didn’t you say anything last night?” Mom asked, exasperated.


“After all the work that went into it?” I asked. “That would have been a cheery event. ‘SURPRISE!’ ‘Fuck off! I’m going to bed.’ After everyone spent all day yesterday and the girls planned it for two days, I wasn’t about to piss in the chips.”


“Who told?!” Beck looked around the room accusingly.


“I figured it out days ago when you all stopped showing up at the hospital,” I told her gently. “I went from having seven or eight people a day visiting to having the staff feel sorry for me overnight.”


Mom didn’t look particularly happy with the way I was handling this, but I wasn’t particularly thrilled with how I’d been handled the last few days. I’d kept it together last night for all the reasons I told Dr. Spencer.


“Look, the bottom line is that last night was important to you,” I said, looking around the table. “Last week was hard on all of you and you needed a project to focus on and a party to let loose. I wasn’t about to rampage through the middle of that or tell you I wasn’t up to it. I hung on as long as I could and took a painkiller and an ice-pack when I couldn’t stand it any more.”


“And you’re telling us now because?” Patty asked, putting a plate of sausage and eggs in front of me and a glass of juice.


“I’m telling you because I had a shitty week too and I don’t want it to drag out and poison next week too,” I said.


“We know,” she said. “We were all there.”


“No you weren’t,” I countered with a shake of my head, “and that’s the point. I noticed the girls missing days ago. I kept getting told to drop it or someone changed the subject. I caught on and realized that I wasn’t going to see them until they were done with what they were planning for last night. Yesterday though. That was a miserable day. Can anyone guess why?”


Mom looked chagrined. “I forgot the time. I was supposed to pick you up in the afternoon and lost track of the time.”


I nodded. “Who else failed the time-management challenge yesterday?”


There were blank stares. They didn’t realize yet. “Patty, what was for lunch yesterday?” I asked casually and the blood drained out of her face.


“Oh my God! I was helping the girls with the cake. I completely forgot!” she looked mortified.


I nodded. “So after being cut off from my girls for days, I missed all three meals yesterday and the only person who remembered to stop in to see me was Donald. I felt pretty cruddy by the time I picked up the phone to find out why no one had come to bring me home. In fact, I was SO upset that Dr. Spencer gave me her after hours number in case I couldn’t handle it. I know you all worked really hard to make last night a success and I appreciate all the effort you went to and love you all for wanting to do it, but I got lost in the shuffle and it took a lot out of me to keep up with it last night. Not just physically, but emotionally too. I felt really hurt yesterday. I’m sorry if that sounds selfish of me. I don’t want to be selfish about it. I just wanted to clear the air and tell you how I felt.”


I lowered my head and turned my attention to my plate, eating real food finally. I cleaned the plate and realized that conversation hadn’t started up again. They were still looking at me.


I grimaced. “Look, Last time I sat at this table, everyone tells me that I ran from the problem. Yesterday that was a really tempting option. I could have called Donald and hid out at his place for a few days. I decided not to do that. Instead, I waited for Mom to come get me. Last night I found out that Beck and Lana didn’t even know about the study Dr. Spencer wants me to be part of. That was kind of important and it’s been happening over the last few days since she had me take that test. I’m not trying to make everyone feel bad and I’m sorry because clearly I am. I’m just trying not to make the same mistakes again. First I bottled everything up until I exploded and then the second time, I ran away from the problem rather than face it head on.”


Still no response. I grimaced and nodded. “I’ll go so you can talk. I’ll be next door.”


I got up and walked to the door, trying not to lean on my cane as I walked.


“Matt?” Lana said softly from the table. “Please don’t go. Come and sit with us.”


I stopped and looked at them. They were all still watching me. “No one else seems to be saying anything,” I pointed out, but I didn’t leave.


“You’ve given everyone a lot to think about, son,” Dan said quietly. “Come on. Have a seat. It may take some time, but we’ll get it solved.”


I nodded and felt a little better, knowing that there was some promise to talk it out.


I sat back down at the table and winced again as the incision re-positioned. “I don’t think there’s really anything to solve,” I said after a few minutes of silence. “I’m not telling you that this needs fixing. It was a random congruence of events that likely will never repeat. I’m just pointing out that I got moved to the bottom of the deck. If I’d been home where I could have fended for myself for entertainment or meals, it would have been a non-issue. I guess I should have been clearer to everyone how important those things were and I owe you all an apology for that too. I’m sorry I took you for granted.”


“Stop apologizing, Matt,” Mom said. “We forgot you at the hospital. You had to beg to find out why you weren’t being visited. I can’t believe I left you in the food court after missing three meals.” She looked almost as shocked as Patty at what had happened.


“Like I said, it was a terrible week for all of us. Last night was the pressure vent you all needed. It was important and necessary and did more good for you than any of us can probably pin-point. It just took on a life of its own.”


“Between everyone getting wrapped up in the party last night and us having Lilly’s do-over for her sleep-over on Friday night, we just got drowned in the details,” Dan said softly. “I think we’re all sorry that we left you high and dry in our own way.”


That got a lot of nods. I felt uncomfortable about it, but I said thanks.


“I feel kind of terrible because we all had that chat with Dr. Spencer about helping lower the stress at home and then the first thing we did was to raise it,” Beck said. “I wish you’d said something.”


“Everyone worked so hard to keep me in the dark, I didn’t even know for sure what you had planned until I opened the front door. I figured it was a surprise party of some kind, but I couldn’t say anything about it and looking back on it, I shouldn’t have said anything about it ahead of time. Like I said, you’ve all been under a lot of stress this week. I don’t want to point fingers. A lot went wrong. It’s in the past now.”


I looked around the table, catching everyone’s eye and getting a nod, if reluctantly from the mothers. I knew they’d try something to make it up to me. I’d address that if and when it came up.


“I want to hear more about this study you’re part of,” Lana said when we’d gone around the table.


“Dr. Spencer sent my test results to a Dr. Saddler at Harvard and he’s asking for a grant from the school to study how it is that I do what I can do. They want to meet me on Monday to confirm the tests and conduct some themselves. If they’re suitably impressed, I’m going to be taking some limited courses from the school as part of the study on how my brain is processing information. Dr. Spencer said the study will last at least five years and I’ll probably have a college degree or more by the time it’s done. I may have the chance to take summer courses. It’s possible that I could have a full college degree before I finish high school if I focus the courses or I could end up with a couple of different degrees by the time I’ve been out of high school for a year.”


“Really? College?” Lilly said, sounding a little disgusted. “You’re not a big enough nerd now?”


That got a little bit of laughter, but there was still a lot of tension in the air from the previous topic.


I shrugged. “It’s not a sure thing yet. I have to go before the grants board tomorrow for a comprehensive demonstration. Then they’ll decide whether the study is worth the grant money.”


“So you’re just going to skip high school?” Lana said, incredulous.


“No, Dr. Spencer said she thought that would do me more harm than good, but I’d be able to burn through the course material in high school so fast that I’d be bored by the second week of classes. Instead, they want to add in coursework that won’t require me to be physically in class to participate. They’ll record the lectures and I’ll be able to access them online. Those will take the usual amount of time to complete and the reading I can do along with the high school courses. That’ll keep me from getting bored and disruptive, but keep me in high school where I’m still with people my own age. Dr. Spencer is staying on to monitor my mental and emotional health and I guess Dr. Saddler is running the project other than that.”


“That’s freaky,” Beck said. “I just thought you were going to keep seeing Dr. Spencer because of what happened. How many courses are you going to do?”


I shrugged. “I dunno. I guess they’ll probably have me start with one and add courses based on what I can handle. If I can handle two and still get bored with the amount of downtime, then maybe three. If I can handle that, maybe four or a full course load.”


“That’s fucked-up,” Lilly declared to general agreement.


I shrugged. “Tell me about it,” I said. “I could go to my high school graduation with my college degree in my free hand. That’s kind of the epitome of fucked-up.”


“What were you thinking of trying to study?” Dan asked, curiously. “It sounds like you’ve got a lot to choose from. Which direction are you thinking for a start?”


“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Originally, I hadn’t thought about anything more than learning a bunch of languages and working on a degree that would let me work as a translator. Now, I have a chance to hang Harvard on my wall and go into a career at 18 or continue with school and piece together two or even three degrees in different fields or run the gauntlet to PhD in one field. I suppose I should talk to a career counselor of some kind to get a sense of what direction I should turn.”


“Well, you’ve always had an interest in literature and philosophy,” Mom suggested. “Those are fields you could start into.”


I shrugged. “I’ll talk to Dr. Saddler tomorrow. I’m sure he has some ideas.”


That pretty much killed the conversation at that point. The decision was in the hands of the board tomorrow. I kind of expected to have to read a piece for them and then answer questions about the material. After breakfast, we all broke up and I was surprised that Lilly followed Patty to the kitchen to help with dishes and cleaning up.


“Sleep-over get out of hand?” I asked, remembering that Lilly was sentenced to two more weeks of chores if she overbooked her party.


“No,” Mom said. “She’s just helping out a lot more. All the girls are.”


“Cool. Once I’ve had a chance to recover, I’ll pitch in too,” I said.


Mom shook her head. “I think we’re gonna give you a little free time to decompress. You pointed out that we all needed that party last night. You were right. Now it’s your turn. We need to give you a chance to let off some steam.”


“I wouldn’t even know how right now,” I said truthfully.


“I can think of a couple of ways,” Beck offered with a shameless grin.


I chuckled and shook my head. “Walking put me in that state last night. I think I’ll let Dr. Spencer know that she was right. That kind of fun is off limits for at least this week. She said next weekend and made it clear that she thought that was too soon, but it was the longest she could expect me to follow doctor’s orders.”


We got up as a group and walked back across the lawns. I was still moving with the cane, but honestly, my ankle felt completely normal. When we got inside, my mother brought me my wallet and phone. The billfold was still undamaged and I asked where the opened brick was. She told me and I went to make sure I was flush with cash in case of emergencies. Then I took my phone to our bedroom to plug it in so it’d be fully charged.


The girls had followed me downstairs and as I suspected, the conversation at the breakfast table was only the warm-up for the individual talks I was about to have with everyone.


“Can we talk about it?” Lana asked, closing the door after her. Beck had already taken up residence on the bed since I was in the office chair.


I nodded, knowing that they had things they wanted to say to me in private.


“You should have told us to stop,” she said quietly. I realized then that she’d taken it to heart more than I’d intended.


I shook my head. “If I’d known about it back when it was just an idea forming, I probably would have, but once you started planning it, the party took on a life of its own.”


“The party doesn’t matter if the person you’re throwing it for doesn’t want it,” she said firmly.


“Who was the party really for though?” I asked, challenging her to think it through. “How much did you pour into planning every detail? How many times did you stop and smile over the thought of everything being perfect? How much did the stress of the week slide away when you dove into every task for the party?”


She nodded a little at that. “That’s all true, but the party was to welcome you home. If you weren’t coming home, then the party would have been stupid.”


“The party wasn’t to welcome me home. It was a celebration that I’d pulled through and was going to be okay. That wasn’t a worry I had to carry. By the time I was aware of what was going on, that question was answered and I was on the road to recovery. You guys had to live out those hours of not knowing.” I got out of the chair and went over to the bed and lay down carefully, pulling Beck to my side and gesturing Lana to join us. She hesitated and then came around to curl into me gingerly, knowing that she was on the side with my incision.


“Still, I feel bad because you didn’t want the party.”


“You wanted to do something special for me. What you need to understand is that the most special thing you can do for me is to be close to me. That’s what soothes me most of all. I wasn’t well enough to enjoy the party last night and that was because I asked to be released early. Without you two and Collie and Tabby, I couldn’t stand being in the hospital. I would have been out Friday if I could have arranged it. I didn’t need a party. I needed you. If the party planning had been a little more laid-back, I would have been content to wait until today or even later in the week to be released, would have felt a lot better and would have been totally on-board for a party. You did the right thing by putting it together. It helped a lot more than it harmed.”


She was quiet for a few minutes, but that gave Beck a chance to wear me down.


“You’re still angry about it though,” she said, not making it a question. “The way you feel about secrets now makes it worse.”


“It does and it doesn’t. I tried to impress on the people that came to visit that I missed you, but the message got lost in translation and everyone stopped talking. When the party took over everyone’s lives yesterday, I got lost in the shuffle and that bothered me a lot because I went hungry for the day because I was depending on people who were re-tasked for the party. Hunger drove a lot of my anger yesterday. Not all of it, but a lot. Whatever hurt is left over, I promise, I’ll get over it.”


“We’re supposed to be helping you get over things though,” Beck pressed. “We talked about it a lot before you woke up and we promised ourselves that we’d protect you from getting hurt again.”


I kissed her forehead and then repeated the gesture with Lana. “You do protect me,” I assured them both. “You protect me by giving me the determination to get through anything that hurts me. That’s how I came back to you and it’s what kept me moving around the party last night well after I wanted to take a pill and curl up into a ball. I stayed with it absolutely every second I could be here and when it got to be too much, I went to bed. I didn’t shut it down, I didn’t tell you I was going because you would have come with me and you needed last night as much or more than anyone else.”


They frowned, but I think they took it to heart. “All you need to remember is that I love you. Yesterday was a bad day for me. Today’s been pretty good. Tomorrow could go either way. Just be here for me and we’ll always be okay.”


I got a pair of kisses for that and promises to go with me tomorrow. We spent the rest of the morning catching up, being cute and cuddling. Mom came downstairs and called us to lunch. We got up slowly and climbed the stairs to join her in the kitchen. “Still no Lilly?” I asked, surprised.


“Nope. Patty’s been teaching her to cook. She has her red seal, so I can’t show her anything that Patty’s not better at,” Mom said with a shrug.


“Well, I know you’ll get her back on points when the school year starts and everyone needs tutors,” I assured her.


“Everyone but you. God only knows what courses you’ll be taking. I doubt I’ll be much help with them.”


“We’ll see. I may not even live up to the hype tomorrow and I’ll have to play with matches to amuse myself for four years,” I speculated jokingly.


We sat and had a pleasant lunch, but I could tell Mom was still bothered by what had happened yesterday. That was another conversation. At the end of lunch, I kept the subject away from yesterday. “Mom, I’m going to need a new laptop this year. If the Harvard thing pans out, I’ll need to take lectures by video. If not, I’ll still need one for doing papers and assignments. My current one is barely functional. It’s almost four years old.”


She nodded. “You’ve been after your father and I to replace yours for a year now. It’s definitely time. I presume you’re going to want to get something high-end?”


“That’s usually the goal,” I said lightly. “I think we should pay cash, get the warranty and replacement plan options and plan on it lasting several years. I don’t want to make a decision on what to get until after we hear back from the grants board. They may include a budget for one as part of the grant equipment. That would change things some.”


She nodded and said we’d go do some shopping later in the week. We had to get new clothes, I was in need of a suit unexpectedly, school supplies were starting to appear in stores and we had a hundred other little things to get before the first day of classes.


For the afternoon, I told the girls that I was interested in going to the beach again if they were up for it. They were only too happy to jump at the opportunity and the three of us went downstairs for bathing suits and stopped in next door to see if Lilly was interested in going. She thought about it, but shook her head finally and decided that she’d rather spend the afternoon cooking with Patty. We were told that dinner would be a little later and we should be home for 7 if we wanted some.


That left us plenty of time to spend at Revere Beach. We loaded up beach towels, sunblock and sunglasses.


We rode with the windows down and laughed and it felt good to be out. We parked and locked the car, taking our stuff down the beach. We put sunblock on each other, putting on a bit of a show as we sensuously massaged it into each others skin. Their hands were very gentle around my incision, but they covered it completely before the three of us laid out our towels and got some sun.


We wondered if the party animals had come back to the beach or decided it was safer to pick a different spot to hunt. We didn’t seem to be attracting a lot of attention today, but the beach was full today. We finally got bored with laying out even though we were chatting about things idly and the three of us went down to the shore, hand in hand. I’d left my cane in the car and my ankle was feeling good enough to walk almost normally.


We swam a little, mostly splashing each other and having fun. I appreciated the cold ocean water on my incision. The salt in it, not quite as much. I still had a few cuts that were healing and the salt stung them and the incision, but the cold of the water made that a small price to pay.


When we got back to our towels, we collapsed onto them and applied more sunblock while we rested. I couldn’t feel a twinge in the ankle and I told them that it felt a lot better now. I relaxed and enjoyed the sun on my back while we lay on our stomachs watching the water. It was a perfect afternoon and it felt twice as good because I needed it so badly and I told my girls as much.


“I wish we’d thought to call Collie and Tabby,” I said, feeling like that would have made the afternoon complete.


“They were working,” Beck said dismissively. “They work a lot of Sundays.”


“We should find a day for all of us to come out here and do this,” I said basking in the tranquility of the waves and the gentle heat of the early August sun.


“If we can get the school shopping out of the way, then we should be able to do it later this week,” Lana suggested.


“Good,” I said. “Once the hearing is done tomorrow, let’s start bullying the mothers into getting it done or letting us go ourselves.”


“Like that’s gonna happen,” Beck said with a laugh.


“Like they’re worried about us overspending?” I scoffed. “More like they’re worried you two will drag me off to Victoria’s Secret and we’d adopt the salesgirl.”


“Oh! Because we’d have to DRAG you to shop for lingerie!” Lana teased.


“You would,” I assured her. “I’d look silly in a g-string.”


“I’d pay to see that!” Beck laughed.


“You can’t afford me. I’m easy, but I’m not cheap,” I declared with a grin. We all fell to laughing and I felt 100% better. Even laughing didn’t make my side feel like something was tearing today. I felt like that was a good sign.


We finally packed up the towels and put our clothes back on for the ride home, walking back to the car slowly, waiting till we reached the top of the sand before we put our shoes on so we could feel it between our toes. It was hot on the feet, but I wriggled my toes in it with each step, relishing the feeling.


When we were back in the car and about to pull out of the parking lot, I thanked them both. “I needed this. It was perfect.” They beamed like I’d given them diamonds and we all kissed.


We were home in plenty of time to get a shower and change before dinner, so we rinsed the salt, sand and sunblock off each other as we slid together in the shower stall. We dressed for dinner casually. Lana and Beck pulled sundresses over their heads and stepped into panties while I wore a pair of loose shorts and a t-shirt.


We went upstairs and I was barely leaning on my cane. I decided that I didn’t need the cane for a quick trip next door. I left it propped against the corner next to the door before we left.


Lana looked at me questioningly when I left it behind. “The ankle still feels good even after swimming,” I explained. “Since we’re not going far, I don’t think I’ll need it.”


She nodded and took my hand. Beck already had the other one. I was feeling much more loved and cared for than I had the day before and it showed. Everyone noticed at dinner.


“I thought your doctor said no puff-puff for another week,” Lilly said, rolling her eyes.


“‘Puff-puff’?” I repeated, laughing. “Really?”


She shrugged. “I figured it was more polite than saying what you three usually do which is bang like you’re trying to knock the house down,” she said dryly.


That got some laughter and dinner was significantly more relaxed than breakfast.


“You look like you’re in a much better mood, son,” Dan commented when we were sitting with dessert.


“I am,” I admitted. “Saying my piece this morning and then getting to spend the afternoon at the beach with the girls went a long way. After being cooped up most of the summer, I need some time out with my girls.”


“I’m relieved you’re doing better,” he said with a smile. “We were all pretty worried about you this morning after breakfast.”


I nodded. “I appreciate that. I’m learning more coping strategies for stress and when it gets to be too much to handle, I have Dr. Spencer’s number. She urged me to call it any time I need to talk.”


“Just promise us you’ll use that number before things become an emergency,” Patty urged me.


“Don’t worry, she’s going to be monitoring my emotional health as part of the study. She said I’ll see more of her now than I saw at the hospital.”


“Did she say which parts?” Lilly asked sweetly.


I was tempted to throw something at her, but just gave her a smirk. “Maybe she’ll join us at the beach to observe the stress-relief benefits,” I said lightly.


We teased back and forth for a little while before talk settled down and we said goodnight. I got a gentle hug from Patty and a kiss on the cheek and Dan clapped me on the shoulder, sort of the straight male equivalent to an affectionate hug.


We returned home and lounged around until it was time to turn in. I had an early day and the girls insisted on coming with me to the hearing.


We settled in with the alarm set and I felt two sets of fingers gently tracing the incision where I’d had surgery. I kissed both my girls and told them that I loved them before we drifted off, all of us sleeping more soundly than we had in more than a week.


Chapter 22


The alarm woke us the next day and we all started getting ready. Lana seemed to be particularly nervous about the meeting today and I finally took her hands and looked in her eyes. “Relax,” I told her. “I’ll do my best. If it’s not good enough, then nothing lost. If it’s good, then I’ll have to work my ass off to keep up.”


She nodded and we finished getting ready in near silence. Breakfast was a subdued affair too. I seemed to be the only person who wasn’t emotionally invested in the outcome of the meeting. “We have our phones,” I assured them. “As soon as we know, we’ll call.”


The three of us piled in the car at the same time Dan was leaving for work and we went our separate ways, him to the Garden and us to Harvard. I had directions to the building and we had budgeted enough time that we could afford a wrong turn or two.


We arrived about fifteen minutes early and I saw Dr. Spencer speaking with someone. We stood and waited for her to say hello. She saw us and smiled, leading her companion over to us. “Carl Saddler, this is Matthew Russell,” she said, introducing us.


“Dr. Saddler,” I said, shaking his hand. “Thank you for considering me for your research. I hope I don’t disappoint today.”


“If you really wrote that paper a couple of hours after holding a copy of Grey’s Anatomy for the first time, I don’t think disappointment is going to be the opening act today.”


I decided I liked him. My first impression was that he was laid-back and approachable.


“I see you’re traveling with your harem today,” Dr. Spencer observed with a smile.


“Well, someone has to protect me from you and your X-ray tech temptresses,” I fired back playfully.


“‘X-ray tech temptresses’?” Dr. Saddler repeated. “I’ll ask you for the rest of that story later, Victoria.”


“So will I,” Lana said, sounding surprised but cautiously amused.


“Sorry Dr. Saddler. This is my girlfriend Lana and my girlfriend Beck,” I said, introducing them.


“Dating two girls at once?” he asked, looking at the three of us together. “You’re right, Victoria, he IS ready for university.”


Lana laughed, but held her tongue. Beck on the other hand liked to shock people. “His other two girlfriends couldn’t be here this morning, but I’m sure you’ll get a chance to meet them once Matt’s taking classes here.”


“Good lord! When do you have time to study?” he asked.


“And that, Your Honor, is why I learned to speed-read,” I said with a shrug. “All joking aside, I’ll do my best not to disappoint you both.”


He nodded and told me to just do my best and he’d put the best face on it that was possible.


We were called into the meeting and I took Lana and Beck’s hands, leading them in with me since there wasn’t really a place to sit and wait outside. No one gave me a disapproving look or objected, so I took a seat and they sat with me.


The proceedings were fairly dull and most of it was related to budgetary matters. Once the board members were finished with rehashing old business, Dr. Saddler was called upon to discuss his research proposal. There were a few different groups here, each of them waiting for a chance to address the board for a chance at a grant to pursue their own research. A few of them looked at me curiously, wondering what science experiment would be performed on me.


Dr. Saddler was refreshingly succinct. He asked for $3,750,000 per year to cover lab equipment and tests, staff salaries, tuition and books for the test subject and other related costs.


The board reviewed the proposal in detail, asking questions. I was introduced and asked questions about how long I’d been able to read and comprehend at a greater level of skill.


“I’ve always read quickly,” I said, “but about a month ago, I suffered a concussion and afterwards, I noticed that I was reading faster and retaining more information. I taught myself the basics of programming in C++ in a day, took a crash course in Japanese and in Spanish, learned some home repair, read Grey’s Anatomy and found that I’m not losing the information over time like I’d expect.”


I was given an excerpt from a book and asked if I could read it. It was about 30 pages and I had it finished in under three minutes. I answered questions about it and then was asked to take a different test based on the material in Grey’s Anatomy, asked to write out the text for a simple program in C++ and generally quizzed into a numb stupor.


Finally the board seemed to be satisfied. “So your research is to determine exactly how Mr. Russell is able to absorb all this information, how he handles more complex information, the extent to which he can process information and whether the concussion caused a physical change in the brain structure or if he’s simply now exhibiting a talent that’s lain dormant until now?” one of the members asked.


“Yes. We feel that there may be significant evolution of Mr. Russell’s abilities over the next several years as pubescent changes fundamentally alter his brain chemistry. That is why we’ve applied for a grant of a modest amount with a commitment of five years and an option to revisit continuing funding if the research is still viable at that time.”


The board seemed to confer mostly by looks. “I notice you attached a request to expedite the process. Why is that, Carl?” the same member asked.


“In order to prevent any emotional distress on the part of Mr. Russell, we’re looking to keep him in high school to audit his classes there at the normal pace and supplement them with carefully selected courses from our own curriculum that have no participation requirement and for which the lectures can be recorded for him to attend remotely as his other schedule allows. We’ll require some time before semester begins to select courses, arrange to record lectures, speak with professors and obviously register Mr. Russell. We have just over a month before we need to have him ready to go if the project is approved.”


“Very well,” the same member who appeared to be chairing the board said. “If the members are in agreement, we’ll adjourn briefly to discuss the proposal and render a decision.” He glanced up and down the table and banged his gavel. “We’ll reconvene in 1 hour.”


They filed out of the room, but no one really moved. They just turned in their seats to talk to each other. I leaned forward from where I was sitting behind the two doctors and asked how I did.


“You were exactly what they were hoping to see,” Dr. Saddler said smugly. “I presented the initial proposal on Friday and explained everything already, so the accounting knit-picking is out of the way. They mostly wanted to make sure this wasn’t a traveling medicine show.”


I asked if he had a copy of the full proposal and he handed me one, watching expectantly as I zipped through it. I didn’t fully understand all the terminology or the science, but that was a matter of not having a background in those disciplines. It was the accounting work that I wanted to go over. THAT knit-picking I knew.


“You have $80,000 a year budgeted for research assistants to review and summarize the raw data?” I asked.


He nodded. “I estimated that it would take 4 assistants to crunch all the numbers.”


“I could probably do it in half the time for half the price alone,” I said. “All I’d need would be direction on how to comb the data. It’d save you $200,000 over five years and shrink the number of people you have to have wandering in and out of the project. My dad’s an accountant. He taught me numbers.”


Dr. Spencer was smirking at me from behind Dr. Saddler. “Not enough to impress a Harvard Board of Review, now you have to show off, Matthew?”


“Well, it’s not magic if there’s no pizzazz,” I pointed out and got some laughter from my girls.


Dr. Saddler smiled and nodded. “If we’re approved, which I think we will be, we’ll review some similar data and see whether you can pick it up or if it’s best to leave it to some of the actual research assistants. They are doctorate candidates after all.”


“Fair enough,” I allowed. “I just figured it might help. I know large budgets are a game of give and take. Shortcomings in one account can often be balanced by surpluses in another.”


“God help us all, he IS an accountant,” he laughed.


“Well, the raw data is just statistics and statistics is just accounting without the dollar signs.”


“It’s a little more complicated than just adding up columns against each other. Depending on the statistical model used, the same data can have very different meanings.”


“That, Dr. Saddler, is the definition of accounting during tax season,” I told him with a smile.


“Victoria, where did you find this boy?!” He asked incredulously.


“By the time I got him, he was half-dead, electrocuted and drugged out of his mind,” she laughed.


“See,” I said to her. “It’s all in the pizzazz. When you say it like that, it’s like something out of Greek mythology.”


I noticed that the girls had been mostly bored by the banter and I dialed it back a bit and chatted with them while we waited for the board to return. By the time the door to their closed session opened, the three of us were giggling teenagers in love. They each took one of my hands and kissed my cheeks while we waited for the decision.


The chairman had noticed the gesture. “Mr. Russell. You brought your own cheering section?”


“No sir,” I said with a crooked grin. “Personal assassins. If things turn ugly, they’ve sworn to carve me a path to freedom.”


That got a chuckle from a few of the members and a little levity from the other groups waiting for their turn to beg for money.


“Well, you’re certainly suited to working with Dr. Saddler,” he said with a smile. “Alright Carl. You’ve got your pound of flesh. You’re approved for $3,750,000 per year for five years with viability review at that time. Good luck.”


Dr. Saddler thanked the board and we gathered our things and left the room quietly while they turned their attention to another grant request.


Outside in the hall, he extended his hand. “Welcome to Harvard, my boy!” he said enthusiastically.


I took it in something of a daze. “Just like that? No interviews, no admissions board, no essay to convince them I’m Harvard material?”


“You just did it. Six of those men and women are on the admissions board. They approved your admission as part of the project,” he laughed. “Let’s take a walk. We’ll show you around campus a little and then I think we ought to go to lunch to celebrate.”


We were all ecstatic. It was one of the most prestigious schools in the world and I was attending. I excused myself for a moment to make the call we knew they were waiting for.


“Well?” they answered the phone and I could tell I was on speaker.


“I’m in!” I told them and there was screaming from the other end of the phone. I told them that we were taking a tour of the campus and we’d fill them in when we got home.


We spent the rest of the morning seeing different parts of campus and then had lunch and Dr. Saddler had to return to his office to start the paperwork.


Dr. Spencer led the tour to the campus bookstore. I’d get my actual books when I had courses to get them for, but for now I wanted to do some of my fall shopping getting all Harvard everything. We didn’t care that the Harvard notebooks were more expensive, we bought them for all of us and Lilly too. Everything that we’d need that we could get with the Harvard logo came with us to the check-out. We each bought sweatshirts, t-shirts, shorts, sweatpants and generally everything we could. The total would have been staggering, but I paid cash and we left burdened down with shopping bags.


We all hugged Dr. Spencer and thanked her. She was the architect of this moment as much as Dr. Saddler


She smiled and asked me to speak with her for a moment before we went our separate ways.


“I expected that I might get a call from you yesterday,” she said. “How did things go after you got home?”


“I weathered the party until my side started to hurt quite a bit. Mom actually took me on errands before she took me home since they needed to stall me. No heavy lifting, but a lot of walking,” I assured her. “I kept a smile on during the party and then talked to them the next morning over breakfast. No anger, no running from the problem, just talked out how I’d felt and made sure to tell them I understood how much they’d needed the party and that I wasn’t mad about it.”


She nodded. “And how are you managing?”


“We went to the beach yesterday,” I said. “The importance of that to someone that’s been immobilized most of the summer cannot be overstated. It went a long way. My sister started teasing me and that helped normalize things too.”


“Ribbing you about your relationship with the girls?” she asked.


“‘Ribbing’? Really?” I asked, rubbing my incision absently. “And I thought the X-ray tech joke was bad.”


“That joke’s actually been posted in the X-Ray department, you’ll be happy to know. They’re delighted with it.”


“Nice!” I said. “And actually, my sister latched onto you saying I was going to see more of you now than I did in the hospital. She asked which parts. She kids me about the girls all the time. This was new.”


“Well, you’re doing a lot better then the last time I saw you and that’s good. I WAS worried that you might do something against doctor’s orders, but you seem to have avoided opening up your incision so far.”


“Saturday wasn’t even a tempting prospect,” I told her. “A few well-meaning hugs and I went to bed with two of the painkillers I had left over from the sprain. Last night was a slightly more tempting dilemma. I’m sure that will escalate over the course of the week.”


“I’m sure,” she said sympathetically. “We’ll both be back and forth here through the week, but come see me at the hospital on Friday and we’ll do a follow-up on your condition. For right now, go home and celebrate with your family.”


I grinned and said goodbye, turning back to the car.


We were a bundle of excited energy on the way home and when we got there, we lugged our stuff into the house and told the mothers all about the morning. We showed off the full extent of the Harvard swag we’d bought and admitted that we paid too much for it, but it was worth it for the bragging rights.


Lilly had disappeared with her friends somewhere so she’d have to find out about it later.


“I’m supposed to go back on Wednesday to register and we’ll pick out courses and go over the equipment I’ll need and a few other things. I may end up doing some of the data analysis for the study too.”


We were all in a mood to celebrate and decided to go out to dinner when Dan and Lilly arrived home.


“I also have an appointment with Dr. Spencer on Friday to follow-up on my incision to see how well I’m recovered from that.”


“God help that woman if she tells you to wait another week,” Lana growled and we all laughed.


“I think she’s suitably aware that Friday is about the best she can expect to get from the situation,” I said, amused.


We ended up taking two cars to a Chinese restaurant and were joined by Collie and Tabby whom we’d invited by text.


Dan knew about the meeting today, but Collie and Tabby didn’t and they were shocked at the news.


“Harvard?!!?” Collie blurted. “Really? That’s amazing. I wanted to go there, but I just couldn’t swing the tuition. New England College of Business and Finance is still a good school. It’s just less likely to break the bank, you know?” She had a grin on her face and was as thrilled as the others, but I promised myself that I’d do something for her to ease that burden.


“We’ll practically be neighbors,” Tabby told me. “I’m at MIT studying Computer Sciences. Maybe we can meet for lunch sometimes.”


We explained that I wouldn’t be on campus a lot since all my classes would be attended by watching recorded lectures while I was still in high-school.


That made them both stop. “I figured you fast-tracked getting out of high school,” Tabby said, surprised.


“I could have, but Dr. Spencer thought there were social and developmental benefits to remaining with my peer group through the next four years. She helped put this all together and she’s staying on to monitor my emotional health while I participate.”


Lilly made a comment about her keeping my morale up and I stuck my tongue out at her.


Dinner was another enjoyable event and between the beach, the good news today and dinner, I was starting to feel less stressed. I was glad of the change.


The next few days were a blur. I went into the Garden with Dan on Tuesday to talk to the trainers who were all happy with my recovery and I was given a small binder with my adjusted workout plan detailed along with some nutritional guidelines to follow and we went over the plan for part of the afternoon without putting me through the paces due to my recent surgery.


Wednesday was spent with Dr. Saddler getting the paperwork out of the way. I had my very own Harvard Student ID and access logins for the student website. We started working on courses and I thought I could do two at once, but he wanted to start with one. I picked an introduction to psychology as my first college course and suspected that Dr. Spencer would approve. I also got myself a high-end laptop through the bookstore and got it set up with the student site and checked the secured page that he’d had set up for the lecture videos. There was a sample video on the page just for us to test and it worked fine.


“Should I get a second computer for personal use and my other schoolwork?” I asked, not wanting to misuse this one if there were guidelines.


“I shouldn’t think so, but if you have a habit of downloading adult materials, you should keep them on an external drive rather than the laptop’s drive.”


I shrugged. “I can’t see me taking time away from my girls to download porn,” I said with a smile. “How will I turn in assignments and do tests?” I asked, changing the subject.


“Your tests will be proctored by myself or Victoria and will be recorded for objective review. We’ll have them as close to the time and date of the test as possible to ensure that you’re not getting help. Not that you’ll need it, but for the sake of the study, it’s important.”


I nodded. “If you can find out from the professor ahead of time for any pop-quizzes, you can call me the day of and I can arrange to be out of class and show up to take the test in class if it helps.”


“Your teachers aren’t going to be annoyed by that?” he asked.


“It’s a research project with Harvard,” I pointed out. “Parents pull their kids from school for a week’s vacation to Disneyland. I think they can cut me some slack for this. If not, I still have a pair of personal assassins to back me up.”


He laughed at that. “What about the other two girls? It was mentioned they were only half the story.”


I nodded. “Tabitha is taking Computer Science at MIT and Colette is studying accounting at New England College of Business and Finance.”


“Good Lord, boy! Two high school girls and two college girls? How are you still able to walk?”


“Dr. Spencer hasn’t cleared me to quarterback for at least the rest of the week,” I explained and lifted my shirt to show off the surgery scar. “Once she has, it’s going to turn into a fox hunt and I’m not one of the hounds.”


“Maybe I should refer you to the psychology department as part of the study. The human sexuality perverts would love to take you apart to see how you work,” he said dryly.


“Well, I am interested in sexuality and deviancy as fields of study,” I admitted with a smile. “For purely professional reasons. I’m a professional deviant. Don’t try this at home.”


“I’ll see if I can get you an invite or twelve to their end of semester mixer,” he said, not sounding optimistic about my chances.


“Dating four girls at once isn’t deviant enough for the psych department?” I asked innocently.


“Dating? No. Plenty of guys have juggled more than one girl at once.”


“Someday, I’ll tell you a story Doctor,” I smirked. He arched an eyebrow, his curiosity piqued.


We spent the rest of the morning going over the statistical data he was going to be using in his research to see if I’d be able to perform any of the work or if it was up to the four research assistants he’d intended to hire for the project.


I thought I was getting the hang of it, but by the end of the morning, I was still tentative. I told him that I thought that I could, but I might not be able to meet the initial estimate of doing it in half the time. “I’m still getting the hang of it but it’s a lot of data and there’s some of it that I’ll understand better once I know the science behind it.”


He nodded and decided that for now he’d hire the researchers instead and see if he could ease me into that roll under their guidance as a backup check.


He let me go at lunch time and told me that we were going to be doing some medical scans starting next week. “We’ll do a detailed CT, maybe an MRI and then we’ll have you read some material while we do both tests. That’ll give us a baseline of how you handle general material and the structure of your brain. I’m setting up some lab space with a few of the neuroscience geniuses. Word spread and they want a look at the Wonder-boy themselves.”


“Wonder-boy?” I asked. “That’s a terrible nickname. Isn’t there a Harvard School of Creative Arts?”


He laughed and said he’d see me next week.


I called Lana and she came to pick me up. We had lunch and then spent a pleasant afternoon together talking and laughing before we returned to the house for dinner.


Thursday I spent the day with Beck at the baseball field, watching the team play. True to her word, she made sure I was seated with her in the dugout and I got teased by everyone about being there until Beck perched herself in my lap and stayed there for the rest of the game if she wasn’t out on the diamond or at bat. In the afternoon, she and I played some catch and I sat down to watch when a pick-up game came together.


We walked home hand in hand and as we were leaving, it was Beck’s turn to get teased for the way she’d played today. The girls were giggling and wondering why she was so much better today than she’d been for the past month.


We laughed about it, but I realized that Beck really missed me out here and it had shown enough that today was a big deal. I promised her silently that I’d spend a lot more time around the dugout with her.


My life was rapidly filling up. I was okay with that, but it left me very little time to just hang out and be spontaneous. I was going to have to find a balance and that had been the one thing I’d been slow to learn this summer.


The girls summoned me to the basement early that night and I wondered what they had cooked up between them. They undressed me, had me lay down and gave me a full body massage from the tips of my toes all the way up. I knew where Beck’s hands were when I felt a well-oiled finger slip into my ass and I looked over at her with a wink. I’d long-since gotten used to her preoccupation with anal play and again figured that if it was good enough for her, I wouldn’t object. I was actually uncomfortably hard and her finger wiggling in there felt incredible.


They eventually rolled me over and massaged every inch of me that they could reach, both of them being extremely gentle with my scar and their touch lightened to a feathered caress every time they came near it.


Afterwards, we all showered together and climbed into bed. I felt completely relaxed and I got the sense that they’d been satisfied with doing it for me.


Chapter 23


Friday was a day that the household started under a cloud of extreme tension. Beck and Lana were both emotionally invested in my recovery as much as I was. The parents worried too and Patty had her own reasons to want my report to come back favorably


At breakfast, Lana snapped at Lilly when she made one of her normal teasing comments and apologized almost right away, but I caught Lilly’s eye and winked to let her know it was okay. Then Lana, Beck and I got in the car and went to see Dr. Spencer at the hospital.


They waited outside while she poked and prodded the area, checked my range of motion and asked pointed questions about my activities and any pain or discomfort.


I answered honestly and then we sat and chatted about my week. I told her I was noticing how full my schedule was getting, but that I was okay with it and was trying to make sure that no one got neglected. I also told her about Dr. Saddler’s comment about the psychology department. “I didn’t have the heart to tell him Lana and Beck are sisters, let alone about their mother. Next time the three of us are together though, you feel free if you think he can handle it. The look on his face should be priceless.”


She laughed. “Carl can take the news. He may actually decide to include your dating habits in the study though. It does seem to have started at the same time as your other abilities so it bears investigating.”


I thought about it and nodded. “That’s probably fair,” I admitted. “So what’s the final word? Am I healthy enough to resume my deviant lifestyle or are the assassins going to be sharpening knives and gnashing teeth?”


She laughed. “It’s like that, is it? You’re a good boy who’s perfectly content to follow doctor’s orders but they’re the instigators?”


I shrugged. “I’ve seen the kinds of things medical equipment gets used for online. It makes me leery of crossing any woman who can order a table with stirrups without anyone asking questions. Although...” I trailed off, looking thoughtful for a moment before shaking my head. “Nah.”


She’d heard enough of my banter to not be shocked. “Oh I don’t need the bench, Mr. Russell. I’m sure I could perform a full examination if I should be inclined.”


“You’ll have to clear me for duty first and I think there’s a sign-in sheet somewhere,” I teased.


“You’re shameless,” she laughed. “I’m tempted to take you back down to X-Ray and throw you to the wolves.” She finally nodded. “Go easy, Matt. I know you should come with a label that says ‘contents under pressure’ right now, but try to pace yourself. If you find yourself in pain, stop immediately and have them call me. Not kidding. The study has me in charge of your overall well-being and that means that I’m your first call when you need so much as a Band-aid.”


I nodded. “I’m more likely to need a cardiac needle full of adrenaline if the girls have their way.”


“You’ve had one of those already,” she reminded me. “Anyway, get out of here before I have to order sedatives for the Bedtime Mafia and remember, try to keep it to one girl at a time until you’re back in top form.”


I laughed and told her I made no promises, but I’d try.


When I opened the office door, they were waiting with expectant looks. I nodded and was engulfed in a three-way hug that was punctuated with squeals that only dogs could hear the full extent of. They practically manhandled me back to the car and were intent on going straight home to spend the rest of the day shaking the foundations apart.


Sadly, other plans interrupted those ones. Mom had booked an appointment for me to accompany her to the high school to speak to the principal about the study and my special needs.


We waited in the office while the principal was in another meeting and I took the chance to look around, thinking that it was a lot nicer than the school I’d been in last year.


We were shown in and were introduced to Mr. Peterson, the principal. We shook hands and Mom outlined the program I was participating in and what it entailed. I sat quietly, paying attention, but also letting my eyes wander over the room. It was a typical educator’s office from what I knew. Filing cabinets, desk, diplomas, a picture of him smiling and holding up a fish while standing in a boat.


I didn’t see any pictures on his desk which said he wasn’t married as loudly as the lack of ring on his left hand did.


“Forgive me, Mrs. Russell,” he said delicately. “I just don’t see it. Your son’s barely shown any involvement with our conversation at all. He doesn’t seem capable of focusing for any length of time. I don’t mean to seem indelicate about it. It’s just my observation.”


I turned my eyes back on him. “Would you like to see a magic trick?” I asked him, deciding that it was time to show my hand, as it were. I knew he’d indulge the dullard he’d taken me for.


“Certainly son,” He said, leaning forward.


“You’re well educated and proud of that, but you’re overqualified for this position so you’ve taken down some of your more prestigious diplomas. You’ve replaced them with pictures from your vacations, but it was done hastily since you didn’t have the photographs resized and re-framed. If I had to guess, the diplomas and the pictures swapped locations on the wall here and at your home office. You’re not wearing a wedding ring and have no tan-line on your finger so you’re not divorced. No pictures on your desk seem to indicate no close family, but the vacation photos were taken by someone close to you. Does your boyfriend fish?”


I don’t think I could have had a more profound effect if I’d hit him with an axe handle between the eyes. He sputtered and I smiled a little.


“I’m not judging and I’m not carrying tales. I have friends that are gay and bisexual. You just had such trouble seeing me as a perceptive, intelligent student, when the truth is that I was looking around the room to get a feel for who you were. Admittedly, I have you at a bit of a disadvantage today since all you can judge me on is my appearance and a doting mother and what mother isn’t convinced that her baby boy is brilliant? On the flip side, your personality is all over this room if someone knows to look for it.”


I shrugged. “To put you at ease, I’m told by Dr. Saddler that I read about 200 words per second when I’m taking my time, my comprehension rate is over 99% and I spoke in front of the Harvard Grant Review Board earlier this week. That board has several members on the Admissions Board and at the end of that meeting, I was granted admission, full scholarship and special permission to take classes in a pilot project that will not only help nurture my gift, but help Dr. Saddler understand how it works and, if the project works out, it will likely become the model for how genius level prodigies are educated all over the world.”


He seemed shocked now that I was talking. “What will you need from us?” he asked and I took the initiative.


“First, I’ll need unrestricted wi-fi access everywhere in the school. Not firewalled for content, not choked for bandwidth. Wide open. It can be heavily password protected to prevent other students from piggybacking, but that’s how I’ll be attending my lectures for my University classes. Second, I’ll need permission to have and use my laptop in the school. I don’t know if that’s standard here, but if not, it’s necessary. Third, I’ll need my teachers to be informed about my condition and let them know that I may have ear-buds in to listen to my lecture material during times the other students are working at assignments and other classwork that I’ve completed. Finally, there’ll be times that I have to be excused from classes to participate in testing at the university. I sometimes won’t know about those tests until the morning of the test in the case of pop-quizzes. Arrangements will need to be made for me to be emailed any assignments and reschedule any pop-quizzes that conflict with the college courses. My desk should also be positioned near an electrical outlet so I can keep my computer charged. That has some flexibility since the charger has some distance to it.”


He made a few notes on a pad he had in front of him and nodded as I talked. “I’m sure we can arrange that. You said it was a Dr. Saddler?”


“Yes, Dr. Carl Saddler. We also have some of the documentation from my registration here for your files to verify.”


Mom handed over the stack of copies we’d made for this meeting and the meeting went more smoothly from there. He was still flustered and asked that we not mention anything about his sexual orientation.


“Like I said, I have friends that are gay and friends that are bisexual. It’s never occurred to me to make that an issue. I don’t particularly lead a conventional lifestyle myself so it’s not for me to point fingers. No one will hear it from me,” I assured him and Mom nodded in agreement.


“As far as I’m concerned, it’s none of anyone’s business except yours and your boyfriend’s,” Mom said in agreement. “That’s speaking as both a parent and a member of the staff.”


He nodded and looked grateful. We shook hands and he promised that he’d have things ready. “I may ask you to come in early so we can set up your passwords for the network here, but that shouldn’t take more than an hour to test the connection strength in the classrooms.”


With that out of the way, Mom was intending to head home when I suggested something else. “Anything you might have planned for me for the weekend is going to get shot to hell the second we pull into the driveway,” I pointed out. “Any shopping you wanted to get done for the school year is going to need to take a backseat to the girls for the next few days.”


She nodded and we went to the nearest big-box row. She got me a quality pair of headphones and a good set of earbuds for at school, an I-Pod for music and we looked at a few extras for the computer, but I told her I could get flash-drives, DVDs and print supplies from the Harvard bookstore through the grant. I suggested we take stock of what the girls had for computers and next week go make some sales-monkey a lot of commission.


We were back in the car when I broached another subject with Mom. “I’m worried about the other girls,” I said. “Tabby’s living at home and working to save money for college and Collie’s living in the dorms and working to make ends meet.”


“What did you have in mind?” she asked.


“I want to start helping them out. They can’t be making more than $300 a week at a part time job and probably less. I want to talk to them and see what they need, but bare minimum, I want them to have a new computer to start the new year and maybe sneak a little payment onto their tuition every month. If we did it in small chunks, it wouldn’t make any waves and putting $500 a month on their tuition bill would give them a lot less to worry about.”


She considered it and nodded. “You did say they were your girls now,” she said, “and you always intended the money to put you and the girls through school. Talk to them and see what their needs are and we’ll do what we can.”


“If I had my choice, I’d pay their tuition, buy their books and make sure they had all the tools they needed to graduate at the top of their class,” I said. “I know Collie’s living on campus, so I want to have her around the house more for meals and things like that. Campus food can’t be that good.”


“Just for meals?” she asked leadingly and gave me a wry look.


I shrugged. “I thought about that, but this late in summer, I don’t know if she’s locked into living on campus. I’d also never be dumb enough to try to move her in without talking to you, Lana and Beck.”


“Lilly doesn’t get a say?” she smirked.


“Lilly’s going to complain either way just because it’s me,” I said with a laugh. “She confessed that she’s not bothered by it when I was in the hospital. She just pretends so she can pick on me. Though I think she’s only half kidding about moving next door. I’ll have to talk to her about that.”


We decided to put off clothes shopping and took the electronics home to have dinner. We were barbecuing tonight and the backyard was filling up. Collie and Tabby were both there and we all chatted back and forth. I figured we still had another 20 minutes before supper was ready so I asked Tabby and Collie to talk for a bit. I had two things in mind.


I led them down to the bedroom and started up my old computer, loading the website I’d ordered the collars from and we measured them for theirs. They picked them out and I produced Mom’s credit card to pay for them. The money to pay the card was plentiful, so I didn’t worry about it. They were both pleased and looking forward to getting them.


“I had something else I wanted to talk to you both about,” I said, sitting them on the bed. “I want to know how I can help with college. I know you’re both working jobs to help pay for it. I want to put a stop to that so you can focus completely on school. We can pay for books and supplies, tuition and anything else you need. I don’t want you to struggle because you need to choose between a shift at work and studying for a test.”


“You’d really do that?” Tabby asked, surprised.


“You’re my girls,” I said as if that answered it. “I want you to succeed. If you need something and I can give it to you, it’s not a question. It’s yours. I seriously don’t want either of you to have to make shitty choices like that while you’re in school. We’ll pay your tuition in small enough chunks that it all gets paid on time, but without any suspicion about where the money came from. Books and supplies we’ll buy in cash. I also want to make sure you both have the best computers and software we can get you for what you’re doing. We’ll make some time to go shopping for that next week and you can pick out what you need personally. We’ll get your books at the same time and put a moderate payment on your start of term tuition.


They looked at each other in shock for a moment then at me and then back at each other. I began to think they’d been understating the enormity of the strain they were both under financially as I saw it slowly lifting from their shoulders.


Collie had tears in her eyes. “I can never thank you enough for this!” she said, sobbing and threw her arms around my neck, hugging me tight.


I held her and cried a little with her, feeling her burdens lift as she held onto me. Tabby was still stunned by the offer. “But why?” she asked.


I nodded that I was going to answer, but I took a few minutes to calm Collie down first. When she was back on the bed and watching me and wiping her eyes, I started talking.


“When we first found the money that Miranda had hidden around the house, my first thought was to use it to make our lives better. I wanted it to be used so that me and the girls could all go to college without worrying about money or taking jobs while we were trying to get ourselves an education. All my girls. That includes you two. If you need something, we’ll get it. You’re important to us and we want you to succeed alongside us. If later on, you drift away, then we can say goodbye, knowing that you’re going to be fine.”


Collie shook her head when I said that last part and I confirmed in my head that she’d taken that pledge deeply into her soul. Death would be the only thing that separated her from us. I was certain of it. I smiled at her reassuringly.


Tabby nodded and came to hug me, words failing her. I kissed her cheek softly. “When I said ‘welcome home’ at the restaurant, I meant it,” I told them both.


She returned to the bed and her and Collie hugged, both of them looking a little emotional at the moment. “There was just one other thing I wanted to bring up. Tabby, you’re living at home with your parents, right?” She nodded. “Collie, you’re on campus. How well do those situations work for you?”


Tabby seemed at ease talking about it. “My parents are okay. They live close to campus, so that’s pretty convenient. I have as much freedom as I need and they don’t ask questions that they don’t want answers to. They may ask what’s going on if I come home with a new computer though.”


I nodded, understanding. “What about you Collie?” I asked wondering how she was getting along.


She shrugged. “I’ve got a small apartment on campus with another girl. She likes to party a lot so there’s times I wish I could get some peace and quiet, but we try to make it work.”


“Okay. I thought you were in the dorms,” I said.


“I was until summer started and I had to move out till September. There was a girl that was advertising for a roommate and I took the offer. I have to decide whether to move back to the dorms or stay there for the year. It’s a little cheaper in the dorms, but not by much and it’s not the best situation.”


“When do you have to decide?” I asked.


“Next Friday. She’ll be able to pick up a roommate pretty easily once the students start coming back.”


“Okay. Well let’s go eat and we’ll talk more about that before you have to make a decision,” I suggested. We went back upstairs and rejoined the party. We were just in time for the food coming off the grill and the talk mostly turned toward light topics.


After dinner, I had a chance to talk to Lana and Beck. “How much room do we have in the closet downstairs?” I asked them softly, trying not to attract attention to us.


Lana shrugged. “There’s a bit. Why? You planning on hanging up more clothes?”


“Thinking about it, but not necessarily mine. Collie’s not in the best situation. Choice between dorms or a small apartment with a party girl. Collie doesn’t strike me as a complainer. If she can find bad things to say about both places, she’s got it pretty tough. I wanted to ask the two of you and Mom before I made the offer to her though. It’s your room too. It’s up to you to decide if there’s enough room for all of us.”


“Tabby coming too?” Beck asked. She really liked Tabby. I thought it was the bright red hair.


I smiled but shook my head. “Her home life is a little more stable. Her parents live near campus and treat her well enough. If she were in trouble, I’d ask how we could make it work for her too.”


She nodded and the two of them shared a look. “Do it,” Lana said with a grin.


“You’re sure?” I asked and they both assured me they were. I kissed them both and then went looking for Mom.


I quickly explained the situation to her and asked what she thought. “I already talked to the girls and they’re good with it.”


She mulled it over for a few minutes and nodded. “If you’re sure you can manage with the three girls down there,” she said with a sigh.


“Mom, there’s going to be nights that Tabby’s here too, I’m sure. Do king sized mattresses come in bunk beds?”


She laughed and shook her head. “Read a book in carpentry and build one,” she suggested.


I laughed, but it wasn’t a bad idea to build something custom sized if I could manage it.


I left her for the moment and went to talk to Collie and Tabby. I told them that there was room for Collie with us downstairs if she wanted it.


“If your home situation was more stressful, I’d have asked you too, but you said it was working for you. You’re still welcome with us any time, day or night,” I said to Tabby who smiled at the news.


“It’s cool. I have a workable deal where I am. I’ll take you up on your offer to spend a night every once in a while if there’s room, but if not, an afternoon is fine. It’s all good.”


We both turned to Collie, who hadn’t responded yet. If she’d looked at me with shock over the help I’d offered with tuition, she was floored by this. “Live here? With all of you?” she whispered.


“Only if you want to,” I assured her. “This isn’t an issue I can compel you to do by your collar. It’s a choice you have to make, free of those commitments.”


She nodded, thinking hard. I could see her working through it. Finally she raised her eyes and asked how it would work.


“You’d move into the room downstairs with us. We’ll make it work for all of us. It may involve us taking over other parts of the house when we all have to study, but my old bedroom upstairs is being turned into an office for my mother. I’m sure she’d be okay with you studying in there if you needed a place to get away. You’d have the run of the house, the same as the rest of us do.”


“No, I meant ... for sex,” she said, shaking her head.


“Ah. Well I assume that being part of a group with Miranda that neither of you would be exactly shy in front of the other girls. Lana has watched me with Beck and Beck has watched me with Lana.”


“They haven’t ... been together?” she asked.


I shook my head. “I think that’s part of the reason that they were originally eager to meet both of you. I haven’t pushed them into each others arms. I don’t know if they’re either not comfortable or not ready to be with each other that way. Being naked in the same bed and even having sex with the same person is different that crossing the line into incest. They might want to experiment with another woman first or they might never want to touch each other like that.” I stopped and thought about it. “Or they may be waiting until tonight.”


“What’s happening tonight?” Tabby asked curiously.


“I was cleared by the doctor today for sex. Technically the three of us are all virgins. We’ve done things together, but never intercourse. We need to change that tonight.”


“You said you had sex though,” Collie pointed out.


“Oral only and anal once,” I said. “We were waiting until the girls were both on birth control and it kicked in completely. Now that it has and my incision has healed a little, they’re going to try to kill me.” I smiled a little.


They laughed a little, but Collie still looked like there was something on her mind.


I took her hand and met her eyes. “Talk to me. What are you thinking?”


“I’m not sure. Miranda never even suggested that anyone move in with her except Donald. It’s new to me.”


“It’s new to me too,” I assured her. “Let’s see what we can figure out.”


She nodded. “You guys are super young. I don’t want to get in between you. I mean, I remember how quick girls turned on each other over a guy when I was in high school. It’s not much different in college.”


I nodded. “Most of those were over someone stealing her friend’s boyfriend or getting caught cheating with him, right? No one’s stealing me and no one’s cheating. We’re a single unit. None of us are cheating because none of us are in the dark. If I come home and you’re busily pleasuring Lana or Beck or Tabby, that’s a reality I’m well aware of ahead of time. In that situation, I would quietly remove my clothes, sit down to watch and take care of my own needs while I enjoyed the most erotic sight imaginable. There’s no secrets, no jealousy. You’re free to love any one of us without restrictions other than the ones that life imposes on us all. That answer your question?”


She nodded and blushed a little, grinning. “I was kind of worried about that.”


“I assumed from the fact that you were with Miranda that you were both comfortable with loving women. I also assumed that if you weren’t comfortable with men that Donald would have been a friction point and that if it had been, you would never have accepted me at the restaurant. I’ve never seen two women pleasuring each other, but the thought of it is exciting.”


That opened them both up about the topic. Once they knew that there was no taboo, they were far more relaxed. We talked a little more about the details and logistics of Collie moving in, but in the end, we decided that there was room in our bed and in our lives for her. I reiterated to Tabby that if her situation changed, she only had to say the word and I’d start working on a double-wide Bed frame and we’d add a second king mattress for all of us.


“You’d buy custom furniture just for me to move in?” she asked, skeptically.


“Mom suggested I build it rather than trying to explain to a carpenter what I needed and why,” I said. “I already read a book on home repair. A complete idiot’s guide to carpentry seems like the next logical step.”


We were joined by Lana and Beck then and they asked what we were talking about.


“Matt wants to build a custom bed-frame so we can put a second king-sized bed in downstairs,” Collie said with a giggle. “He thinks that it’s getting crowded with just one.”


“It’s not a bad idea,” Tabby admitted. “You can build it with all kinds of spots to attach ropes and cuffs.” I’d been wondering if this was going to get brought up.


“So we’re going to be building dungeon furniture disguised as a normal bed?” I asked playfully.


“Why disguise it?” she countered boldly. Everyone who might see it already knows you own us, right? So who cares if they know that there’s bondage going on too?”


I shrugged. “Alright. Dungeon-themed, double-wide kink-sized bed it is,” I smirked at the kink-sized comment, not having any idea how true it would become at the moment.


We all broke up into laughing and split up to chat with everyone else. Collie was moving in next week and we’d go get her stuff with her car and Lana’s.


I found Mom and Dan talking and told them about it. This was the first Dan had heard about it and I filled him in on the details of why. “Sharing a bed with three high school students is more stable than either of the options she has and we all agreed we wanted her here.”


He nodded and shrugged. “Just don’t let Patty wait for too long. She’s starting to climb the walls now that you two have talked things through,” he reminded me. I nodded solemnly. I wasn’t 100% comfortable with the situation, but I felt like it was a duty I could perform and I would.


“I’m still really worried about how everyone’s going to feel afterwards, but we’ve all promised to handle it together,” I said, expressing my concern, but also my determination to see it through. “I should go talk to her though and let her know what’s going on.”


When I caught up to her, she was shutting down the grill, having cooked a few more things to put in the fridge for the next few days. “How’re you holding up?” I asked, glad that everyone else was inside for the moment.


She looked at me and chuckled. “Dan?” she asked instead of answering.


“No. I wanted to talk to you, but he suggested that you were starting to watch the clock a little bit. Think you can hold on a couple more days?”


She nodded. “I’ve waited this long. I take it the girls are going to spend tonight trying to put you back in the hospital?”


“They’re gonna try, but the smart money’s on me. If I feel like I’m in trouble, I can always put Lana’s lights out and then I’m back to one on one.”


“Not spending a full night on them each?” she asked, surprised.


“All three of us are virgins. We want the first time to be together. WE still have a few details to work out though, like where and when. I don’t assume you want to climb into the same bed that your girls use and I don’t assume you want me in the same bed you sleep in with Dan. Just a matter of logistics, but important things to consider for everyone’s comfort.”


She nodded. “I’m comfortable with your bed,” she said simply. “I appreciate you being considerate about our bed. I’ll be sure to mention that to Dan.”


“I figured there’s a bit of a jump between knowing it’s going on and getting to sleep in the place where it happened,” I said simply. “There’s one other complication that I need to talk to you about. Collie’s moving in next week. Her current options are a party dorm or a pretty tiny apartment with a party girl for a roommate. I already talked to everyone but Lilly, but I suspect Lilly’s only half-joking about wanting to move next door with you and Dan. How hard has she been working on you?”


“She’s mentioned it a few times,” Patty admitted. “She always makes it a joke, but when a girl jokes about something often enough, it’s on her mind. Any idea why she’s thinking about it?”


“I dunno, but I’m gonna find out,” I promised. “I know she’s detached from Donald pretty completely, but I’m starting to think that she’s bothered by more than that. Maybe it’s just living in the house where we were all a family. Mom’s going back to work, I’m ... Well, let’s just say that Mom and I have both changed. Maybe she feels like she needs a change too.”


“The answer is yes when she gets around to asking seriously,” she told me solemnly. “Dan and I miss having the girls at home. I know they’re still within shouting distance, but the house is too quiet sometimes.”


I nodded. “Another good reason for us to consider getting a bigger house for all of us. Explaining to a real estate agent that we need one bedroom to have three en-suite bathrooms though might be a little tricky.”


She laughed. “Just three?” she asked.


“I figure with five of us, we could probably get along with two, but who knows what’s going to happen in the next four years? Lana could meet someone that takes her breath away at college, Collie and Tabby could end up moving to other parts of the country and Beck could get bored with me and move on to someone more interesting.”


“Do you really think any of that’s going to happen?” she asked skeptically.


“No,” I admitted. “I think I could weld Collie’s collar shut and she’d thank me for it. Whatever Miranda did to her, I don’t think there’s a way back to independence for her. She needs someone and I’m it. I think I’ve treated Tabby better than anyone she’s ever met in her life and that makes her wary, but ultimately it makes her crave it more. I think Lana and Beck love me as much as I love them and that we’d be half-alive without each other. I think that when I’m at the end of my life, I’ll be surrounded by those girls and whatever children and grandchildren we have and that when I go into the ground, it will be with the understanding that each of them will be lain with me when their time comes.”


I wasn’t looking at her, but off in the distance into the eyes of a family that I was just starting. I blinked and realized that I’d lost myself in thinking about the future and brought myself back to the present with a rueful smile. “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to get all misty-eyed on you. No, I don’t expect them to drift off, but I recognize the possibility. I could also be struck by lightning or hit in the head by a meteor or meet some other unexpected twist of fate. Strange things have been happening after all.”


She chuckled at that and patted me on the back, taking a tray of burgers back into the house to put in the fridge. “I’m sure you’ll be able to avoid the worst of it. With your luck, the meteor would give you superpowers and the lightning bolt would hit you right after you’d had a heart attack.”


Lilly was in the kitchen when we came in and gave us a weird look. I explained the joke to her and she nodded in understanding.


“What’s up, Blue?” I said softly, aware that it was just the three of us in here for the moment. “Mamma tells me that you keep bringing up the idea of moving next door. I thought you were cool with me and the girls.”


She shook her head. “It’s not that,” she said, making a face. “It’s just ... everyone you talk to wants into your bed lately.”


“You’re worried that my eerie powers are going to have you thinking about it too?” I asked, trying to keep the talk from getting too heavy too quickly.


She shrugged. “Maybe. I dunno. I really don’t care if you screw half of Boston, but I’ve seen Mom and Patty look at you sometimes and I feel like I’m in a zombie movie and I’m surrounded.”


I nodded. “And you think moving next door is enough distance to keep those thoughts from settling into your head,” I finished.


She nodded. “It’s not that I hate you or Mom, but seriously, everyone’s looking at you differently now.”


“Including you,” I said.


She shrugged and then nodded. “I don’t want to do it with you, but you make Lana pass out it’s so good. Beck screams at the top of her lungs. Seriously. We could hear everything she was saying. EVERYTHING! How can someone NOT think about what that must feel like?”


“If you WANT to move next door, I’m sure we can arrange something,” I told her gently. “Don’t feel like you HAVE to go though. Just because I’m having sex doesn’t mean that you should and if you decide you need it or want it, this conversation will prevent it from being with me. Even if you asked, the answer would be no because some part of you would regret it as soon as it happened.”


She didn’t look convinced and I took her face in my hands. “I have four beautiful girlfriends in this house right now. I promise you, I swear to you that if I feel the urge to have sex with someone else, I will absolutely NOT make you that choice. It’s the wrong choice for you and that’s good enough for me.”


“But you want to?” she asked, looking me in the eyes.


“Not particularly. You’re my sister and you tease me mercilessly. If we had sex, that would change and I kind of need that in my life. You’ll always tell me when I’m being an asshole or point things out to me that I might have missed. You won’t spare my feelings because I might sulk-off having sex with you and that’s important. I don’t want to wreck that, no matter how much the idea might be enticing. If I took you to bed, you’d stop being my sister. I’d still love you, but it would be different and I prefer what we have as brother and sister.”


She nodded and gave me a hug. “I still might move out, depending on how loud you three are going to be at night. I guess I’ll know tonight whether I can hear you upstairs or not.” She smirked and I knew that we were good.


“I’m sure there’s a couple of sonar operators off the coast in subs that are trying to figure out what that interference is,” Patty said dryly. “But if you feel like you want to move next door with Dan and I, we can talk to Charlotte about it.”


She nodded in understanding. “Not yet. I was mostly joking, but I’ve always wanted to be an only child.” She stuck her tongue out at me and the three of us laughed.


“While we’re talking about people moving, I wanted to tell you that Collie’s moving in. Her choices for a place to stay are pretty terrible, so we’re gonna make some room downstairs for her. More screaming might make you change your mind.”


She groaned and rolled her eyes dramatically, but I think she felt better about our talk.


We went into the dining room and I noticed that the girls were nowhere to be found. Mom and Dan were talking quietly and smiled when we joined them.


“Matt, the girls went downstairs. They told me not to send you down for another 20 minutes or so. They’re making sure everything is ready,” Mom told me.


“Okay,” I said agreeably. “Far be it from me to interrupt their plans.”


“Do we have any earplugs?” Lilly asked. “I don’t think I want to listen to this concert.”


We all laughed at that and we chatted until Tabby came upstairs to get me.


“Matt, it’s time,” she said and the conversation died like she’d fired a gun.


I was excited and nervous. There was every reason for the former and no reason for the latter, but I couldn’t stop the nerves from making my stomach flutter.


Most guys first have sex in a very specific way. They have no clue when they start their day that tonight’s the night and find out in the heat of the moment when the girl lets them get away with more than they ever hoped for. I suppose this accounts for the number of guys who don’t last the length of a commercial break. They feel like they’re getting the deal of a lifetime and they grab all they can before the offer expires. This also accounts for the number of terrible first times that girls are forced to endure. This was different for all of us. We all knew where, we all knew how and since I’d left Dr. Spencer’s office this morning, we all knew when. No one was going to be throwing on the brakes or throwing cold water on us. We were prepared and as ready as anyone could be for their first time.


I followed Tabby downstairs and she led me into the bathroom instead of the bedroom. I was curious about that, even more so when I realized that Collie was waiting and she was naked. She was vision of beauty with her golden hair. Her pictures hadn’t done justice to her body and I drank her in with a smile.


I was curious about what was going on, but held my tongue, knowing that it was part of the plan. Tabby quickly stripped off and I got a tremendous look at her as she did. I looked forward to when I finally got to consummate our relationship, but that wasn’t going to be tonight. Tonight was about Lana and Beck.


They led me into the shower and the two of them washed me completely, starting with my hair and ending with my toes. Along the way, I had a finger invade my ass and wondered if Beck had put them up to it or if this was a hold-over from Miranda’s training. When we were done, I was pushed down onto the bench that was built against the wall. Tabby and Collie knelt before me and pushed my knees apart. I kept silent, but was wary, knowing that I’d have to stop them if they started doing anything to interfere with what Lana and Beck had planned.


Instead, they applied shaving cream to my pubic hair and both of them took out razors, slowly and gently shaving me bald. They ran the razors over my thighs, lower stomach, pelvis and even shaved my balls, stroking the razors gently to make sure they didn’t tug at the skin. They stood me up and turned me around, guiding my hands back to the bench and bending me over, none of us breaking the silence. I felt more shaving cream spread between my cheeks and arched my back a little to give them more room. A few seconds later, the razors swiped back and forth, robbing me of all the hair I’d developed over the past year. There wasn’t a lot of it, admittedly, but it was gone now.


They rinsed me off and then we all got out of the shower where I was dried lovingly by two of the most beautiful women ever created. They wrapped their hair in towels and then wrapped a towel around my waist and their own nudity before they led the way across the hall. None of us had said a word and I had felt that was the right thing to do.


When we entered the bedroom, I got my second surprise. The girls were waiting for me, but the cameras that were set up on tripods were unexpected. There was one at the side of the bed and another at the foot of the bed. They’d talked about filming it, but we hadn’t talked it through since. Beck and Lana were laying naked on the bed and Beck had a camera in her hands too. We were clearly going all out. Tabby took my towel from around my waist and then she and Collie left the room.


I was aware of the red blinking lights on the cameras and I knew that we’d started our evening. Where it would take us, only time would tell. I approached the bed and kissed Beck and then slid across the bed to kiss Lana. The camera in Beck’s hands and Lana laid out on a towel told me they’d decided who would go first and I wondered how much of tonight was scripted without me. I thought it was time for me to go off script. I straightened up and threw a leg over Lana’s legs, sitting back on her knees and I reached for the camera Beck was shooting with, taking it from her and pointing it at Lana and panning from her angelic face down her perfect body, moving slowly down the bed so I could pan it over her legs. She wiggled her toes as I moved around her feet so she could tickle my balls and she smiled at me.


I panned the camera back up and caught her smile, loving her more than I could say. I finally turned the camera to Beck who had laid down beside Lana and panned down her body, taking in her beauty too. I loved how hard her body was and I hoped the camera picked up the definition in her stomach muscles. She was lean and sleek and delicious. When I panned back up to her face, she smiled and surprised me by turning her head and kissing Lana as they had only the one time they shared my cum between them. I filmed their kiss, my cock so hard I felt like it was in pain.


When they parted, they both looked at me and I smiled lovingly at them both, handing the camera back to Beck. She took it and turned it around to me, panning down my body to focus on my cock.


I reached down and spread Lana’s legs slowly and Beck filmed her pussy spreading open for my inspection. I pushed her legs up to her chest and then guided them apart to the sides, leaving her spread open and vulnerable. She was eager, but scared too. I could see it in her eyes and instead of moving to press my hard-on to her pussy lips, I lay between them and kissed at her thighs and her spread open ass. I licked my tongue over her ass, feeling the sharp touch of freshly shaven hairs and I swirled my tongue lovingly against her back door. I intended for us to get to that, but not necessarily tonight.


I lifted my head and began making love to her pussy, licking every inch of her inside and out as she started moaning softly, the first sound any of us had made. I plunged my tongue into her, wiggling it hard against her hymen and tasting the muskiness of her juices as they started to flow. Her lips were engorged and red and I mashed mine against them as I tongue fucked her slowly, making her moan and groan. I moved my tongue to her clit and flicked it gently. I didn’t want her to cum yet. I wanted us to cum together or at least for her to cum while we were joined together.


I felt her hips moving more and I decided that it was time. I gave her clit one last slow lick and then lifted my head. She whimpered in protest, but she quieted a moment later when she felt the head of my cock against her lips. She looked up at me and I saw love and lust and excitement in her eyes instead of the trepidation that had been there before.


I reached down and held my cock with one hand, running the head up and down her slit several times until it was slick with her juices and my saliva. She gasped and moaned every time the head touched her clit and then I angled it down and pressed against her entrance. She bit her lip and breathed hard through her nose as she felt me against her hymen. I moved my lips to hers, kissing her hard without moving my hips, staying still as she got used to having me there.


We both knew this was the moment. We were kissing hard and I felt her put her arms around me. I pushed forward and felt resistance for a moment, then suddenly it was gone and half my length slipped into her. I held still again as she stiffened against me. She kissed me harder, her arms clutching at me and I kissed her back, letting her calm and get used to the sensation. I’d never felt anything like it and I was overwhelmed. Every part of me ached, screamed for me to move. I held myself immobile by an act of will that I didn’t know I had in me.


When I felt a gentle pressure from her hands pulling me closer, I took that as my cue and pushed forward slowly, moaning into her mouth at the feelings overwhelming me. I pulled back until I was back at her entrance and then slid forward, my hips moving instinctively, conscious thought fading to the background as my world narrowed to me and Lana. There were no cameras, no Beck, no family upstairs undoubtedly waiting to find out how it went. There was nothing but her and I.


I groaned into her mouth, our tongues battling wetly as I thrust into her, another inch of my length piercing her to the core, making her yelp back into mine in response as she felt herself being opened to an intruder for the first time. I felt my cockhead touch something that felt different at the bottom of my thrusts and she gasped each time it did and again as I pulled back from it. I was buried in her all the way and I was tapping at the back wall of her pussy as I thrust.


I felt her move and she wrapped her legs around my waist, her heels crossing on my ass as we lost ourselves in that first love-making. We moved against each other, my thrusts were met by her hips as we learned how to move together, the rhythm increasing in tempo by unspoken agreement, both of us well and truly lost in each other. I was close to cumming, but I could tell from the pitch of her cries into my mouth and the urgency with which her tongue lashed mine that she was right there with me.


Her breasts were bouncing all over her chest in response to my thrusts as we slammed our bodies together, our passion carrying us into free-fall. I slammed into her and felt her pussy clench like a vice. She bit my tongue and screamed into my mouth, her whole body thrashing violently as I held on, fighting to stay connected to her, chasing my own release. The pressure on my cock was incredible and every movement from either of us was ten times the pleasure. I felt my entire body go rigid, clenching as I battered against her cervix, blasting it with my cum.


When she felt the first spasm of my cock and the heat of my cum inside her, she went crazy all over again. She released my lips and threw her head back, both of us screaming like we were dying and if we were, then it had been worth it. My whole body flinched in time to the contractions in my cock, pouring my seed into Lana’s pussy. We were whole in that moment, as complete as any imperfect beings can be.


As suddenly as my orgasm had started for me, it ended just as suddenly, abandoning me in the middle of a wave of crushing pleasure and making me suddenly aware of my own exhaustion. I collapsed on top of her, dripping sweat and gasping. I just barely managed to get my arms under me to keep from crushing her, but we were still pressed together tightly, our hearts pounding against each other as if madly trying to reach one another.


I felt the bed shift and became aware of Beck again. I genuinely wasn’t aware of anything else when I was doing this. I lifted my head and looked at Lana, my eyes finding hers. They were wide with wonder and there was a stunned smile on her face. I kissed her tenderly and our kisses were more relaxed, our passion sated for the moment, replaced by the deepest love imaginable.


I felt Beck move behind me and a second later, she was touching my balls, caressing them gently and lifting them out of the way. I wanted to laugh when I realized she’d crawled between our spread thighs to point the camera directly at where we were joined together. She whistled softly and I felt her breath on my cock. She was definitely getting the best view in the house at the moment. Then I felt her tongue my balls and I groaned.


She must have put the camera aside because I felt her put one hand on each of my ass cheeks and knead my flesh while she ran her lips over my balls and then over the area between my balls and my ass. I started to shiver and my cock, which had been wilting inside Lana started to bulge again, making her moan in turn as she felt it filling her all over again. Beck slathered her tongue all over my balls and then over my ass and I knew that she and I were going to be doing a lot of anal. It was what she preferred so far and her obsession continued on to my ass too. I wondered distantly if she’d been the reason that Collie and Tabby had shaved me there too and then I stopped thinking as she speared her tongue at my ass, pushing it insistently against my pucker and I could feel myself open up before her wiggling tongue. I rolled my hips and all three of us were moaning.


It was the most lewd thing imaginable. Even in all my research on the internet, I’d been hard-pressed to find anything that competed with what Beck was doing right now at least in the realm of porn that didn’t gross me out. I was moving constantly now and Lana was rolling her hips too, the combination resulting in enough movement to bring me back to full arousal. I groaned and flexed my hips more, making Lana gasp as I pressed against her cervix before I pulled back.


Beck took the hint and backed out of where she was, picking up her camera again and returning to where she was before, a grin on her face and drool smeared across her chin as she pointed the camera at us again. She lazily masturbated with her free hand, stroking her pussy and tugging on her nipples by turns. Then I lost all sense of her and the rest of the world.


I reached for Lana’s ankles and pulled them up onto my shoulders, pressing her knees together and I leaned forward, tilting her ass up as I fucked into her with long deliberate thrusts. She mewled and whimpered beneath me, her body contorted as I put my hands down beside her shoulders and used the leverage to thrust harder, making her cry out one long stuttering cry, jarred by the power of my thrusts into her.


We were both primed and she was slick from my cum and her own. We weren’t going to last long, but it was powerful, primal and we both wanted it. The first time, we’d made love. This time, we fucked with a desperation that was palpable. I rammed into her, battering her cervix with every thrust and she clawed at me, her nails scoring my back as she tried to pull me deeper.


We were making obscene wet noises with every thrust of our hips and it felt like we were both on fire. It was a thousand degrees in the room and our hearts were pounding so fast that it’s a wonder neither of us flat-lined. My balls were bouncing against her ass hard enough to ache, but the pain spurred me on as we fucked, my hips slapping against her thighs, filling the room with the sound of our fucking. I was gasping and panting and so was she. Sweat poured off of me and rolled down my back. I could feel it running down my face, stinging my eyes and tossed my head, trying to shake it off without stopping.


We raced to our climaxes and I felt her clamp down on me again, her body tensing against the crushing orgasm I knew was going to end her and she screamed, the scream stretching out into a wail of rapture that seemed to go on forever. I managed three more thrusts and then I bathed her insides with my cum for the second time. She spasmed again, my orgasm making her cum again, her voice filling the room and probably the house beyond.


I finally pulled out collapsing backward to sprawl at the foot of the bed. I looked between her spread thighs and saw the blood and cum on her pussy and her thighs and the towel. My thighs and cock were painted with it too and I was surprised. I knew there’d be blood, but that seemed like a lot. Beck was pointing the camera at me and at Lana, zooming in on the results of our love-making. Cum was sluicing out of Lana’s violated pussy in a river, pooling beneath her ass in a pink mess. I shuddered, spent for the moment and Beck checked Lana after making sure I was still awake and not about to pass out on her.


She handed me the camera and I pointed it at Lana while Beck went to the night table on her side of the bed. She cracked the ampule and I laughed as she waved the smelling salts under Lana’s nose. Lana sputtered and turned her head, trying to escape the sensation, but Beck followed her with it until her eyes opened. She looked up and I saw a look pass between them. Beck kissed her and then tossed the smelling salts back on the night table.


I was taking deep breaths, trying to will my body to recover to give Beck the attention she deserved. I knew I could manage at least once more sexually, but the act of fucking had taken a lot of energy out of me. I could get hard again, but could I move, was the bigger question.


What happened next blew my mind. I was prepared for anything but this. Beck looked at me to make sure I was still pointing the camera and winked at me before she shifted and threw a leg across her sister, straddling her head before she lowered herself across her stomach and buried her head between Lana’s thighs, licking up our cum and Lana’s virgin blood hungrily. I moved off to the side so all three cameras could see what they were doing and I watched as Beck dived into Lana’s folds before moving up the bed to watch Lana pull her sister’s pussy down to her mouth.


Slurping sounds filled the room and I was in awe as my beautiful girls made love to each other. I knew this was the first time for them. I knew they’d decided to do this to cement all three of us together. Whether they would ever touch each other like this again, I didn’t know, but it was beautiful, magical and I was honored to be a part of it with them.


Lana was already on a hair trigger and Beck made her cum easily, bringing her to one and then another in rapid succession. By the time Beck started to shudder through her first, Lana had had a third one that had been smaller than the others, but still made her mewl and tremble.


Beck sat up, riding Lana’s face, grinding against her lips and chin as she put her hands on Lana’s stomach for leverage to move. Her face was captured by the cameras and was smeared with Lana’s blood and our mingled cum. She looked hotter than I’d ever seen her and her muscles strained beneath her skin tautly as she bucked her hips. When her orgasm passed, she licked her lips and then dove at me, kissing me hungrily. She was so aggressive, she seemed almost angry as she plastered herself to me. I could taste it all on her lips and we stayed like that for a long time until I felt the camera being taken from my hand.


Lana had recovered enough to sit up and I kissed her again before I rolled her over onto her stomach. I dove between her legs and finished the job Beck had started, cleaning her front to back with my tongue, lapping at her pussy and her ass, tasting her directly. I speared my tongue into her folds and was rewarded with a fresh trickle of our mingled juices, which was probably the last of it for a while. I kept it on my tongue and scooted up her body, opening my mouth to show it to the camera before I fed it to her, our tongues dancing together until it was gone.


We pulled away from each other and I was incredibly hard again. The sight of the two sisters eating each other out had driven the fatigue out of my consciousness for now. I was sure it would be back, but for now, there was only lust and love for my girls.


Beck sensed my mood and quickly replaced the towel Lana had laid on with a fresh one and got in the middle of it, spreading her legs eagerly. We still hadn’t said a word between us, our screaming during orgasm being the only sounds we’d made.


I looked down at myself, covered from navel to knees in streaks of virgin blood and cum smeared from the tip of my cock to the base and approached Beck, knowing that after we’d both licked that same mixture from Lana’s pussy, she wasn’t likely to make me clean up before making love to her. In fact, I think she’d be furious if she wasn’t impaled on my length in the immediate future. I approached her as I had Lana, dipping my head between her thighs and licking her from her rosebud to her clit, making her wiggle.


She took hold of my head in her hands and pulled me up so we could kiss and wrapped her legs around me, letting me know in no uncertain terms that she was ready and intended me to be able.


I dipped my hand between us and did as I’d done with Lana. I stroked my cock up and down her slit, aware that Lana was behind us and getting a close-up of what I was doing. We’d later watch that video and marvel as it had smeared Lana’s virgin blood on Beck’s lips like war paint. I knew what to expect this time and settled my cock at her entrance, inching forward until I felt her barrier give me some resistance.


I’d settled there to give her a chance to adjust, but she had other ideas. I felt her spread her legs wide and wondered if she was in discomfort. A second later, she jack-knifed both legs drumming her heels hard into my ass, literally kicking me into action. I thrust my hips forward in surprise and she screamed as I rammed through her barrier, tearing it to shreds and plowing roughly into her to the hilt.


I looked down at her in shock and she had her eyes squeezed shut, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes. She was biting her lip, but grinning at the same time. She opened her eyes and looked at me, nodding enthusiastically.


I was getting the feeling that pain was her thing and I started moving a little less tentatively than I had with Lana, sensing that she wanted it that way. She responded right away and I knew I was right. She was aggressive and wild and she came almost right away, her cunt clenching me like a fist.


That’s when the talking started, a litany of the filthiest language imaginable, urging me to fuck her harder to rip her open to fill her up. She called herself every degrading name imaginable and her hands were busily pawing her tiny tits, mauling the nipples. If sex with Lana was loving and gentle, Beck was the opposite. She was like the most lust-crazed porn star imaginable. She pulled and twisted her nipples, while she said the sluttiest things possible, while she flexed her hips back at me. I started grinding my hips at the bottom of every thrust and she shuddered, cumming every few thrusts while I didn’t feel like I was ever going to get to the point of orgasm.


“Spit on me!” she demanded suddenly. “Spit in my fucking face!” She babbled it excitedly until I did, spattering her face in saliva. She loved it and raised a hand to smear it all over herself, groaning and growling through another orgasm before she slapped herself across the face hard. “Fuck!” she said as she came again and I wondered if it was from what I was doing or from the pain and degradation. She seemed to be getting off on it as we slammed together.


I was exhausted again and my whole body was slick with sweat. I knew that if I managed to cum this time, it would be the last time for the night. I had no gas left in the tank and I was already running on fumes. I finally decided that I needed to end it and fast. I pulled her ankles up onto my shoulders at least partly so I’d be able to lean against her legs and then took her hands and crossed her wrists above her head, pressing them into the mattress with one hand, pinning them there. I moved the other hand to her throat and she begged me to choke her.


I dug into her flesh with my fingers while I fucked her, slamming my cock into her with what I knew was a rapidly dwindling supply of energy. She went ballistic, throwing herself against me, thrashing her arms in a fight to get loose, tossing her head to try to get away from my hand at her throat and pushing against me with her legs hard. I held her down and fucked her hard, almost violently as I used my hands to hold her steady.


I knew she wasn’t trying to fight me off, she just liked it rougher than Lana and this was part of the play. Her muscles strained, visibly as she thrashed, the filthy deviant smile never leaving her lips even as her face turned red from the choking. I’d throat-fucked Lana enough to judge how long to choke her before letting her catch her breath, squeezing and releasing her throat to keep her flying high. She was cumming constantly now, her body convulsing as much from that as it was at her command to try to throw me off.


I was close and I leaned forward pounding into her as fast as I could, wanting to cum before the last of my strength gave out. It was close, but in the end, I managed to blast into her, cumming for the third time before I collapsed onto her. This time, I had no strength left in my arms to slow my fall and I crushed her into the mattress below me, but I knew from last time that she appreciated my weight on her so I lay there, sobbing in my effort to pull more air into my lungs.


I was flattened. There was a dull ache in my groin from the muscles that spasmed during orgasm and I thought that I might need time to recover from this. My side burned like fire where I’d had the surgery and I couldn’t even lift a hand to my side to check and see if I’d torn it open or it just felt like I had.


My eyes found Beck’s and we were just able to move our heads enough to kiss, her manner turning soft and gentle again. I felt my cock soften in her, but I was still seated for the moment. I couldn’t have fucked again if my life had depended on it. The only way sex was happening for the rest of the night was if I got to lay down and they were on top. The thought of Beck riding me like she’d done to her sister’s face was enticing and I felt myself start to stiffen again at the thought. Beck gasped softly and growled, her animal nature taking over again.


As soon as she started moving her hips against me, I wrapped my arms around her and rolled over so I was on my back. She got the hint and levered herself upright with her hands on my chest, rocking her hips like she was going for broke. I could see Lana moving the cameras for our new position and I glanced over at the towel. There wasn’t a lot of blood on it compared to Lana and almost no cum, but I hadn’t yet slipped out of her tight channel.


Lana came around to our side of the bed with another towel. “Lift,” she said, patting my hip. I dug my heels into the bed and heaved. The effect was to push my cock even deeper into Beck, making her scream again. The pain in my side made me see stars, but I was able to flop down again a minute later and wheeze raggedly with my hands clenched in the sheets to keep them away from my incision.


Beck rode me hard, my eyes feasting on her body as she moved, her rock-hard muscles standing out clearly to me. I reached up and started pinching her nipples and she lost her mind again, turning filthy. She leaned over and demanded I slap her face. I reddened one cheek and then the other and then swatted her breast hard. She stopped dead and threw back her head, her whole body exploding with pleasure at the sting. I could feel liquid splash across my groin and I knew she’d squirted or pissed, her orgasm had been that brutal.


“OH, FUUUUUCK!” she bellowed and started again, slamming her crotch down on me and grinding her clit against my pubic bone, making herself cum again. I slapped her other breast and she froze again, her orgasm making her shake like a leaf. She trembled and shuddered her way through a half-dozen more strokes and then collapsed onto my chest. I held her as she whimpered against my chest and then reached out for the night table and picked up the lube bottle, squirting some on my fingers and moving them to her ass. I slipped one into her easily and plunged it in and out a few times before pushing a second in with it. She was moaning and whining now, her hips moving in little circles and I could feel the movement of my fingers on my cock to my amazement. I had two fingers in her ass and my cock was still hard in her pussy. She’d slowed to a crawl though and I wondered if we could cross the finish line this time. I raised my other hand and spanked her ass hard, leaving an angry red hand-print on her ass and making her jump. She was upright, driving my fingers further into her bowels and she groaned, starting to move again, fucking me harder and squeezing my cock.


A moment later, I felt a finger pressing against my ass. Both of Beck’s hands were pulling her nipples like she was trying to tear them off, so that left Lana. I groaned and spread my legs wider, raising my knees so she’d have a better angle. Her finger was dry though and I tossed the lube to the foot of the bed for her. She picked it up and a second later, I felt her finger invade my ass while I plundered Beck’s. She turned her finger and curled it up and that was it. I’d never had my prostate milked before, but when she touched it, I was so high-strung that it triggered my fourth orgasm of the night. I slammed my head back into the mattress, clenched every muscle in my body and lifted my hips, bouncing Beck on my cock for a dozen frenzied strokes that had her screaming as loud as I was.


She collapsed across my chest and my head spun, darkness closing in on both of us.


I recoiled from the smelling salts Lana was waving under my nose and blinked myself back to consciousness.


“How long was I out,” I asked hoarsely, my voice raw from the screaming we’d done.


“About ten minutes,” she said, waving them under Beck’s nose, making her cough in protest.


“How long were we at it?” was the next question that occurred to me.


“Over three hours,” she said, giggling. “Everyone’s still upstairs, I think. It’s after midnight.


We all staggered across the hall to the shower and washed up. We were a wreck and there’s no way we were going to be functional tomorrow. There was a lot of wincing and moaning from strained muscles and we laughed weakly at the pitiable state we were in.


We put on our robes and climbed the stairs, needing something to eat, drink and then needing bed.


When we got to the top of the stairs, there was a round of applause and laughter. Both mothers, Tabby, Collie and Lilly were all at the table. Dan had chosen not to stick around to listen to his girls screaming like they had. We were guided back to the table and I didn’t even pretend to try. I put my head down on the table and thought about going to sleep right there.


“Who won? Patty asked first.


“Three way tie,” Lana told her. “Everyone lost consciousness.” That got some laughter.


“You were down there for a while. If you hadn’t been screaming updates, we would have worried,” Tabby told us.


“I could hear you up in my room,” Lilly tossed in. “I think I could FEEL you at one point.”


“No way,” I managed, speaking into the table. “If you’d felt it, you’d have known it.”


We suffered a lot more teasing while Mom and Patty brought us a snack of warmed up burgers and potato salad. I was more interested in the drinks they laid out and drained more than half my bottle of Coke in one long pull, earning a couple of surprised looks.


Lana looked at her mother and shrugged. “He’s earned it,” she said. “He was sweating so hard by the end that it could have been raining. The room gets really hot without ventilation.”


Mom went and turned up the air conditioning a couple of degrees in hopes of cutting the heat downstairs.


“Thankfully with you kids downstairs we probably won’t have to run the furnace this winter,” she laughed.


I had cleared my plate like a starving man and was leaning back, nursing a second bottle of Coke and slowly rubbing my side.


“You in a lot of pain?” Patty asked, noticing. That got a lot of other people’s attention and I grimaced, taking my hand away.


“I wouldn’t say a lot, but this was my first big stress test after surgery. I feel like I did when I first got out of the hospital. I’ll probably want to put an ice-pack on it before bed, but it should be okay in the morning.”


As soon as I said that, Collie bounced out of her seat to get me one like I’d ordered it. I recognized that she was eager to please, it was in her nature. I thanked her and slipped the towel into my robe to hold it against the incision.


We chatted a little more and Mom asked if the equipment worked out.


“You knew about that?” I asked, surprised for some reason.


“Who do you think bought the cameras?” she asked dryly. “Just make sure that video never sees the light of day. You three could get in serious trouble for taping yourselves having sex. It’s stupid, but it’s technically child pornography even if it’s your bodies and your choice.”


We all nodded and promised not to show it.


We all chatted for another fifteen minutes or so and then Lilly went up to bed, giving the girls hugs and then giving me a peck on the cheek instead because of my ribs. I asked Collie and Tabby if they were staying the night and they both begged off.


“I have work early tomorrow,” Tabby said. “I know you want to help out, but I need to go and at least give them two weeks notice and a little extra spending money will come in handy.”


“And I’m her ride home,” Collie said with a shrug. “I don’t work ‘til later but I want to give notice too and talk to my roommate tomorrow to let her know.”


I nodded. “Have you planned out what you’re going to tell her?” I asked, curious how she’d handle it.


“I hadn’t even thought about it!” she admitted, looking a little stricken.


“You could tell her you landed a guy who’s got a full ride to Harvard. That should fill in enough of the blanks that she’ll be satisfied. If not, tell her I’m rich, brilliant, good looking and know my way around the human body. Just don’t tell her I learned most everything from Grey’s Anatomy and the Internet.”


She laughed at that. “She’ll want to know how big you are,” she giggled, holding her hands about six inches apart to show how she meant that.


Lana picked up on that. “Tell her he’s,” she tilted her head back and tapped her throat, “this long. Do it just like that and watch the look on her face. That’s what I told Marlene. I thought she was going to wet her pants.”


The girls all laughed at that and then we all broke up, Tabby, Collie, Mom and Patty giving me soft kisses and the girls hugs. I took the ice-pack to the kitchen and laid it on the counter to fish a piece of ice out of it and run it over my incision, sighing with relief as it soothed a little more of the inflammation than the ice-pack alone had done. I stood there and let myself enjoy the ice a little longer while the older girls left with Patty and Mom went upstairs after locking the door.


“It’s really bothering you, huh?” Beck asked from behind me. She was back to her normal self, her sex persona completely invisible.


I nodded. “I was telling the truth though. I’ll feel better in the morning. I just overdid it tonight.”


“I’ll say,” she commented and I heard Lana agree with her.


I turned to look at them, smiling. “You both deserved the best I had to give,” I told them truthfully. “I would have been disappointed with myself if I hadn’t done that.”


“Well, you’re no good to us dead, Stupid,” Beck said with her hands planted on her hips. She was trying to look stern, but she’d been deeply satisfied by the sex and she spoiled the effect by looking sympathetic about my discomfort.


“It was our first time. It had to be special and as amazing as we could all make it. You girls gave everything you had and if I had to push to keep up, then that’s okay. It was special and perfect and it’s worth a little discomfort,” I said gently but firmly. I’d have done nothing different and it was important for them to know that.


Lana nodded and came to me. She slipped her hand into my robe and took the ice from me, rubbing it gently over my scar as she slipped her other arm around me. “I love you,” she said softly and kissed me.


“I love you too,” I told her when we broke the kiss and I held my hand out to Beck. She joined us and I hugged her gently. “I love you too, Beck.”


She smiled and told me she loved me too and kissed me.


We put the ice in the sink and went downstairs to bed. The room reeked of sex beyond anything that we’d ever done to each other before and we lit a couple of the scented candles for a few minutes while we brushed our teeth and used the bathroom before bed.


When we got back to our room, it reeked of sex and sweat and apple-cinnamon. We blew out the candles, not wanting to leave them on overnight and climbed into bed exhausted and sore. Sleep rolled us under without even the chance to say goodnight.


Chapter 24


Saturday morning I woke up with bruises on my ass from where Beck had kicked me and my side still felt tender. I was planning on taking it easy today, but I hadn’t figured out what everyone else had planned. I was laying awake, looking at my girls when Lana stirred and raised her head to look at me with a sleepy smile.


“Hi,” I breathed, leaning down to kiss her gently. “How do you feel today?”


She shifted, waking up more and getting a sense of how her body was reacting to last night. “Sore. It feels like you drove a truck up there.” She giggled a little. “I don’t know if I can walk today. It kind of feels like my legs should be closer together. But it was SOOO good. Better than my best fantasies.”


“Oh?” I said, arching an eyebrow questioningly. “What sorts of fantasies?” I asked, deeply interested in her answer.


She shrugged in the dark. “A girl has to have SOME secrets,” she pointed out.


“Do I at least get to know how long you’ve been thinking about this?” I probed gently, wondering how long she and I had been watching each other.


“A couple of years now,” she admitted. “Ever since I figured out who my Secret Admirer was.”


“You knew?!” I whispered, surprised. I could feel my cheeks heat in embarrassment.


“Yes,” she confirmed and leaned in to kiss me. “You left footprints in the fresh snow last year. This year, I got up to watch you leave the present. I was tempted to be at the door to interrupt you before you could run away, but I thought it would just scare you away.”


I chuckled softly, not wanting to wake Beck until she was ready. I glanced at her and then at Lana. “You’re probably right. When did you two decide to do that with each other?” I asked. It was a question I’d wanted to ask last night, but it was something for our ears only.


“We talked about it after we knew last night was going to be all of our first times,” she said softly.


She didn’t seem shy about it and that made me feel good. “It was hot as Hell,” I told her softly. “I wasn’t sure if going there together was something you were comfortable with because you’re sisters, but I was so turned on at that point, I couldn’t believe my eyes. I’m glad we all did it together like that.”


She grinned her dazzling smile and it was a brand new one I’d never seen before. This one was a smile of pride at doing a good job. “Good. We’ll make sure you get a chance to see that again then,” she promised. “Maybe not today though.”


We both laughed a little more loudly at that and Beck woke up and joined the conversation reluctantly. “More sleep,” she protested, trying to convince us to go back to bed.


“Nope,” I said firmly. “It’s almost 11:00. We’ve been in bed long enough. They let us sleep right through breakfast and we don’t want to miss lunch.”


She grumbled, but she shifted over and turned on the lamp making us all blink. There was usually enough light in the room from the clock and electronics to make out a little, but the light was still a shock.


We skipped a shower and just got dressed to face the day. “What’s our plan for the day?” I asked as I pulled on socks. I was recovered and feeling like doing something. Even my side felt better this morning.


“Canobie Lake Park is only half an hour away,” Lana suggested. “It’s in Salem, New Hampshire. We should check it out. I was there last year with Marlene and her folks. There’s a water park and rides and games and all kinds of things to do.”


“Sounds good to me,” I said. “Let’s see what everyone else has to say though. We might be in for a fun-filled day of household chores.”


That got some groans, but we’d been allowed to skate pretty much without lifting a finger for most of the summer.


We went upstairs and looked for Mom, but she was nowhere to be found. Her car was home, so we figured she was next door. Lilly’s bike was gone, so she was gone to tell all her friends about our antics last night, I was sure.


Next door, all three parents were enjoying some quiet time to themselves and we only interrupted to find out if they needed us for the day for anything. They all looked at each other and shook their heads.


“I was just discussing moving over here with Lilly for the peace and quiet,” Mom said with a smirk.


“Very cute,” I said with a laugh. “Lilly’s been fantasizing about being an only child and now you? Well, girls, I guess that leaves the house next door all for us. Maybe we should just renovate the upstairs into one gigantic bedroom and use the downstairs for a guestroom.”


“Well, maybe we’ll hold off on me moving out for right now,” Mom said primly.


“It’s okay, I’m sure that we’ll all want to move out at some point. Collie and Tabby have at least three years each of college and then Lana and I have two more years after that. Then Beck’s got a couple of years. Somewhere between now and then, we’ll have to find a new place to scream to our heart’s content.”


“Been thinking about it a lot?” Mom asked dryly.


“Not a lot, but since I got accepted to the program, it’s been on my mind that we’re all headed to college sooner rather than later. Hopefully Beck and Lana are both able to get into good schools around here and won’t have to move away for college. That would mean we’d be separated until Dr. Saddler’s study is complete. I’m not looking forward to us being separated for that long.” I frowned and looked at my girls, knowing I was putting a slight downer on the day. “That’s a worry for another day though. For right now, if you want us to leave you alone, we’re going up to New Hampshire for the day to Canobie Lake Park. We might not have our phones with us full time since there’s a water park and phone manufacturers frown on water, but leave a message if you need us and we’ll check in as soon as we get the word.”


They told us to have fun and we went to get our swimsuits and make sure we had money for lunch, rides, games and gas for the car. We rode rides, played games, ate lunch, got soaked at the water park and generally had a good time. It was outside and it was with my girls. I was in heaven. We reluctantly got back in the car late in the day and headed back to Winchester.


We were in plenty of time for dinner, but I suggested we do something different. I called Donald and asked him to meet us for dinner somewhere. I’d realized that he had no idea about Harvard and I felt bad about that.


We met at an Olive Garden near where he was living and he was waiting outside for us when we got there. He greeted us warmly and we went inside, being seated almost right away and ordered soon after.


We had our drinks and were waiting for our meals when I decided that the best way to tell him was to show him. I dug my Harvard ID out of my wallet and slid it across the table to him, face down.


He picked it up and looked at it in shock, his head coming up to look at me. “That happened this week. I’m sorry it took me this long to tell you.” I explained about Dr. Saddler and the study, how I’d be taking college courses during school hours to keep me from getting bored in high-school and what the grant would cover.


He was flabbergasted at the news. “So you’re officially enrolled at Harvard and still taking high school classes and participating in a study of advanced intelligence. It’s been a hell of a summer for you.”


“Dr. Spencer is staying on with the program to monitor my mental and emotional well being through the full five years of the study. She’s aware of everything that’s gone on this summer and she’s warned me that I need to relax and establish a normal routine. She says even the high points have been manic to the point of causing stress.”


“That’s why we’re out today,” Beck supplied. “We were up to Canobie Lake Park for the afternoon to just relax and have fun. This week we’re shopping for school and Collie’s moving in with us and then we’ll be able to settle everything for the school year.”


“Collie’s moving in?” he asked, surprised. “When did that happen?”


“We decided last night,” I said. “Her other options for the school year were the tiny apartment she’s been in for the summer with a party-girl roommate or the dorms. The best thing she could say about the dorm was that it was a little cheaper. We’re going to help both girls with their tuition and books so that they don’t have to work during the year. I don’t want them to start falling behind because they have to take shifts that should be devoted to study time.”


He nodded. “You’ve already done more good than Miranda would have with it,” he said quietly.


“On that subject, I have the beginnings of an idea on how to help you, but I need to talk to a couple of people about it and see what I can arrange.”


“Really?” he asked, perking up considerably.


I nodded. “I won’t say more until I’m more confident that what I’m looking into will bear fruit, but once I am, I’ll give you more details. For now, I just wanted you to know that I haven’t forgotten about your dilemma.”


Our server returned with our food and talk was submerged in eating for a time. We chatted idly while we talked and at the end of the meal I took the bill, looking at it and slipping $100 into the folder to cover the meals and the tip.


Donald looked at me with an arched eyebrow and clearly wanted to argue the point, but I shook my head and that ended that.


“Have you been able to get Miranda’s collection gathered up?” I asked as we finished our drinks and got up to leave.


“It’s all ready to be inspected whenever you’re ready,” he assured me.


“Collection?” Lana asked, not sure she liked the sound of that.


“Her sex toys and bondage equipment,” I explained. “We’re going to go through it and figure out what we want and what we can use. The rest of it will go with Donald to his new Mistress.”


“Ooooh!” Beck cooed enthusiastically. “When can we look at it?”


I checked my phone and there was no messages from our parents, so I assumed everything was fine on that front. “We can take a look at it now if you don’t have anything planned for the evening,” I directed to Donald.


He shook his head. “I was just going to settle in with a movie or two and relax. Come on over.”


Again, I felt bad for him. He’d lost as much as I’d gained this summer and more. I vowed that I’d find him someone this week or at least find a way to reach someone who could be what he needed.


We followed him back to the apartment building and parked in one of the visitor’s spots near the doors while he returned from the resident’s lot and let us in. The building was nice and I secretly thought that once we were all established, it might be a decent building to look in for an apartment to suit our needs, but that was years away and not really an issue at the moment.


He led us into the apartment and I was impressed. It was actually a nice place. It had a large living room with a sliding glass door that led out onto the balcony that I knew had been the last place Miranda had stood on this earth. I stared at the balcony and wondered how hard she’d fought or if she’d gone to her death with a kind of gallows serenity. Donald had said she’d written out a suicide note. I wondered about that, but decided that I’d never know what happened in this room that night. I probably didn’t want to.


I felt a hand on my arm and flinched. I’d been lost in bad thoughts. Lana was looking at me sympathetically, guessing at what I’d been thinking about. All three of them were looking at me actually. I got hold of myself and took a deep breath, shaking it off. I promised myself I’d go out onto that balcony before I left here tonight. I had to. It was important, but not right now.


We got to work, looking through some of the things she had collected and the use of some of the more eclectic pieces as described by Donald. He’d cleaned and sanitized everything and showed us how to care for it all. The sex toys were of clear interest. Five girls and one penis was a recipe for me being back in the hospital for dehydration and exhaustion before the end of the month. To my utter shock, the woman had collected no less than 5 of the largest Rubbermaid totes available full of gear. One tote was filled with nothing but restraints in leather and metal and vinyl and rope. There were cuffs, collars, gags, rolls of tape, nipple clamps and complex harnesses covered in D-rings for attaching cuffs or running ropes through. There were blindfolds and hoods and even a strait-jacket. There was a pair of leather gloves that reached up to the wearer’s arm-pits and locked together to bind the arms behind the person’s back. There were straps that went over the head and hooked the nostrils to pull the head back, dental jaw spreaders, speculums and a device Donald called a ‘pear of anguish’ which stretched open the vagina or anus.


Some of it we wanted, some of it seemed out of the realm of what we might use, some of it was questionable. I made a call to Collie who was at work and asked her to text me a list of anything that Miranda had that she’d want us to hang onto for her. She was fond of the gloves, but trusted me to pick what I wanted. I did the same for Tabby and she told me that she couldn’t think of anything specific that we couldn’t replace just as easily. That left it up to us mostly.


We took a varied cross section of the restraints, leaving about half of them for Donald. The next box we opened was like Christmas for Beck. It was all whips, canes, floggers and punishment devices. We took one look at it and she closed the lid so she could sit on it. “This one can go in the backseat with me,” she declared defiantly.


We all laughed and she finally agreed to let us go through it. Donald helped us pick out an enviable selection of gear, leaving him enough that his new mistress would be pleased. We got a crash course in the use and care of each piece and Beck was bright-eyed and eager to get home to try them out. She’d become quite the little pain-slut, my Beck. I was going to have to keep a close eye on her.


When Donald put everything that we were leaving behind together, it fit into one tote with room to spare. Everything we were taking so far was crammed into one and it was filled to the top.


We still had three totes to go and they weren’t the only things that we needed to go through. The room was filled with dungeon gear. For a break, we looked at the furniture and large pieces. She had a set of stocks which would bend the subject over while their head and arms were held in the frame, a really nice looking whipping bench that looked like it probably cost a fortune and was likely custom made. A St. Andrews Cross was in the corner.


“I don’t think we’ll be able to get away with the furniture, though I really like some of the pieces,” I admitted. “We just don’t have anywhere we could set them up and I can only imagine explaining to the parents what they’re used for and which one of us,” I shot a knowing look at Beck, “wouldn’t let us leave without them.”


She grinned, utterly shameless and practically dancing around her own personal Candyland. She’d found herself in punishment as much as Lana and Collie had found themselves in submission.


I spotted one thing tucked away behind the cross that I knew was coming home with us and pointed it out. “That in working order?” I asked and smiled when he nodded. “Good. I assume that she didn’t cheap out on the attachments?”


“They’re in with the toys,” he confirmed.


“What is it?” Lana asked.


“It’s called a Sybian. It’s a $1500 vibrator,” I told her. “Top of the line. If you don’t get off with that, you’re clinically dead.”


Her eyes widened and we moved it and the full tote out to the living room with some difficulty. They were both heavier than expected.


We went back to work and the next box was the toy-chest. We were about to go through it when Donald shook his head and told us to just take it. “There’ll be plenty of that wherever I end up going,” he said. “And if not, we’ll pick out new pieces together.


We had two more totes to search and I was starting to wonder what was in store for us. The next box was a collection of larger items. There were no less than six Magic Wands, an extensive violet wand kit, a vacuum cupping kit with attachments for every piece of anatomy from nipples to clits to penis pumps and vaginal suction cups. There were tubes large enough for the whole breast and both a hand pump and an electrical one. There was a machine for pumping breast milk for some reason. Donald admitted that he’d never seen it used, but lactating was a fetish, so it was possible that she’d acquired a woman who was lactating at one time. That was a sobering thought, Miranda twisting the mind of a young woman either about to give birth or with a newborn child depending on her. I shuddered and pushed that thought out of my head.


I turned my attention back to the box and we went through it. There was an expensive TENS machine and attachments for every type of electrical stimulation possible. We left behind the TENS gear, the milking machine and took the rest. I was interested in some of the cupping gear and violet wands. I knew the Magic Wands would be a hit with the girls. We pulled out the stuff we were leaving behind and Donald put it in the tote with the rest of his stuff, making a tight fit now.


“The last tote’s easy,” Donald said. “It’s just machines and attachments. Take it.” He opened the lid to show us a trio of gear boxes with a piston sticking out of one end. The rest of the tote was dominated by boxes of dildos that slid onto the pistons. “I’ve got no use for it.”


“You don’t want to hold onto one of them in case your new Mistress always wanted one?” I asked, surprised.


He shook his head. “They’re not tough to get and I’d rather you held onto them. If I change my mind, I can always call you and ask for one.”


I nodded. We now had four large totes to account for. “We can’t take all these tonight,” I admitted. “There’s no room in the car. I don’t even think we could get one in the trunk.”


“Would they fit in the back seat?” Donald asked.


“One might,” Lana said thoughtfully.


“Well one of you can ride with me and we can take most of them back tonight. One should fit in my backseat too and we might be able to get one in the trunk,” he suggested, trying to be helpful.


I nodded. “That works. We can put the Sybian in Lana’s trunk and just make sure we take the tote with the attachments.”


We dragged the first two totes down to the elevator and then hauled them outside. To our surprise, one of them would fit in Donald’s trunk, so we loaded up his back seat with the second one and went back for the tote and Sybian that were going in Lana’s car.


When we got back upstairs, I went to the balcony and slid the glass door open, going to stand at the railing. I imagined that her hands had clung to the railing as mine were doing now. I looked down, seeing the ground in the distance. It was probably my imagination, but I thought I could make out a slight discoloration in the concrete below. I stared at it, reminded of the nightmare where I hurled into the side of the mall, leaving a red impact mark like I was seeing below me, faded over time and attempts to remove it.


Donald came to stand beside me and put his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t, son,” he cautioned me. “There’s nothing you can do for her now and no help she would have taken from anyone before it was too late. Her brother was pretty clear that she left people’s lives worse for having met her. That wasn’t going to change. It was just going to end like this.”


I nodded and understood what he was telling me intellectually, but I knew that this was going to feature heavily into discussions that I had with Dr. Spencer. “I want to see her brother,” I said. “Not now, but maybe next summer. You have his contact information?”


Donald nodded, but looked deeply concerned about that impulse. “What are you planning to tell him?” he asked.


“Nothing. I plan to ask him about her. If he presses, then I’ll have to think on my feet. Fortunately I’m good at that.”


We gathered the rest of the stuff we were taking. The machines would have to stay here until we could arrange to pick them up.


We loaded Lana’s car and I rode with Donald, telling the girls that I’d see them at home since I was riding with him. We got in and buckled up before pulling out onto the street. “Becky seemed taken with a lot of the equipment,” he commented.


I nodded. “She’s developed a taste for the punishment side of things,” I told him. “I may have to keep a careful eye on how far she wants to go. Her personal limits may be farther than her physical ones.”


“That’s possible. Maybe you should take some more interest in first aid. Dungeon injuries happen and being able to treat them is important.”


I thought about that and nodded. “One of these days, I’m going to have you take me to an adult store in the city somewhere and look for books and odds and ends that we might need.”


He agreed, though he was certain that most materials would be available through online stores more accessibly than they would be locally.


I shrugged. “I’d like to do some of the reading in the near future. Better to get it done rather than wait for the mail to deliver it.”


“Understandable,” he said and we passed the rest of the trip in more mundane conversation.


When we got home, the house was empty, but clearly there were people home next door. We could hear voices through the open windows. Donald helped us carry things as far as the front door, but begged off on taking it the rest of the way, not wanting to make anyone uncomfortable about him being there.


When he left, we grunted and heaved the three totes down the stairs and got them into our room without too much more difficulty. Then we went next door to let them know we were home.


“We decided to give you three more time without us underfoot,” I told them when we were told we’d missed dinner. “We went to dinner with Donald since I had to tell him about Harvard anyway. He also had some stuff he wanted me to have so we picked that up while we were out.”


“What kind of stuff?” Mom wanted to know warily.


“Nothing you can get at stores where children are allowed entry,” I said delicately. “If you really want to know, we can have show and tell later. Some of it is ... eye-opening.”


That got some attention, but no immediate requests for more information.


“Lilly still out with friends?” I asked, changing the topic when the conversation had faltered.


“She’s at another sleep-over,” Mom said lightly. “I’m the only one you’ll keep awake with your screaming tonight.”


“After last night, I don’t think there’s going to be much screaming,” I commented dryly. “We gave our all and it hasn’t all come back yet.”


It was still early and we hadn’t had dessert at the restaurant so the three of us decided to go out, get something sweet, maybe see a movie and enjoy a Saturday night date.


There were a few movies to choose from, but I let the girls pick, finding myself in a romantic comedy that was more to my liking than I’d expected. We all laughed at the ridiculous situations between the main characters and the unlikely way they came together by the end of the movie. It was no more unbelievable than what we were doing currently so there was no eye-rolling at the turn of events that thrust them back together at the end.


I had my arms around both girls and none of us seemed to be attracting much attention as we waited for the crowd to thin before we left the theater.


We all saw a few people we knew, but no one stayed to talk and we left the movie without having to do more than wave to a few people.


After the movie, we went for some ice cream and spent the evening just being in love. I kissed my girls and we strolled back to the car, riding home uneventfully. It was a day that was unusual in it’s lack of any event making it stand out.


We crawled into bed and drifted off to sleep, professing our love.





Sunday started with a pouring rain that stopped around noon. We had sandwiches for lunch and chatted. Mom had been cautiously curious about what we’d collected from Donald and we opened the boxes without unpacking any of them. She was a little shocked at some of the contents, but made no judgment beyond cautioning us to be careful. There would be a conversation later, but for now, that was the extent of it.


Lilly arrived home mid-afternoon on her bike, which reminded me that mine had been sitting in the garage next door for weeks. I mentioned it to the girls and the three of us went over to take a look at it.


The front wheel was a dead loss, the chain was in pieces and Lana’s assessment of the gears had been correct, they were twisted as the broken chain had caught in them, chewing up the works. The most damning thing though was that the frame had a slight bow in it. After only a minute, I stood up and mimed putting a bullet in it.


“I must have been flying to have bent the frame,” I commented and shrugged. “Oh well. It’s only going to be a couple of months before I won’t be able to ride for the winter anyway.”


“Well, you’ll need a new one for those months,” Beck pointed out. “I’m not walking to baseball all the time so you can keep up. Once in a while is fine, but it’s way easier by bike.”


“Yeah, but it’s a busy week,” I said. “I have initial tests with Dr. Saddler on Monday, an intake session with Dr. Spencer on Wednesday that I’m told should take most of the day, we have to move Collie next week and I have to find time for her, Tabby and Patty along the way. I also need to take a crash course on carpentry, see what tools I need for wood-working, arrange to pick up the rest of Miranda’s stuff, work on finding someone for Donald, do some chores around here, give Lilly a little attention and make sure that I keep telling both of you that I love you every fifteen minutes or so in case 20 minutes isn’t often enough.” I smiled at the last part, letting them know that no matter how much was on my plate, I still had them in mind.


Lana laughed, but she also had a look of concern on her face. “You’re doing too much,” she said firmly. “We’ll go get the stuff from Donald. You can put off the carpentry project and we’ll arrange a time when Collie’s not working and have her stuff moved. We can go shopping with your mom for a bike for you. I know there’s a hundred other things we need to do and soon. We still have school clothes to buy, computers for Tabby and Collie, payments on their tuition, we have to go shopping with them for what they need too. It’s gonna be a hectic few weeks for all of us. Don’t make it worse for yourself.”


I nodded and admitted that it seemed overwhelming. I was trying to figure out how we were going to find all the time to do everything, but then I realized that we could concentrate the trips to get a lot done in a short time if we were smart about it.


“Okay, so tomorrow after Dr. Saddler lets me go, we can try to get some of the stuff for the girls if they’re available. If not, hopefully Collie will be and we can start moving her. I don’t know how much stuff she has, but I imagine we can get most of it in one trip with two cars unless she has furniture.”


“Why not call her right now then?” Lana asked lightly.


“Because I was thinking about what Dan said the other night. Your mom’s getting to the end of her patience,” I told them. “He asked me not to let it go too much longer. I feel mostly recovered. I think tonight’s a good time to at least talk about it.”


They exchanged looks and I was amazed again at how much information seemed to pass between them in those glances. “We’ll take Lilly out somewhere after supper. Text us when the coast is clear and we’ll bring her home.”


I grimaced. “That makes it seem so secretive,” I complained. “She has to know and so do Collie and Tabby. Mom made us promise that we’d have a family meeting about it and talk it out. We need to do that and then maybe you guys could go catch a movie if anyone’s going to freak out about hearing it.”


They nodded and the three of us went looking for the rest of the family. The morning’s rain was still threatening off and on, so we were all eating indoors today, making it easier to have an open discussion as opposed to barbecuing in the back yard where the neighbors might overhear.


We sat around the table when we had everyone assembled. I was nervous, but I’d asked everyone to come to the table early for us to talk so I started. “It’s time we had that open family meeting you asked for Mom,” I started. “Everyone knows what it’s about except Lilly, so I think I should start by explaining it to her.”


Everyone nodded and I took a deep breath. “Okay, Blue. You know that I ended up in the hospital again because I had a panic attack and took off after a fight with Patty. You don’t know what caused the fight though.”


“Tabby and Collie. Patty was pissed about them,” she said, sounding like it was old news.


I shook my head. “That was the trigger, but the reason was that you were right about the looks she’s been giving me. She’s heard the same things coming from my room and had the same reactions that you have.” That revelation raised a slightly alarmed look from my mother, but I ignored it for now. “Your response was to think about moving next door to get some distance. Hers was to try to ignore it. She couldn’t though. The same feelings you had about wanting what the girls had goes a lot deeper in her. She couldn’t shake the thoughts and it was causing her a lot of stress that we didn’t know about until she exploded.”


I paused and gave Patty a comforting smile. We’d talked it through and I honestly didn’t want the memory of what had happened back. I was glad it was scoured from my consciousness. “When it all came out, she talked it out with Dan and the girls, then with me, then Mom and now finally we’re talking to you about it. None of this should really be a surprise though since you were quick to recognize how she was looking at me when we talked on Friday night.”


She nodded. “I told you. EVERYONE. You’re seriously the zombie plague and I’m not getting infected.”


I laughed a little. “Well the other thing that happened while I was in the hospital was that Patty and Dan came to see me that Monday when I was asking for specific people to talk to them after surgery. Dan asked me to take Patty to bed and love her like she’s been craving.”


Lilly’s eyes bulged out of her head. “WHY?!!?” she blurted, stunned.


Dan filled in the missing pieces for her. “I can’t,” he said simply. “I have medical problems that keep me from making love to her and she needs that. More than that, she deserves it. We’re not any less in love, but this is the one thing I can’t do for her and I asked Matt if he would. It’s a lot for me to ask him, but he said he’s willing to do it.”


Patty was blushing like the sunset, but we were talking it out now openly and getting it on the table. “We’ve had a few informal conversations about when and where and how this would happen, but one of the things that Mom asked was that we have a family meeting to talk about it. That’s why we’re here.”


“Is NOWHERE safe?!” she said, throwing up her arms. “I wanted to move next door to get away from the screaming!”


I laughed, picking up her tone of mock-outrage. “The screaming will be done here,” I assured her. “Like I said to Patty, her bed should be for her and Dan. Our bed was volunteered when the girls suggested putting up a sign-in sheet for them to schedule my time.”


That got them laughing and I let that die down before I started again. “That’s the place we’re all in right now. We all decided that if we left this to fester, it’d explode again when we could be in a worse position to handle it. I’ve mostly said my piece, so I’ll open it up to the rest of you to express your concerns or enthusiasm.”


We talked for almost an hour back and forth, weighing the pros and cons and explaining our different positions on the issue. Mom and Patty went to start dinner which was a simple spaghetti. They could still hear and shouted out comments as they came back and forth from the kitchen.


“Alright Matt,” Mom finally said when it looked like the conversation was going around in circles. “Why did you want the meeting tonight? Why now?”


I looked around and every eye was on me. Mom’s look was shrewd. She knew. Lana and Beck were expectant. “Tonight,” I said simply. That one word froze everyone where they were. “I’m recovered from Friday. Patty, you’re ready. No one has anything planned for the evening. Beck and Lana offered to take Lilly out to do something if she wanted to be out of earshot tonight. With our schedules over the next few weeks, we may ironically have more free time once school starts, but right now is a frenzy of activity. We’ll all likely be too exhausted to arrange a time over the next few weeks.” I frowned and added one more thing. “And I’ve made her wait too long as it is.”


I looked around the table. Lana and Beck nodded at me. Dan smiled at me and nodded slightly. Mom shrugged. I knew she had her own issues and I wasn’t about to highlight them here or now. I suspected they would come up later, but I hoped instead that she’d find that perfect person to complete her life once school started and she got to know her co-workers.


Lilly shrugged. I think she was cool with it. She’d never admit it though and she’d tease the living shit out of me for it.


I nodded at her and then I locked eyes with Patty. She was like a deer in headlights, frozen with a mixture of fear, anticipation and probably a thousand other feelings and thoughts, running as fast as she could process them.


I sympathized because I felt the same way. This was different from what I’d been doing with the girls. We were all finding our way. This was a woman who knew her sexuality. As sure of myself as I was with the girls, now that the moment was on us all, I felt like I was outmatched, outclassed and out of my league. There were two ways I could handle this. I could step up or step down. Step down wasn’t an option so I held her gaze and nodded.


She nodded too. That settled it. We agreed that everyone else would go out for dessert and give the two of us some space to be together without an audience of any kind.


Dinner was a strange event. The conversation was very muted and it seemed to drag on forever and then suddenly it seemed to fly by and Dan was kissing Patty while Lana and Beck came and kissed me before the whole family was out the door, the cars pulling away, leaving us sitting at the table, staring at each other.


All the fears we’d been putting aside through dinner were back. I stood and she seemed to want to, but was rooted to the spot. I came around the table and she watched me coming like a caged animal.


I reached down and took her hand in mine and it hit me. Suddenly I knew what to do. I kissed her fingertips, my eyes watching hers as I repeated this ritual for only the third time, showing my love for her with tender kisses that traced every contour of her hand. I could feel that her hands were rougher than Lana’s had been from years of working in kitchens in school, at work and at home. I kissed and nibbled on every part of her hand, letting the fingers stroke my cheek as I nibbled the soft flesh at the base of her thumb. I listened to her breathing and watched her face, knowing I was getting to her. She was turned on and primed. When I’d done this for Lana, I hadn’t known what I was looking at, but as I nipped at her wrist, I heard the sharp intake of her breath, saw her eyes roll up momentarily and saw her bite her lip to hold in the moan no one else would hear.


I drew her to her feet and she came into my arms more relaxed than she’d been all week. I slipped my arms around her and tilted my head to kiss her, my lips massaging against hers as gently as I’d treated her fingers. This time she moaned into my mouth, our lips parting together and our tongues snaking forward to meet for the first time. I stroked her hair and her back while we kissed and she plunged her hands into my hair, her composure starting to fracture under the pressure.


When we broke the kiss we were both breathless and I took her hand, leading her downstairs. Her fingers trembled in mine as she let me lead her to my room. I left the door open and lit the candles to make sure we had the air at least partly cleared before the girls came home. I returned to her and kissed her again, more hungrily this time and as I ran my hands over her back, I moved them down to the hem of her shirt, sliding underneath the material to stroke her bare back. She groaned and I could tell that she was going to be extremely satisfied with tonight.


I left one hand stroking her bare back and the other slid down her back, my fingers slipping beneath the hem of her jeans, the material tight enough that I could only move them a few inches before I couldn’t force my way any further. I could just feel the top cleft of her ass and I tickled it gently with my fingers while we kissed passionately.


Her hands were just as busy as mine, pulling at my shirt more urgently than I was moving beneath hers. I broke the kiss and withdrew my arms from around her, lifting them over my head so she could pull the shirt up and off. She dropped it carelessly behind her and feasted her eyes on me. She’d seen me nude at the hospital, but this time was different. She wasn’t helping me this time, she was helping herself and I let her plunder me with her eyes. I was extremely thankful for the time I’d spent in the gym with the trainers. I reached for the hem of her shirt and started to lift it, pulling her eyes from my body to my face as I pulled her shirt up, revealing a plain white bra. She raised her arms and a moment later, her shirt joined mine and we were joined together at the lips again.


Her skin felt incredible against mine and I marveled at how soft it was. I hadn’t expected it to be rough, but she felt as good against me as Lana or Beck. I slipped my arms around her and decided to try a trick I’d learned from doing this with Lana a time or two. I reached for the clasp on her bra and held it with the fingers of my hand for a moment before snapping my fingers with the clasp between them. It popped open and she gasped, startled that I could do that one handed.


I moved my hands up her back, tracing the straps to her shoulders and coaxed them down her arms, the cups still trapped between us as our chests crushed together. I finally took a step back, still holding the bra in both hands, pulling it off her arms and dropping it casually while I feasted my eyes on her.


The signs of her age were subtle, but they were there. Her breasts were a little bigger than Lana’s and lacked some of the buoyancy of Lana’s, but other than that, mother and daughter had been built very similarly. Her stomach was as flat as the girls, but the skin wasn’t as tight, owing to two pregnancies.


She was gorgeous and I told her so before I led her back to the bed. I laid her down across it and joined her, kissing her lips before I turned them loose on her neck, nibbling and sucking at her delicate skin. She was cooing and moaning constantly now and when I bit her earlobe gently, she groaned and arched her hips, cumming a second time. I grinned at her and straddled her hips, letting my erection press against her through our pants as I slowly slid lower, kissing my way across her throat and collarbone until I could plant kisses between her breasts. I slowly licked and kissed my way around first one breast and then the other in a perverted figure-8, moving closer to the nipple with each pass. The skin of her breasts was so soft, it didn’t feel like skin. I couldn’t compare it to anything, but it felt like even the press of my lips should break it.


By the time I finally zeroed in on her nipples, she was breathing hard and I knew that she was primed to cum again before I even laid eyes on her pussy. I laid tiny kisses on each, barely touching them and making her whine before I took pity on her and rolled one with my tongue, lashing it firmly before switching back to the other one and repeating the gesture. She groaned again, close to another orgasm and I sucked one of them into my mouth, pressing it against the roof of my mouth with my tongue and lashing it mercilessly as I pinned it there, pinching it with my tongue while I sucked more of her breast between my lips.


She cried out and her hands were in my hair, holding my head against her chest as I brought her to another small orgasm. When it passed and her hands relaxed on my head, I moved to the other breast and gave it the same treatment, nipping it with my teeth before it slipped out of my mouth. She seemed to like that, so I did it again, holding her nipple in my teeth and raising my head gently, stretching it and pulling the breast along with it. Her breath hissed in response and I knew where Beck got her taste for pain. That was an experiment for another day though, if another day ever came for the two of us. This might be a one-time event, I was well aware.


I finally released her nipple and kissed it one last time. It was erect and dark brown and stood out from her breast proudly. It begged to be pulled and pinched and rolled between fingers and lips and teeth, but I had other things to take care of and they were far more urgent. I slid lower, kissing my way across her stomach and then I was staring at the button of her jeans. I opened it up and then tugged the zipper down with my teeth, looking up at her as I did. My hands went to her hips and pulled, tugging her pants down by an inch. She raised her ass and I tugged again, this time they came reluctantly, but they slid down her thighs, revealing a pair of white panties to match the bra she’d worn. I left them where they were for the moment and slid off the bed so I could pull her jeans off completely.


Her socks followed and I placed a delicate kiss on the top of each of her feet before I started kissing my way up her legs, my lips feeling the shaving stubble that told me that she hadn’t shaved them today. I smiled at that, knowing that she was at least partly reluctant because she hadn’t groomed herself for this. That was a concern that was melting as I showed no reluctance to kiss or touch any part of her so far. She had no idea. I kissed my way up her thighs and she moaned again, her hands reaching for my head to guide me where she wanted me. I swatted them away gently. I knew where I was and how I was going to get there. I wasn’t about to be rushed. I got to the tops of her thighs and kissed my way along the leg bands of her panties out to her hip bones, nipping at each softly before I planted a kiss on her mons, feeling pubic hair beneath the perfect bulge of her pubic bone. I could smell her aroma, strong and enticing and I nuzzled her gently, letting my nose bump against her sex as I drank in the scent of her arousal before I pressed my lips against hers, planting a single kiss against the top of her slit through the thin cotton of her underwear.


I moved my hands back to her hips and took hold of her panties. She lifted her hips again and I pulled them down to her thighs, watching as the thick nest of her pubic hair appeared, contrasting the completely shaved pussies I’d had contact with so far. I slipped her panties off and she watched me raise them to my face. I held her gaze as I deliberately stuck my tongue out and tasted her from the inside of the soaked panties. She groaned at the eroticism of the act and I let them drop from my fingers, spreading her thighs and dipping my head between them.


I ate her pussy with abandon, spearing my tongue through her folds, greedily wanting more of her taste. I licked her lips completely and found that I detested the feel of those hairs that found their way to the back of my tongue making me want to gag. I pushed that sensation aside though and reached up with both hands, pulling the outer lips open gently so I could plunder the treasures that lay within. I tongue-fucked her entrance as completely as I could, wiggling my tongue inside her, making her squeal in delight. I lowered my head to swipe my tongue over her anus, making her gasp and shiver before I finally focused on her clit, wriggling my tongue between the folds at the top of her pussy to tickle her nubbin delicately. She shuddered and cried and screamed and bathed my face in her juices as she squirted and came and then came again and a third time before her hands were back, this time trying to push my head away. I wasn’t done yet though and I tossed my head angrily as I wrapped my lips around her clit and hood. I sucked it into my mouth and mashed it between my lips as I tortured it directly with my tongue. She came again immediately, her screams ripping through the house and then she was thrashing as I brutalized her pussy with my mouth, making her cum again and again in multiple orgasms, watching as they ripped through her body viscerally making her quake and making her breasts jiggle and bounce.


I sucked air through my nose as hard as I could, but I was starting to get light-headed and finally, I had to let go to suck a few desperate breaths through my mouth. I crawled back up her body and kissed her hard, smearing her cum on her lips and cheeks and chin. She groaned and ground her hips up at me, pressing her cunt hard against my cock.


She finally pushed me off and rolled me onto my back, attacking my own jeans, pushing them down off my hips and down my legs. She got off the bed and pulled them off my feet before stripping my socks off and yanking my underwear down, exposing me to her hungry eyes. She noticed my very recent shave and her hands immediately went to my crotch, running over the smooth skin there, marveling in the feel of it. I spread my legs as far as was comfortable and let her explore. Her hand cupped my balls and lifted them while her fingers tickled my ass.


She’d avoided touching my shaft directly except for an accidental brush while she was exploring my body. She licked her lips and we both watched a bead of precum form on the tip of my cock. She circled the base of my cock with her index finger and thumb, holding it steady and she swiped her tongue over my tip, licking up the bead and tasting it. I sighed contentedly at the feel of her tongue on me and then moaned a second later as her lips made contact, pushing down over the head and swallowing my shaft as she sucked my length into her mouth, bobbing her head slowly, her lips pushing closer to the root with each stroke of her head. I stroked her hair and watched as she took more and more of me into her mouth, feeling my tip bounce against her tonsils softly as I reached the back of her mouth. I wondered if she had Lana’s talent and she looked up at me before she deliberately slid all the way down. It was different than Lana who pushed me past her gag reflex. There was no gag reflex here. She didn’t flinch, retch, couch or gag, she just pulled back up until the crown was held between her lips and then slid with deliberate slowness until her lips were locked around my base.


I groaned and resisted the urge to fuck her mouth, gripping the sheet with both hands in an attempt to stay in control. She must have known what I was thinking. Her eyes twinkled with amusement and she opened her lips a little, letting herself drool wetly onto my cock and down my balls. She rolled them in her hand, spreading her saliva over them and then I felt one finger tickling my ass and I knew what was going to happen next. She slid a spit-soaked finger into me and expertly stroked my prostate, milking me as she stroked her head up and down my cock.


“I’m cumming!” I groaned urgently and suddenly her head was bouncing up and down as fast as she could move. I screamed and my whole body shuddered as I blasted my first shot deep into her throat with her lips mashed against my groin before she bounced back up and then she was stroking my cock hard and holding the tip in her mouth, lashing it with her tongue like I’d done to her clit. I lurched and writhed as she made me cum so hard I thought I was dying.


Finally, I collapsed back onto the bed, completely spent for the moment, gasping and my heart pounding. She moved up beside me and kissed me, my cum still in her mouth and we swapped it back and forth several times before we both swallowed some of it. I didn’t mind and if it turned on a girl even more, so much the better.


She lay down next to me and smirked, her fears and nervousness gone. “You didn’t think I was just going to let you do all that without me getting my own back, did you?” she asked playfully, one hand still playing lazily with my cock and squeezing my balls by turns.


I laughed and slipped an arm around her. “No,” I assured her. “But I did think you’d want me to spend as much time as possible doing other things with my stamina.”


She chuckled and shrugged. “You’ve got enough left for another go?” she asked, looking at me.


“At least,” I said. “Friday I managed four times, but I was useless at the end of that.”


She nodded and twisted around to slurp my cock back into her mouth, sucking hard and stroking me with her hand, trying to speed my erection along. When I was good and hard, she got off the bed and left the room, coming back with a couple of towels.


I knew right away what she wanted and I got the bottle of lube from the night table. She spread the towels and lay down on her back, pulling her legs up to her chest and presenting her ass to me. I lubed my finger and slid it into her waiting ass, sliding it in a few times before adding a second. I added some lube to the area and then plunged a third finger into her.


She was moaning urgently now, holding her legs with both her arms wrapped around them, hugging them to her chest as I opened up her ass for what she wanted. I spread her open as much as I could, feeling her stretch to accommodate the third finger and I felt like she was open enough after a few more strokes. I pulled out and put more lube on my cock, stroking my length with one hand to make sure it was completely covered before I pressed it into her back door.


She was growling and cumming from the time my tip popped into her hole. I got myself comfortably positioned and then leaned in, burying myself in her bowels in one long thrust, making her gasp and shudder as she came again. I pulled her legs up onto my shoulders and leaned forward again, bending her knees back down to almost touch her chest as I plowed into her completely, making her cry out in pleasure.


I let my hips move of their own accord, neither setting nor restraining the pace. I sawed into her with long strokes that drove her wild and she had a hand between us, rubbing her clit while I rode her ass as completely as I could. She came over and over, screaming at the walls, spurring me on with a litany of encouragement that would have made Beck’s filthy mouth twist in a lewd grin of sisterhood. She turned from a loving mother into a dirty slut right before my eyes, panting at me to fuck her ass and split her open, calling me and herself names that I’d only heard from internet porn. If she was physically more like Lana, Beck had clearly inherited her lust for filth.


We were both turned on and I was starting to get into the spirit of the moment. “Yeah? You like it dirty? Maybe I should pull out of this dirty ass and make you suck my cock clean,” I suggested and it was like I’d attached a high-voltage cable to her clit.


She exploded, screaming like I’d never heard from her. “FUUUUUUCK!!!” she bellowed and suddenly I was drenched in fluid. “FUCK MEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!” She’d cum so hard she’d lost bladder control like Lana sometimes did, but kept going through it. Her eyes were pleading with me to make her cum again and I slammed her like I hated her, pulling her against me as violently as I could, making us both scream. She came again with more splashes and suddenly I was right there. On impulse, I pulled out of her and threw her legs off to the sides so I could move up to straddle her chest. I stroked my cock as fast as I could, wanting to cum on her face, but then she amazed me by lifting her head and sucking the tip of my cock into her mouth, just like I’d threatened to force her to do. I put my hand in her hair and guided her up and down the shaft, growling encouragement at her. “Fuck yeah! Suck that filthy cock!” I moved both hands to the sides of her head and face fucked her, knowing that I was about to cum. “Here it cums!” I growled through clenched teeth and then yelled as I blasted my cum into her mouth for what seemed like hours. Eventually it stopped and I collapsed off her sideways.


We were both gasping and shaking from the force of what we’d just done. “Oh fuck!” I gasped, trying to catch my breath. She sat up and this time, instead of swallowing my cum, she drooled it out, letting it flow down over her chin and onto her tits where she rubbed it into her skin, mewling wantonly from pure satisfaction.


I felt my cock give a little lurch at the sight of her playing with my cum, but we were too drained physically to go again. After a few minutes to rest, we got up and went to the bathroom, to shower. She used mouthwash before we got in the shower because of the fecal bacteria that had been on my cock when she sucked it the last time. I washed her lovingly, taking my time to wash her hair and body completely. I slipped my fingers up her ass to tease her a little while I soaped her completely. She wriggled against me and cooed again. When she was rinsed off, she returned the favor, washing my hair and body, paying particular attention to my cock, balls and ass. She knelt before me and licked her lips as if considering trying to get me to cum again, but in the end, we ended the shower without more sex and dried off.


We went back to the bedroom and stripped the bed, putting the sheets in the washer and remaking the bed.


I texted Lana to let her know that we were good if they wanted to come home and we got dressed. We shared a long passionate kiss and she confessed that she didn’t think this would be the last time, but it had satisfied her more completely than she’d thought possible.


“I’m disappointed that you maintained consciousness,” I admitted jokingly. “I’ll have to work on that for next time.”


“Show-off!” she laughed and then turned serious. “Thank you for tonight Matt. I feel 20 years younger.”


“You ARE 20 years younger,” I said. “You’re a beautiful, sexy woman and any small things you’ve lost to time, you’ve more than made up for. Dan’s a lucky man and I owe him a lot for letting me have even this brief a glimpse into what your life with him has been like.”


“I already told you I’d be back. You don’t have to butter me up,” she said dryly, but she was smiling when she said it.


“But it goes in so much smoother when I do,” I said playfully, patting her ass and making her laugh again.


“Cute!” she said and we went upstairs. I turned up the air conditioning and let the fan run to help circulate the air a little.


We got drinks and sat down at the table to wait for the others and talk. “How’re you doing?” I asked, still worried that things were going to be weird between us.


“All things considered, I’m doing amazingly well,” she admitted. “I know what you’re asking and I think we’ll be fine so long as we don’t withdraw and brood. I know they won’t let us. Dan will keep me grounded and the girls will drag you kicking and screaming back to the table to talk it out if you start to get upset. As for what we just did, it’s been a while since I’ve been able to do that. I’ve missed it.”


I nodded. “Good. I’m glad we did it. I’m glad you liked it enough to want to get together again. Knowing that, I’m convinced that it’s not going to change things.”


She nodded in agreement. “It’ll change things, but not anything that matters,” she assured me. “I can hardly tease the girls for the noise now.”


“Or some of the more extreme sex they want. I never expected you to put me back in your mouth at the end there. That was shocking.”


“You talked about it while we were fucking,” she pointed out. “I thought you wanted it.”


“And you called yourself a dirty slut in the middle and called me your whore-master,” I said dryly. “Neither of those are true. It was just talk during sex. I was just going to cum on your face. You had a much hotter idea though.”


She blushed and smiled. “Well so long as neither of us minded, it all worked out in the end.”


“It worked out in BOTH of your ends,” I reminded her and we both laughed.


“That’s gonna be the new norm, I think, Champ. So long as we can joke about it, we’re good. If we start getting uncomfortable with that then we’re gonna have to talk about it.”


“Well, I’m not sure how much of that we should do in front of Dan. The girls won’t care. They’ll probably be disappointed I didn’t set up the cameras so they could see.”


“Whose idea was the recording?” she asked. We’d mentioned it the other night but never got into it.


“Theirs. I was just involved in a theoretical conversation. They were already recording when I walked into the room, but I can never say no to my girls.”


She chuckled. “I don’t know. You did a pretty good job of putting them off ‘til this weekend.”


“Dr. Spencer said no. I just refused to try without her approval,” I pointed out. “It takes a far dumber boy than me to disobey doctor’s orders.”


“Good boy,” she teased, ruffling my hair.


We heard the front door open and everyone filed in.


“Well the downstairs isn’t destroyed,” Lilly commented, sounding surprised.


“We did it in your room,” I told her. “Sorry about ... Well, you’ll see.” I looked at her sheepishly and almost pulled it off. Her look of stricken horror was too much and I burst out laughing.


“You miserable SHIT!” she stormed over to punch me in the arm, but she was clenching her jaw to try to keep the smile off her face and was failing miserably.


Lana and Beck had both laughed at her reaction, which didn’t surprise me, but it was the other two faces that I was more interested in, more worried about.


Mom smiled primly, knowing that I’d been joking and Dan smiled too.


I got up, ignoring the rest of them and went over to where he was standing and did something I hadn’t done since I was 8 and decided boys didn’t do such things. I hugged him. I couldn’t express in words what his trust and faith in me had meant. It wasn’t the back-slapping, uncomfortable chest-bump that guys mostly do, bouncing away from each other as if burned. I put my arms around him and hugged him with a gratitude and love that every son should have for a father.


A second later, I felt his arms around me and we stood there for a moment longer before we silently agreed that it was long enough and both stepped back. I smiled and he returned it and then we went to the table to talk.


“I take it that everything went well,” Dan asked as the seven of us sat.


Patty leaned over to kiss him deeply. “As well as it does with the girls,” she told him and he nodded.


“Well then I guess we’ll have to put up a sign-in sheet like we talked about,” Lana said with a giggle.


That brought Beck into the conversation. “No one should take more than one day a week then,” she said, surprising us all that she was serious. “Unless they’re willing to share, that is. Otherwise people are going to get left out.”


“Do I get a say in this?” I asked sweetly.


“No!” Becky and Lana both told me emphatically and everyone laughed.


I hooked a finger in each of their collars and arched an eyebrow, but I was smiling. “Are you sure about that?”


“Oops!” Beck blurted. “I meant ‘No, Sir!’,” she assured me with an impudent grin.


“I’ll have you savagely beaten for the oversight later,” I assured her dryly.


“Promise?” she said, perking up considerably to additional laughter. They had no idea how serious she was. Lana did, but she looked like she was excited too.


“Well, we do have all those paddles and whips now. It would be a shame to let them go to waste,” she supplied helpfully.


“What?!!?” Patty, Dan and Lilly all said at the same time.


“We’re helping Donald clear out Miranda’s things. The woman collected enough sex toys to open her own store and retire on the profits,” I told them.


This was the first time that had come up in conversation and it was a surprise to Patty who’d just been downstairs with me. “And where were all these things an hour ago?” she demanded indignantly.


“The Rubbermaid totes,” I said simply. “We haven’t unpacked them yet.”


“How much of this stuff IS there?” Patty asked carefully.


“Four totes,” I told her. “But we couldn’t take them all, so we’ll have to pick up the fourth one later.”


“And it didn’t occur to you to let him hold onto any of it?” Dan asked. “He might have a use for it some time.”


“We did. When I said, she collected a full store inventory, I meant it. There’s no way we could keep any of the furniture and the costumes wouldn’t have fit any of us for years if then. We also left a bunch of stuff with him from the containers. She had 5 totes. Donald kept one and some extra that wouldn’t fit into it between things he wanted and things we’d never use. Miranda was a hardcore pervert. Like all that was missing from that room was a set of cameras to turn the whole thing into a high-end website.”


“Costumes?” Patty asked.


“Furniture?” Mom chimed in.


Lana and Beck took over from there describing the things in the room and from the bright-eyed enthusiasm there was no doubt that I was blameless in their glee.


“And people go for that?” Dan asked, surprised.


“There are people at this very table that would gladly make room for that furniture if they were given a chance,” I said dryly, looking at Beck pointedly.


He nodded and understood my meaning. “In any case, some of her pieces were quite well built. If we’d had a spot to put them, we might have considered a couple of them.”


“Well, why don’t you photograph them in detail,” Lana suggested. “Measure the pieces, see how they fit together and see if you can build them again on your own?”


“That’s not a bad idea, but it would be better to have the original to consult or an actual set of plans,” I admitted. “Maybe we’ll see a similar bench online down the road and be able to figure out who built it.”


“Maybe your father will hang onto it for you for when you have a home of your own to put it in,” Mom broke in, telling the girls gently that they were going to have to make due without it.


“It’s a matter for another day anyway. I have WAY too much on my plate to consider building that. I have much more pressing matters.”


“Well, we were talking about that while we got dessert,” Mom supplied. “The girls want to do a lot of the stray shopping for you themselves. They know your sizes and they can pick out a lot of your clothes without you being there if you’re comfortable with that. They also said you’d agreed to them picking you up a new bike since yours is destroyed.”


I nodded. “I’m certain the girls will make sure not to buy me anything that I would be terribly embarrassed to be seen wearing,” I said, looking back and forth between them. “Right, girls?”


They looked at me with such wide-eyed innocence that I almost bought it. Almost.


I looked back at Mom who looked amused. “In any case, I have a full day of tests with Dr. Saddler tomorrow, a lengthy interview with Dr. Spencer on Wednesday and Collie is moving in this week. I’ve got a million other details to take care of, including shopping with her and Tabby for their school stuff.”


“We’ll take care of most of that,” Lana assured me. “Shopping is what girls do. We’ll make out fine. That’ll be easier than shopping for you. Well, it will be now,” she sulked and I had a sudden vision of being dressed up like a doll for the school year.


“You’ll be able to get me pretty much anything, just keep in mind, I have to be seen wearing it. You know better than any of us what gets people picked on in high school.”


“Alright,” she said with a dramatic sigh. “There is one thing you have to come with us to pick out though.”


“What’s that?” I asked warily.


“Your new suit, silly,” she said as if it was obvious. “We have to get it fitted properly. I can’t do that without you there unless we trace you while you’re asleep.”


“Well, I think he can skip the suit for now,” Mom allowed, knowing how badly my last fitting had gone.


Lana was shaking her head though. “There’s the winter formal, Sadie Hawkins dance in November, the spring formal, Junior Prom and then Senior Prom next year which we’ll have to go to. There’s Halloween too, but you’ll be getting a costume for that.”


“So you’ll need to find me some dance lessons this week. I made an important promise to that effect and if I mess it up, there’s no shortage of people who’ll kill me,” I said. “I also want to look for a martial arts class once the school year starts.”


“Going to high-school, college and learning to dance aren’t enough for you to keep busy?” Patty asked.


“I didn’t like how helpless I felt this summer with Miranda hanging over us. I’m too young to own a gun, so this is what I can do.” I shrugged. “I know there’s not a lot I could have done, but anything is better than the certainty that you can’t do anything.”


“We’ll look into what classes you can take and how they’ll fit your schedule,” Mom promised after an uncomfortable silence that had descended on us. I didn’t really talk much about how much I’d been bothered this summer. It was over and in the past now, but it still bothered me.


“So what night are you signing up for, Mom?” Lana asked, turning the conversation back to something less melancholy.


“Oh no you don’t!” she said, shaking her head. “I haven’t decided if or when this might happen again, but it won’t be done in a way that bumps one of you. You still have to talk this revelation out with your new housemate too. What if she objects?”


“She won’t,” I said certainly.


“You’ve already asked her?” Mom sounded surprised.


I shook my head and figured I’d better tell them. “Collie’s ... It’s not a game for her like it is Tabby. It’s not even a lifestyle choice like it is with Donald. She’s not able to be independent. She can function, so long as there’s someone to serve, but whether Miranda damaged her or she was always like that, I don’t know. I just know that she’s mine for life. I told Patty this the other night, but she’ll never leave us this side of death. I’m just very thankful that Donald brought her to us. I shudder to think what abuse she’d have suffered from indelicate hands while she looked for a place to belong. I hope everyone here comes to feel as strongly for her as she feels about us.” I grimaced. “Sorry. I seem to be filled with pensive thoughts tonight.”


I looked at Patty and Dan. “This is NOT a reflection on what we did. I think like this a lot. I just ... I dunno. I can’t keep them to myself tonight for some reason.”


“Probably because this has been a worry on your shoulders and now that it’s lifted, you have a moment to examine what else is weighing them down,” Dan suggested. “It really HAS lifted, son. Don’t worry about it. When Patty needs to be a little wild, she’ll let you know in her own way. Lilly’s the only one that’s likely to tease you about it.”


“I’d feel better with the teasing, actually,” I said. “If no one talks about it, I wonder if it’s because they’re bothered by it.”


He nodded and promised to keep me informed how he felt one way or another.


The rest of the night was uneventful and we all drifted off to bed, with Lilly grumbling that at least the screaming was over for tonight. I was tempted to take one or both my girls, but in the end, I felt like I’d tormented her enough with the thought that we’d used her room for sex.


We blew out the candles which had done a good job of making the room smell better and we crawled into bed after I set the alarm.


Chapter 25


Monday morning was as perfect a day as I could have asked for from August. It was hot and sunny without a cloud in the sky. I longed to go to the beach, but today was my first day with the program officially. It was the most important day of my life. I just didn’t know it yet. I sighed and put my laptop and a couple of notepads and pens into the backpack I’d gotten from the Harvard bookstore after breakfast and the girls assured me that they weren’t going to be out in the sun either. They were starting the mountain of shopping with a trip to the mall. It was going to be a girls day out with both mothers and Lilly while I sat through scans and preliminary tests.


They dropped me off at the Harvard campus with kisses from my girls. They were traveling in two cars, but had both come to see me off to my first day on campus.


Dr. Saddler was waiting for me in his office when I knocked. “Come in Mr. Russell,” he said, shaking my hand and showing me to a chair across his desk from where he had been working.


“You should probably call me Matt, Doctor,” I told him. “Calling me Mr. Russell for the next five years is likely going to get tedious for both of us.”


He chuckled. “No more so than Dr. Saddler gets. Carl, please.”


“Agreed. So what are we going to be doing today?”


“Well, I want an initial CT Scan of your brain for the beginning of the study and then we’re going to take you over to the neuroscience labs to get a real-time scan of the electrical activity in your head when you’re processing information. We’ll do the same in the CT Scan. We’ve rigged up something that should keep your head steady while you read, then we’re going to try some audio stimulus to see if that’s any different in processing.”


“That doesn’t sound too bad. I thought there’d be a lot more too it,” I admitted.


“Oh the CT Scan is as tricky as brain surgery in the back of a moving car,” he told me. “Movement throws off the scan, so we have to find a way to get you enough material to read without disrupting it or putting anything heavy into the machine. We may have to do it more than once.”


“So you can’t put a book into the machine, can’t have me move to scan new pages and no one else can stick a hand in there,” I said, frowning. “That is complicated. What about a scroll?”


“A what?” he asked, surprised.


“A scroll,” I repeated. “Like they used to use in the ancient world. Unroll it to read it and roll it up to put it away.”


“That’s an interesting thought, but where would we get a scroll in this day and age?” he asked.


“Well dot matrix printers are a thing of the past. Otherwise that would have been pretty ideal. The only other solution I can think of is to make one. Print a document and then tape or glue the sheets together. Tape each end to a stick and then reel the pages from one stick to the other. Would that work?”


He nodded. “It would, but that would take some time to manually tape the feed together like that.”


I shrugged. “The only other solution I can think of is a dot-matrix. I don’t know where you could find one of those that was still in service and that we could print a document on, but it might be worth a call to the computer sciences department. They might have one for some reason.” I shrugged. “Even if they have a box of the paper, that would be a little quicker than taping that many pages together, right?”


He nodded and picked up the phone. He consulted his directory and I got the sense that he didn’t talk to the department often. He called the department and asked about the printer, listened for a little while and made a surprised sound. “Really? Will it take basic text or is it just set up for that? Perfect. If I send you a file, can you have it printed out for me? It’s for a test. We’re doing a CT scan and need to have the subject reading to get a scan of his brain activity. We can’t give him a book to read, so we need something we can feed into the machine smoothly. Yes, we can pick it up in an hour.” He was working at his computer as he spoke and said he’d just sent the file. He thanked the person on the other end and hung up.


He fixed me with a shrewd look. “Well reasoned, Matt,” He said with a smile. “The computer sciences lab still has a printer in use for returning the outputs on programs written in several classes. It’s easier for the students to go over the output and correct mistakes in the program. We’re going to go get started on the initial CT scan while they print it out, then we’ll go pick it up and roll it around something so we can run it through the machine.”


“Sounds good. Glad I could help.”


We spent the next hour in the preliminary scans at the medical department’s CT Scanner and then went to the computer sciences department where I met the department head, who had apparently heard of Dr. Saddler’s Wonder-boy as I was being called. I still wasn’t thrilled with the nickname but the tales of the Grant Board interview had spread through the faculty apparently. I promised I’d consider Computer Sciences courses, but I was honest and told him that I’d learned the basics of C++ in a day. I felt like I’d be bored sitting a class like that for four months.


He laughed at that. “Who promised you Computer Sciences would be exciting?” he said.


“I’ll tell you what,” I said. “I have a friend who’s about to start second year. I’ll go through her books from last year and see what I learn and what questions I have. Okay to pick your brain about it?”


“Sure. There’s been a lot of speculation about what you’re capable of since the Grant Board thing. Just have Dr. Saddler give me a call and I’ll come visit you in whatever lab they set you up in. I assume they’ll let you have some computer resources for the project?”


“Some,” Carl allowed. “Our budget is heavily earmarked for tests and Matt’s tuition and supplies, but I’m sure we can give you something to work with. We might want to keep a skull cap on Matt while you try to turn him to the dark side though.”


“Sounds good,” he laughed. “We’ll talk again. Just let me know if you need anything else printed like this.”


After that, we quickly spooled the printout and returned to run the reading test in the CT Scanner. Carl was ecstatic over the results.


“Fantastic!” he enthused. “We’ll be able to get clear images without spending hours redoing the tests. I promise the next test will be much easier on you.”


We went to a lab where they were expecting us and they fitted me with a mesh cap that was covered with electrodes. I felt weird with the mane of wires running down my back, but accepted a book from Carl and after they got my initial scans, started reading.


I tried not to listen to what they were saying as they looked at the data, but there was some astonishment in their voices. I had to tune them out and blast through the rest of the book. It was a basic book on Physics, which was good, since I’d opted for Chemistry in high school, so the physics was a welcome distraction.


“How’d I do?” I asked when we were headed to lunch at the same place we’d eaten before.


“Well, there’s a good deal of the grad students who want in on the project now for access to the data for their own studies and a few of them that would do just about anything to conduct their own tests on what you’re capable of.” We ordered and waited for lunch to arrive.


“Male or female?” I asked with a smirk.


“Really?” he asked. “A man with four girlfriends is asking me to set him up with grad students on the side? Don’t you have enough to do?”


I shrugged. “If I told you the whole story, your head might come off,” I warned. “And the number is now 5 ... sort of.”


“Sort of?” he asked. “That deserves an explanation.”


“Someone else I know stops by occasionally for a little pick-me-up, but she has a relationship of her own,” I said in very vague terms. “So in some ways it counts, but in others, not really.”


He nodded. “It’s not Victoria, is it?” he asked and I shook my head.


“She and I talked a lot while I was in the hospital, but beyond the normal flirting that patients do with attractive doctors, it’s been perfectly professional.”


He nodded. “I wasn’t alarmed, “ he said trying to set me at ease. “I’ve known Victoria since she was a student here and she’s exceptionally gifted. She’s also deeply driven. The kind of arrangement you’re describing would be the kind of thing I’d think might appeal to her, but not while she’s your doctor. She wouldn’t cross that line, I don’t think, but I felt like I should make sure.”


“I don’t think she would do anything to compromise this study any more than I would,” I said. “She’s gained my trust and that’s not easy for an adult to get from someone my age. Teenagers have a healthy mistrust of adults. They often violate our trust in the name of protecting our interests. Too many of them have forgotten what it’s like to be young, hormonal and fearlessly certain of our own capabilities.”


“You don’t seem to have those problems,” he commented. “That’s the kind of statement I’d expect from a professor of philosophy who’s still young enough and idealistic enough to identify with who he was at fifteen.”


“I’m remarkable,” I said simply. “I know that sounds arrogant, but really, how many of the faculty have called me Wonder-boy either to my face or indirectly in their conversations with you? Enough for the name to stick. The faculty at Harvard is calling me Wonder-boy. Harvard! Not beauty school. Not career college. Harvard. At that point, my capabilities are really beyond reproach.”


“I agree,” he told me. “I’m just pointing out that you don’t suffer from the same battles with authority figures that others your age are prone to. I mention it because you’ll meet some out there that will dig their heels in and refuse to see you as an equal or even superior intellect. They’ll want to dismiss you as a child and suppress your contributions because they’re threatened by what intelligence like yours represents.”


“And what does it represent, in your opinion?” I asked, curiously.


“The next evolutionary step in our development,” he said bluntly. “Putting aside all the notions of mutants and super-powers, your intelligence IS a super-power. Victoria has told me that you’ve had to use it like one, but wouldn’t give me the details. She told me that had to come from you. But consider this: you can process information more efficiently than anyone I’ve ever even read about. A year ago, your abilities would have been the stuff of science fiction. Certainly there are autistic persons who can assimilate huge volumes of data, but they can’t PROCESS it. Their reality only touches our own in the most superficial way. It’s the same as your gift but imperfect, impure. The structure of your brain, whether it’s because of your concussion or because of the chemical changes brought about during puberty is ... perfect. It’s a perfect congruence. I have no doubt that if we gave you the right books, got you the right tutors, you could be anything, DO anything. That’s not just intelligence. It’s a versatility that’s frightening. As a scientist, the things you would invent would change the world. As a doctor, you’d end diseases that have baffled us for generations. In Computer Sciences, you would create programs that would lead to artificial intelligence in our lifetime. It’s like watching the first proteins form single-celled life forms and having the chance to nurture them to grow. Exciting and frightening. Will you become Einstein or Hitler, Curie or Napoleon? Without doubt, you’ll have the opportunity to shape the world to your image of what it should become.”


As he spoke, I saw the passion of his conviction in his face, heard it in his voice and felt it in his words. Suddenly I was humbled by what he thought I could become. “I think I can safely say I’ll be neither Napoleon or Hitler. I have something they don’t.”


“What’s that?” he asked lightly, looking up as our server returned with our food.


I waited until she’d left before I answered. “Humility,” I said. “And I’m taller.”


He laughed at that. “Shortness as an indication of monstrous behavior?” he asked.


I shrugged and laughed and we dug in.


The afternoon was more of the same. We returned to the CT Scanner and I let it scan while an audio recording of a lecture was played so they could chart how I reacted to sound information. They performed the same test with the skull-cap and then we returned to Carl’s office and waited for my ride. Today had been a lot different than I expected and I told him so.


“I want to run these tests once a month. I also want to run a scan every week so we keep a progressive chart of your brain, but we’ll only do the reading once a month to see if there are any changes in that respect.


I nodded and asked how many courses he had lined up in case I was able to handle more than one.


“I’ve talked to some of the professors, but there’s some skepticism about how well you’d learn. Was there anything you had your eye on at the moment?”


“Engineering. Mechanical, electrical, computer. I still want to continue with the psychology and branch into other disciplines like medicine and law, but I feel like I could finish a degree before high school finishes if I apply myself. There’s a little arrogant part of me that wants to go collect my high school diploma with one hand while holding my Harvard one in the other hand.”


He laughed. “That would certainly be a thumb in the eye of anyone that’s ever bullied you in the past for being smart.” He thought about it and nodded. “I’ll press a little more firmly. I’d suggest sticking with one discipline though if you really want to graduate here in the next four years. You’ll be able to pick up courses in summer session, but those are limited. Let me see what curriculum we can plot out for you and we’ll go from there. You may have to attend some evening courses to get the credits that have participation components, but I’ll work on it. As for our next appointment, I will see you in seven days and you’re seeing Victoria at the hospital on Wednesday. She’ll keep you above water if anyone can. Now go be young for a couple of days. It doesn’t last nearly long enough as it is.”


He smiled at me and I went out to the parking lot to wait for Lana who’d texted me that she was stuck in traffic and was still on her way.


I sat on the lawn where I could see her car when it arrived and pulled out one of my notepads to start doodling idly. I wasn’t really paying attention when my phone dinged again. It was another note from Lana saying that traffic was backed up for an accident and she was trying to get out of the tangle to find a way around it.


I sent back a message for her to drive safe and I’d meet her where she dropped me off. I looked at my notepad and I’d sketched a decent likeness of her while I’d been lost in thought. Another talent I hadn’t known about before now? I thought it looked rough, but all I had to work with was a pen.


“Are you lost, little boy?” someone behind me said and I smiled and looked around. There was a woman approaching me cautiously as if she was worried that she’d frighten me off if she was too forward.


“No, I’m not lost,” I assured her. “I’m just waiting for my girlfriend to pick me up and it was too nice to spend it indoors. I’m Matt. Matt Russell.”


“My name’s Emma,” she said, not providing a last name. I didn’t ask, figuring that she was smart enough to know that people can track you down online with just a name. “Were you taking one of the day-camps here?” She came and sat down next to me, catching a glance at what I’d been drawing. “Hey, that’s really good!”


“Thanks,” I said. “It’s my girlfriend. I just started sketching her. And I guess you could say I was here for day camp,” I chuckled. “You’re a student here?”


She nodded. “I start in a few weeks, but I decided to come early to make sure I knew my way around campus.”


“Cool,” I said. I took another look at her and realized she was beautiful then dismissed the thought as irrelevant. “Where are you from?” I asked, putting aside the pad and pen and chatting with her.


“California,” she said vaguely and I smiled.


“I was born in Riverside,” I said. My parents moved here when I was five so I don’t remember it much,” I admitted. “I live in a little suburb called Winchester now.”


“That’s nice,” she said, sounding sincere about it. “I’m looking forward to winter here. Snow always looked so beautiful.”


“It has its moments, but for every one of those gentle snowfalls that you see in Christmas movies, there’s 10 storms where it’s driven by gale-force winds and stings like you’re being pelted with gravel. Just make sure to get yourself some warm clothes before the end of October. You’ll want winter boots, warm pants and a parka with a hood, gloves and scarf. When we moved, my mom said it was worse because we’d lived somewhere warm.”


“It can’t be that bad,” she said skeptically.


“Bad enough that people die when it gets bad. Or get frostbite and lose toes. You’re too pretty to start losing parts of you to frostbite if you can help it. Anyway, that’s months away. Ask your professors and some of the local students. They’ll help you prepare. So what’s your major?”


“Psychology,” she said proudly, perking up at the change of topic. “I knew so many people back home who were so messed up that I figured it was a perfect career. I could go back there, charge a huge sum, treat all the rich and live in a huge house.”


I nodded. “There’s no shortage of people who need a hand through their worst problems. Some people are lucky enough to have good friends who can give them the advice that helps them out when they need it. Other people need to look to a therapist. It’s a good field to go into. It helps a lot of people.”


“You know someone who’s needed to talk to a psychologist?” she asked and I nodded.


“I’ve BEEN someone who’s needed to talk. That’s sort of how I ended up hanging around here today.”


“Oh,” she said, her eyes widening in realization. “Your therapist is one of the professors? I didn’t mean to pry. I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be sorry,” I said. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I talked to a doctor who knew a professor here and she suggested that he see me. She was the psychiatrist. She wanted me to participate in a study here though. I’m still going to see her regularly, but mostly because of the study now.”


“What sort of study is it?” she asked, curiously.


“It’s about intelligence and information handling in the brain. I discovered I could speed-read about a month ago and that the information stays with me. So Dr. Saddler started a study to try to figure out how I do it.”


“Wait, YOU’RE him? The kid?!!? Everyone’s talking about what happened last week in front of the Grant Review Board. A couple of the dorm students were there.”


I frowned at the notoriety, but nodded. “Yeah. I’m the guy I guess. What are they saying about me? Or would I be better off not knowing?”


She shrugged. “Just that you stood up and blew the board away, someone said you had bodyguards with you, but no one believes that.”


“That was said as a joke and it was personal assassins.” I chuckled. At least the right details were getting passed around the student body. I picked up the pad. “She was one of them.”


She nodded and looked at the sketch again curiously. “How old are you, if you don’t mind me asking.”


“Fourteen,” I said, wondering what her reaction would be.


“And you’re just going into high school?”


“Yes and no. I could blow through all the material in all four years of high school in under a month. Part of the study is to try something different with me. Instead of skipping me through the grades, they’re keeping me there and supplementing me with college courses so that I don’t get bored and start lighting fires or something equally disturbing. Dr. Spencer is staying on as a consultant to the program to monitor my mental health and emotional development. They want to see if they can avoid the social development problems that kids end up with when they skip grades and leave their peer groups. Their hope is that I’ll be as socially developed and nourished as well as intellectually stimulated and ready to throw myself into the end of a degree within my first year of full time university.”


“Wow. That would kind of be awesome!” she said, surprised to find out about the extent of the program.


“That’s what they’re hoping. I intend to have at least one Harvard degree in my hand when I go to my high school graduation. That’s the bragging rights I want,” I laughed and she joined in.


“I can’t even imagine waving them both in the air like that,” she said. She was more relaxed than she’d been when she sat down.


“My first course is going to be Psychology 100,” I told her. “If we’re in the same section, I might see you for tests. They record the lectures and I can log in remotely to watch them during my high school classes. So if you see cameras recording your classes, wave to me once in a while.”


She smiled at that. “Going into psychology too?” she asked.


I nodded. “I want to study a lot of things. I honestly think I could do two four year degrees from high school if enough professors are cool with me attending that way.”


“Well I hope I see you around for more than just random tests. You’re the first guy on campus to talk to me and not my chest,” she said, poking one of her breasts with a shrug.


“They’re boobs,” I said dismissively. “Don’t get me wrong. They look like magnificent breasts, but they don’t make conversation and I’ve seen boobs before. Unless God strikes me blind in the near future, I’ll see boobs again. The best way to do that I’ve found is to talk to the girls that own them. Think of all the money I could make selling that revelation to the guys here that are someday going to be responsible for engineering NASA’s next manned space craft. All that intelligence and no clue how to talk to a girl. That’s why our project is so important. Geniuses don’t know how to get laid. Harvard’s hoping five years is enough to learn how to teach them effectively.”


She was roaring with laughter by the end of it. “That’s so true, it’s not fit!” she said. “So how long have you and your girlfriend been together?” she asked.


“About a month, but I’ve loved her forever. The day my parents moved in next door to hers, I saw her for the first time and I’d never seen anyone as beautiful as her. About a month ago, I managed to find the courage to talk to her. It’s a much longer story, but that’s the core of it.”


“And you’ve seen her boobs already?” she asked, thinking that was a little quick.


I laughed. “She moved next door to be with me. Her parents said I’d loved her for nine years. A courtship that long was longer than they had a right to ask. They just asked us not to give them any grandchildren till after college. None of us figured that I’d have a chance at finishing a degree as fast as I plan to.”


She looked shocked. “She lives with you? And her parents are okay with it?”


I nodded. “I told you it was a longer story. If you want to meet again here next Monday around noon, I’ll tell you some of it over lunch. You might think I’m crazy too before I’m done telling it.”


She mulled it over. “You’re not hitting on me, are you?” she asked, wary again.


I shook my head. “Honestly, part of the story is that I don’t have A girlfriend, I have four. I’m not looking to put some bad moves on you. You’re fun to talk to and you said that open conversation is hard to come by around campus, so it seems like a good fit for lunch. Besides, Dr. Saddler may faint when I tell him I have a lunch date. He’s still struggling with the number I’m dating now. And this isn’t exactly a story I can brag to my best friend about, so I’d like someone to tell it to.”


“Why can’t you tell your best friend?” she asked.


I smiled. “She’s my second girlfriend,” I told her.


“Bullshit!” she said incredulously.


I pulled out my phone and scrolled through some of the pictures of the three of us at the amusement park over the weekend and scrolled through them with her.


“They’re frigging gorgeous!” she blurted. “Oh my God! I’d kill to have abs like hers!” she gushed over a picture of Beck in her bikini. “And her SKIN!” she said at a picture of Lana in hers. “She looks like a model! Seriously. You have both of them? AND two others?! Yeah, I can see why you want to brag about it.”


“Maybe brag is a strong word,” I said. “More like I want to celebrate my good fortune. But don’t sell yourself short. You’re at least a 12 on a scale of 1 to 10. That’s why the guys stare and act like that. I used to be the same with Lana. My brain literally shut down whenever she was around, but when I started talking, it was like magic happened.” I was smiling and she grinned at the praise for her looks. “You’re stunningly beautiful, brilliant, fun to talk to, nice enough to try to help out a lost little boy and have an interesting personality. It’s really not surprising that they don’t know how to treat you. You’re a goddess among men. Forgive us. We’re imperfect and when we see perfection like you, we feel deeply inadequate.”


“You sure you’re not hitting on me? Because you’re doing a fair job for someone who hasn’t started high school yet.”


I chuckled and shook my head. “Although if you need protection from the wrong kind of attention, you can tell people ‘the kid’ asked you out. The faculty have taken to calling me Wonder-boy. I’m not sure I like that name, but it stuck.”


“Yeah, I heard that name too. You mind if I tell people about the girlfriends?” she asked and I got the feeling that she really wanted to add to the discussions that had been going around.


“Sure, just not that they live with me,” I said and she nodded. On impulse, I tore a page out of the back of my notebook and gave her my number. “Text me some time. You can brag that you got Wonder-boy’s private number, though I wish they’d pick a better name than that.”


“Why don’t you pick one?” she asked. “What nickname do you want people to call you?”


I thought about it and then smiled. “Epic. That doesn’t sound too arrogant does it?”


She nodded. “If you’re dating four girls and asking me out for next week, then I guess ‘Epic’ is as good a name as any.”


I heard a beep and looked up to see Lana’s car coming toward us. “That’s my girl,” I said and started to gather my stuff, putting it back into my bag and getting to my feet. Beck hopped out of the car and I asked Emma if she wanted to meet them.


“Sure!” she said, clearly wanting to see how the reality stacked up to the photos.


We walked over and Beck paused, watching us approach. She grinned at me and came to give me a kiss. “Picking up more girls, college boy?” she asked playfully.


I kissed her back and returned the grin. “Making a new friend,” I corrected her. “I spent most of my time talking about the two of you so she wanted to meet you. Emma, this is Becky or Beck for short. Well, I guess shorter, since her real name is Rebecca.” I motioned Lana to join us and she parked quickly and came to say hello.


“You are both so much prettier than the photos Matt has on his phone,” she said when the introductions were over. “I can’t get over how gorgeous you both are. You look like models. Seriously. I’m from Malibu and the girls out there spend fortunes to look half as good as you two.”


I let the girls giggle and talk for a few minutes, trading compliments before we said goodbye and got on the road.


“She seems nice,” Lana said as we left. “New girlfriend?”


I laughed and shook my head. “She thought I was a lost ‘little boy’ and wondered if I’d wandered away from one of the day-camps. Not likely to go from that to a relationship,” I pointed out.


“For someone else, you’re probably right. Friend-zoned from the kick-off. The rules don’t seem to apply to you though. Normally you’d be in a world of hurt with your girlfriend over even an innocent chat with a girl that pretty. You could parade her into the house naked and fuck her on the living room floor and Lilly would be the only one even annoyed by it,” she said with a laugh.


Beck stuck her head between the seats and added her two cents. “If you don’t want her, I’ll take her,” she suggested. “She’s gorgeous.”


“Enough!” I laughed. “Let me at least get my hands on Tabby and Collie before you start using me to lure new girls.”


“Are you going to see her again?” Lana asked sweetly.


“We agreed to meet next Monday to talk some more,” I said and got another grin from her. “JUST talk,” I clarified, exasperated. “You’re really going to be the death of me, but what a way to go.”


We all laughed and by the time we got home, I thought the topic was dead and buried. WRONG!


We were settled in to dinner which Patty and Lilly had cooked, telling me that my mother had been mostly banished from cooking for the moment. I was asking how the shopping went and Beck decided that she couldn’t let that slide.


“We didn’t pick up anything NEARLY as interesting as you did,” she assured me, making Lana laugh with her.


Everyone looked at the girls, suddenly interested. “Matt was having a quiet conversation with the most beautiful girl ever,” Lana told them eagerly and I was suddenly back in the center of attention.


I quickly explained what had happened, emphasizing that she’d called me ‘little boy’ and that she’d thought she was helping a lost child. I also pointed out that she was as envious of Lana and Beck as they were of her looks.


“Mostly we talked about the girls and about the study once she knew that’s what I was doing there. There are rumors going around the dorms about what happened. If you stop spreading lies about me picking up girls, I might tell you what they say about you two,” I teased back.


“Us?!” Beck blurted, surprised. Lana didn’t look any less shocked. “Why would they mention us?”


“You were there at the meeting with the Grant Review Board,” I pointed out. “There’s a lot of curiosity about what happened there and the people that saw it have talked and the story has apparently grown.”


I let that sink in for a minute.


“So you’re a bit of a celebrity with the students and faculty, huh?” Dan said, smiling a little. “How does it feel?”


“Disconcerting and a little daunting. It’s not like it’s middle school where kids get famous for something as dumb as running into the girls washroom on a dare. It’s Harvard. I feel like it takes a lot more to get that kind of notice.”


“People are people,” he said. “All it takes to be famous is to do something interesting. In some cases, that’s going into the wrong washroom. In others, it’s something more intellectual in nature. You’ve done the one, maybe you should try the other and see if it gets the same response,” he suggested with a smirk.


I looked to my right and left and shook my head. “I think if I end up in the girls washroom, it won’t be my idea and the notoriety will come from what I’m caught doing in there more than being there,” I said dryly, making Lana choke on what she was drinking and Becky was looking at me with such wide-eyed innocence that she could well have no idea what I was talking about except the deeply perverted nature of sex in a public washroom was likely to drive her up the wall with delight.


Mom looked at me across the table with a look that told me she was not amused by this thought.


“If you get caught having sex in the school washrooms, I will personally make sure that you all regret it,” she said firmly. “Remember, you three aren’t the only members of our household who go to school there. What you do there will reflect on me too and if I let you off easy for something, I could find my contract not renewed at the end of the year.”


“Don’t worry, Mom. We’ll be model students,” I said, giving the girls a look that Beck returned with a resigned disappointment.


I supposed she deserved some concession. I leaned over and whispered to her. “School isn’t the only place with public washrooms,” I reminded her.


Her face brightened up, making all the adults suspicious. She grinned and I knew that she was trying to compile a list of all the places we went where she could pull me into a washroom for a quickie.


The rest of dinner passed with normal conversation, although Beck and I drew a few suspicious looks.


After dinner, the girls showed me all the stuff they’d gotten for me including new sneakers, jeans, shirts, a winter jacket and a lighter one for spring and fall. There were socks and underwear too and a couple of odds and ends, like new gloves, winter hat, a couple of baseball hats and a couple of new swim-suits. When the fashion show was done, we took it all downstairs and they took me outside to see the new bike they’d picked out for me. I was thrilled with all of it. They’d picked out a lot of stuff that was nicer than the simple t-shirts I’d normally have gone for, but they were true to my instructions. None of it was anything I’d be embarrassed to wear and nothing pink. I’d specified that.


I called Collie and Tabby that night to talk about shopping for their needs and they’d mostly made plans to clothes shop with the girls on Wednesday. I wanted to be there to get their computers and stop by the colleges to get books and put a chunk on tuition. I was planning on making that a $10,000 day between the two of them. They didn’t know that, but I’d meant it when I said we were going to make sure they were taken care of. We agreed to meet for lunch and then go shopping. I’d leave the clothes to the girls, but was secretly disappointed I wouldn’t be around for the lingerie portion of that trip.


Our plan for the next day was for me to walk to baseball with Beck. Lana would pick us up from there and we’d go to lunch and take the girls shopping. We were about to turn in when I remembered what I’d been sketching when Emma had found me. I went and got my backpack and dug out the sketch to show to her.


“It’s pretty rough,” I admitted, but carefully tore the page out and put it down on the desk before slipping the notebook back into the backpack.


She was poring over it, smiling. “I didn’t know you could draw,” she said, surprised.


“Neither did I!” I said with a shrug. “Maybe I should get a sketchpad and some pencils and try more seriously.


She nodded. “Yeah. We definitely need to do that,” she said, putting the sketch back down and coming to kiss me.


We got into bed and I settled in with a girl on each side of me, content, but aware that things were about to get more crowded in here. Fortunately none of us were big people, but once Tabby joined us, we’d be as crowded as my old bed had been with me and Lana in it. Still comfortable, but only just.





Tuesday was another ideal day. It was sunny, hot and promised to stay that way.


We had breakfast, but before I left, I had a private word with Mom. I’d wanted to have her pick something up, but hadn’t had a chance to ask her with everything that had happened. She nodded and smiled when I told her what I wanted. She said she’d take care of it and gave me a hug before sending me off to the field with Beck.


It would have been the first test of my bike except for the shopping trip after lunch. We walked the distance instead, Beck grumbling about it. I took her hand and told her it wasn’t so bad to have me all to herself for a little while.


That made her stop complaining and she squeezed my hand. “That’s why you came?” she asked and I nodded. “Lana gets to spend a little more time with me when she picks me up and drops me off, so fair is fair. She doesn’t have any interest in baseball, so this is just for you and me.”


She grinned and I knew I’d made the right decision to make this my first priority today. I pulled her closer and we walked the rest of the way with our arms around each other comfortably.


When we got to the field, Beck made sure I was seated in the dugout with the coach. He commented that I looked like I’d recovered and I told him I had mostly. I thanked him and went to sit while they chased down the first three outs of the game and Beck came to sit in my lap, kissing me and waiting for her spot at bat.


The game was good and Becky’s team won. The coach commented that she was playing a lot better and the other girls teased her about why.


“Get your own batting coach, girls,” she said possessively, but spoiled it with a laugh. I joined her and asked if that was what we were doing.


“Of course. I’m handling the bat a lot better now,” she grinned at me lewdly.


“I’m definitely not telling you to ‘choke-up’ on it,” I said dryly and we laughed while the girls gaped, scandalized at the way we were talking.


We waited for Lana and Beck was separated from me by the girls wanting to have a private conference about me.


A couple of the guys on the team came over to say hi to me while Beck held court, basking in being in the middle of all that attention. We chatted about the game and they asked if I was going to play next year.


“I dunno,” I said. “My summer next year might be pretty full. If I can manage it, I will though.”


I saw Lana pull into the parking lot and went to meet her, letting Beck have a few minutes before I pulled her back to reality. She had the cash in her purse and we’d split it up into two different envelopes for the day. I gave her a kiss through the driver’s side window before I called to Beck to let her know Lana was here.


She came to meet us with a grin on her face and the two of us got in. I got in the back this time, since Beck had been doing that automatically while I was injured. We went to meet the girls for lunch at the mall food court and arrived early enough for me to duck into Staples to pick up a sketchpad and some quality pencils for drawing. We all had a good time at lunch, taking up one of the large family tables and catching up on the weekend.


They’d both put in notice and were working the next couple of weeks to varying degrees. Tabby’s employer just told her to work the rest of her schedule and took her off the next one, essentially letting her duck out early. Collie’s boss asked her to work extra so that some of the regular staff could take some time off before she left. That was going to make things tight for moving her in, but she had Thursday off so she was going to be able to move her stuff with us then.


With lunch behind us, we took off shopping. Collie said she just needed something basic, but she needed some new accounting software that her college bookstore had. Tabby had more exacting computer needs and after a look at the computers at the mall, she said that she figured the MIT bookstore might be a better place to get hers.


We bought Collie a more expensive laptop than she said she needed and got her the extended warranty so that if something went wrong with it, she could get it serviced in the store instead of sending it away. She was mortified about the cost, but Lana handed me the envelope with her name on it and I counted out the money for the salesman without letting her look at what was left. The envelope went back in Lana’s purse and we took her computer back with us to the cars. Our next stop was her campus bookstore and we got all her books new, rather than searching for used copies and since we were there already, we went to the accounting department to make a down-payment on her tuition. We put $3600 on her tuition bill for the year and then I crumpled her envelope and kissed her softly.


“You’re worth it and more,” I told her and she threw her arms around me. I hugged her just as hard and when she let me go, she hugged all the other girls as hard. She was nearly in tears over this gesture. She’d have to get used to it because I didn’t intend to stop taking care of any of them.


We left there and the two cars met again at the MIT bookstore where we filled the order for computer and books for Tabby. We dropped the remaining $3100 on her tuition and we all got emotional again. She was still a little more restrained than Collie, but that was just her nature.


We had dinner together at a nice restaurant nearby and we talked about what they’d need for assistance through the year. Both girls had some scholarship money that covered part of the cost. Collie admitted that between what she’d already made this summer and what we’d just put down on her account, she was mostly paid up until next September.


“Give me the exact number and we’ll pay it,” I said. “Keep the money you made and get yourself something nice. That goes for you too,” I told Tabby.


“I’m already going to have to explain how I paid for all this,” she said. “If I have extra money, that’s gonna make my parents ask questions.”


“Tell them you unexpectedly got a bursary that covered a lot of the extra costs and you can get by without the job to distract you,” I suggested. “It’s the truth. They just don’t need to know where the bursary came from. Tell them someone else put you up for it and you didn’t know about it ‘til it came in.”


She mulled that over and nodded. “That could work,” she said with a smile, thinking about how her parents would react to that.


We ate and chatted a bit more. “How did your roommate take the news that you were moving out?” I asked Collie.


“Okay,” she said with a grin. “I told her I was moving in with someone from Harvard and she was jealous. I think she’s in college just to land a husband with a career. That’s all she really talks about, is meeting the right guy. She’s met a lot of them this summer. She has a new boyfriend every two weeks.”


“Thursday should be amusing. I’ll wear some of my Harvard swag and see if she notices,” I promised.


She shook her head. “I wouldn’t. She’ll try to get you alone and see if she can seduce you.”


“I’m not worried about her,” I told her. “Besides, with you girls to keep me out of trouble, all she can do is watch us drive away without getting what she wanted. I’ll leave the Harvard shirt at home though, if you think she’ll cause trouble.”


She looked at me gratefully. “She’ll try to get you to pick her over me. I know it. She’s asked a lot of questions about who you are and what you’re taking at Harvard.”


“Well, tell her that I’m taking 4 majors and considering a 5th. She’ll call bullshit on that, but if she knows people at Harvard, she might start to hear the rumors.”


Tabby looked at me like I’d announced that I was running for President. “Five? Really?”


“Psychology and four engineering degrees are what I’m considering for now,” I admitted. “I talked to Dr. Saddler on Monday about taking Mechanical, Electrical and Computer Engineering and I thought about looking into Aerospace Engineering to round it out.”


“How long do you think that’ll take?” she asked. “Ten years? Twelve?”


“If I told you I thought I could do it in the next four and have four of a kind before I graduate high school, would you hate me?”


“No, but I think I’d recommend that you slow down before you give yourself a brain hemorrhage. Jesus. You really think you can do all that?”


“Dr. Saddler thinks my reading could top 500 words per second when I apply myself. That’s 30,000 words per minute or 1.8 million words per hour of sustained reading. I’ve been reading at about half that pace and calling it leisurely. When you consider the average text book is under 2000 pages, it breaks down to 6 texts per term, two terms per year which means 48 books per degree. Rounding it out to fifty, that’s still 300 books over the next four years when you add the high school texts with it. I can read a book that size in a day now if it’s material that I have some difficulty in absorbing, like I did with the programming language. If I develop to the potential Dr. Saddler envisions, I’ll be able to read 2 per day. If I started now, that would put me on track to have the reading done by New Year’s Day.”


“Don’t do that,” she said quietly, looking stricken. “If you do that, you’ll go insane. I’m not exaggerating. I had a teacher in my first year of high school that had a break-down. She knew 7 languages fluently, could get by in five more without much trouble and had four degrees. She literally burned out her brain on information. Don’t!” she urged me and looked around the table at the other three girls. “You have to stop him if he starts obsessing like that. I know we each promised to serve him, but we need to take care of him or he’ll end up like that poor woman.”


I nodded, understanding her concern. “I don’t intend to try to do it in one year, but Dr. Spencer is seeing me to monitor my mental and emotional health throughout the study. If she detects any sign of me overloading, she’ll put the brakes on. That’s why she’s there. I didn’t mean to scare you. I just got wrapped up in the numbers a little. Spaced out over 4 years, it’s a little less daunting. It’s only 75 books per year that way and I’d be able to take some of the classes in summer session and keep an even more relaxed pace. We’re starting off with one course right now and working from there.”


She nodded, but still looked worried. “I trust you four to keep me from going over the Falls in a barrel. Just tell me when you think I need to back away and have some time away from the books. If I can’t be coaxed away by women as beautiful as the four of you, I’m in dire need of help. Drag me away from the books. I’m sure you all know ways that you can distract me without having to resort to that though.”


That lightened the mood some and I thought we were going to be okay. I’d have to keep an eye on myself to make sure I wasn’t taking on more than I thought was reasonable. “As an added bonus, I was just convinced to drop Aerospace Engineering. NASA will have to get another guy to do it. With electives crossing back and forth, I could probably do the four degrees in that time pretty easily by using the core courses from one to satisfy electives in another. That might cut a full semester out of each degree.”


“I suppose that’s true,” Tabby allowed thoughtfully. “Just promise you won’t get out of hand. Spend some time on us too.”


“That can be taken a number of ways,” I reminded her suggestively.


“So can we,” she responded with a smile.


“That sounds like a date to me,” I said with a smile. “Saturday? That gives us a chance to welcome Collie home on Thursday and give you the attention you deserve.”


She nodded. “What did you have in mind?” she asked.


I thought about that for a moment. “How about I have you picked up, we take an early dinner, go for a bit of a walk, get to know each other and feel out what we both like and dislike. It IS a first date after all. I want to know more about you.”


“I’m a pretty simple girl,” she said. “I like sex and I like it kinky. We can have dinner and take a walk. Then I intend to get better acquainted with you than I had a chance to do in the shower last weekend.”


I smiled. “I think that’s something we both want,” I said, wondering if she was going to give Beck a run for her money or if they were just going to inspire each other to new heights. “I think you’ll find that we’ve inherited most of Miranda’s collection. We have a few more things to pick up though.”


She nodded and suddenly I had my first encounters with my new girls set up. I was excited by that. My encounter with Patty had calmed my doubts about whether I could keep up with a more experienced partner.


At the end of dinner, we split up, this time I got kisses from Collie and Tabby and Collie drove her home with her new computer and books. We watched them go and then I kissed Lana and Beck before we got in the car. “I feel like ice cream. Lizzy’s isn’t too far. Want to grab some?” I asked.


“I’m up for ice cream, but I think I’d rather just have a Blizzard,” Lana admitted. “I know it’s not the same, but I’m more in the mood for soft serve.”


Beck and I both agreed and we got back in the car, headed back toward home, stopping along the way at Dairy Queen for dessert. We talked about the shopping trip today and how it had gone. “I want you girls to go a little nuts with them shopping for their clothes and other supplies too,” I told them. “I get the feeling like both girls have been making do with what they could for a lot longer than we know.”


“What makes you think that?” Beck asked, surprised.


“Collie broke down into tears when I first told her what we wanted to do. Tabby was shocked too. When I think that Miranda actually had them hiding her running money for her, I want to go back and throw her off that balcony myself. We’ll know for sure when we go to pick up Collie’s stuff on Thursday.”


Lana nodded, seeming to have come to the same conclusion. “She takes good care of her clothes, but I’ve never seen her wear anything new. We’ll change that, don’t you worry,” she promised.


We picked at our ice cream and chatted. I was happy with how the day had turned out and hoped that everything was set up when we got home. I had a pleasant smile on my face, thinking about the surprise I’d arranged with Mom earlier in the day. I sent a quick text and got one back in return, letting me know that things were ready.


When we were leaving, I replied that we were headed home. Lana gave me a strange look since I rarely texted to anyone but her, but I just smiled at her and gave her a deep kiss, silencing her concerns for the moment.


We drove in silence and when we got home, the look was back on Lana’s face. I knew I had an excited grin on mine, so there was no hiding it, but there was no reason to keep it secret any more. I led them inside and there was silence in the house. That wasn’t unusual since we just as frequently spent the evening next door as we did here.


“Everyone must be next door,” Lana said, turning back toward the door. I took her hand and she looked at me questioningly when I held her back.


I shook my head and smiled, drawing her back to me without speaking. Beck had noticed and come up short, as curious as Lana had been. “I asked them to give us some time,” I said softly and turned, leading them toward the stairs.


I could see the flickering light from the open door of our room and I led my girls inside. They stared at the scene in the room, shocked beyond words. Mom had turned down the bed and scattered rose petals on the sheets, leaving a single rose on the pillows on either side of the bed. Candles lit the room gently, filling the air with different scents that blended together pleasantly. The final surprise was that there was a bucket of ice on the night table, a bottle of champagne sticking out of the top and three champagne flutes standing beside it.


I crossed the room to it and silently thanked Mom for doing all this, including the bottle. It was a small bottle, barely enough for a second glass for each of us, but I’d asked her for it to make this night special. I uncorked it, noting that someone had loosened the cork. I was glad I didn’t have to risk it. Visions of burning the house down because a flying cork knocked over a candle didn’t seem so far-fetched to me. I filled the three glasses, careful not to overfill them and passed them to my girls.


They still looked shocked and I hadn’t said anything yet, but I smiled and lifted my glass, tapping theirs delicately and letting the clear crystal ping hang in the air for a moment. “Nine years ago today, we all fell in love,” I explained softly, telling them what we were celebrating. “Happy anniversary.”


They looked at each other and then back at me and suddenly I was being kissed very thoroughly by two misty-eyed girls. I set my glass down before it could get spilled or broken in the press of bodies and hugged both my precious girls. I knew neither of them had known the date, but I’d known it for years. Every time I saw Lana, I was reminded of that day. This year, I wanted it to be special for us.


The three of us made love that night much differently from our last event. There were no cameras, no swearing and no screaming. It was sweet and slow and gentle and deeply moving on a level that made that more visceral display pale by comparison. The three of us fell asleep, tangled together, covered in sweat and rose petals and each other.


Chapter 26


The next morning, we woke with the alarm and I felt good, refreshed and eager to talk to Dr. Spencer. I got out of bed and looked at the champagne bottle, checking how much we’d had to drink the night before. I was proud of us for not draining it. There was probably enough for us to have had half a glass more, but we’d had enough by the end of the night.


I kissed both my girls and got adoring looks from them for thinking to celebrate last night. We showered together as we usually did and got dressed before heading next door to have breakfast.


We got some very knowing looks from Patty and Dan when we sat down. Mom and Lilly weren’t there and I asked about that.


“They wanted to sleep in,” Patty said. “Charlotte took Lilly out to a late movie to give you a chance to have the house to yourselves. How did it go last night?”


“Did you know?!” Lana gushed about it, babbling about the candles and the roses and the champagne.


Patty nodded and brought us breakfast before sitting down again. “Charlotte and I went and took care of it after Matt explained what he wanted and why. We were undecided about the champagne, but in the end, we found a bottle small enough that we were convinced wouldn’t make you all drunk.”


I nodded and told her we hadn’t even finished it. “It was good though. I’d expected it to be different. I’ve had a sip of beer from Donald in the past. I have a much different opinion of that.”


We ate quickly, the three of us famished. Dan had to go to work and I was being dropped off at the hospital to see Dr. Spencer for the day so I kissed the girls while Dan kissed Patty. Then he kissed each of the girls on the cheeks while I got a deeper kiss from Patty and she gave me an unreadable look like I’d done something to make her personally happy and before I had a chance to ask, we had to leave.


I was glad that things hadn’t changed between Dan and I on the drive to the hospital. It was a slight detour for him and I was an hour early, but he’d wanted to do this. He pulled up in front of the hospital and put a hand on my arm before I got out.


“Matt,” he said slowly. “I want you to know how proud Patty and I are of you,” he told me. “You treat our girls better than we could have hoped, even if the three of you are living together years ahead of what we’d have preferred. Wanting to do that for the girls last night, made them feel very special.”


“They ARE special,” I said simply. “They deserve it. Last night was about me too though. They’re the center of my world. Last night I got to remind them of that. That’s not a selfless act. It gave me as much pleasure as it did them. It’s a day I observe every year. I just got to share it this time.”


“Keep treating them like this and you’ll be able to share a lot of things with them over the years,” he assured me with a smile which I returned and got out of the car to go to my appointment.


I’d packed my backpack a little differently today, leaving my computer at home and instead bringing the sketchpad and pencils I’d picked up along the way yesterday.


I showed up at Dr. Spencer’s office with a bottle of Coke and my backpack. I knocked, but she wasn’t here yet. I was nearly an hour early so that I could have the chat with Dan, so I sat on the floor to wait.


I took my new pad out and decided to try to do a sketch of Beck while I waited. I started working and the sketch just seemed to come naturally. I let my thoughts drift while I sketched, replaying the last few weeks and how much better I felt now.


I looked back on the day that I learned about the divorce and I felt like a completely different person. I could still connect with all those emotions, but they felt more distant. I was finding myself far less prone to flying off the handle lately and that was good, but it also made me wonder how extensive the changes were. I was more intellectually gifted, more emotionally stable and certainly more fulfilled sexually. I couldn’t account for the sudden shift and part of me worried about that. I put a pin in that thought to mention to Dr. Spencer later.


I heard heels clicking on the floor and looked up to see her coming toward me. I smiled and started gathering up my things to move inside.


“Good morning, Matthew,” she said brightly. “I half expected you to be late this morning. I presumed your nights are too hectic to get a fresh start to the day.”


I chuckled and stood up, shouldering my bag and picking up my drink. “I guess I’m just not smart enough to know my own limitations,” I offered for an explanation. “I half expected you to show up with some wayward X-Ray technician to test my reactions.”


“It’s not that kind of examination, Matt,” she scolded me with a smile as she unlocked the door and lead me inside.


“That’s a shame,” I said, still in good spirits. “Maybe next time.”


She took a seat away from her desk in a comfortable chair and motioned me to the couch. I put my things down and we chatted for a bit. I assumed she’d get around to more serious questions when we’d gotten through the pleasantries, but she didn’t seem to be interested in getting to the study just yet.


“How’re the girls?” she asked curiously. “I noticed you were alone this morning.”


“Well, like I said, I expected you to bring along an X-ray tech. I figured that you wouldn’t steer me wrong,” I teased and shrugged. “They’re actually really good. Lana would have been here to drop me off, but she’s still walking on air from last night. I arranged for a private celebration for her and Beck and I. Yesterday was nine years since the day I moved in next door to them, so I wanted to celebrate with them, sort of our anniversary.”


She nodded. “That’s very thoughtful,” she said, smiling and asked how we’d celebrated.


I told her about the champagne and roses and candles and she nodded approvingly. “You had help arranging things, I take it, since buying alcohol is tricky for a young man your age.”


I nodded. “I told Mom what I wanted and she and Patty made the arrangements,” I told her.


“Speaking of Patty, how are you handling that? Still thinking about climbing that wall?”


I shook my head. “We’re putting in a gate instead. I told you about Dan’s medical problems. Well, it’s going to be a semi-regular thing. I was worried that things would change, but they haven’t really. My sister’s starting to think I’ve become the zombie plague of sex. She says everyone that sees me wants to sleep with me. I think she’s looking into getting a bomb-shelter somewhere in the Dakotas to hide out in until it’s over.”


She nodded at the news about Patty, taking it in stride and gave me a wry smile at Lilly’s concerns. “I think we can allay your sister’s fears,” she said dryly. “Clearly not every woman you meet is enamored with your charm.”


“Clearly,” I agreed, amused by the rebuke. I reached into my backpack and pulled out my sketchpad and started back to work on the sketch of Beck that I was doing as we continued to talk. “I actually meant to ask you about it though, since we’re on the topic. I HAVE noticed that she’s right. I’ve gotten a lot of female attention lately. That’s not a complaint, mind you. I can only hope my strength holds out long enough to avoid having ‘Minuteman’ carved into my headstone. I have four girlfriends, Patty, Lilly has claimed that Mom looks at me the same way and Lilly’s said she wants out of the house because she doesn’t know how long her resolve to keep her hands off me will last.”


“She said that?” Dr. Spencer asked, surprised.


“Not in those words, but she’s been hinting about moving in with Patty and Dan to put some distance between us because she doesn’t want to end up in my bed. I told her I wouldn’t let that happen for a number of reasons.”


“And what reasons would those be?” she asked leadingly.


“Because it’s wrong for her. As much as part of her wants it, part of her doesn’t. She may ignore that part in a moment of weakness, but she’d immediately regret doing it and that would be devastating to both of us. I told her that I wouldn’t love her any less if it happened, but that she’d stop being my sister if we did that. My sister is far more important to me than Lilly’s pussy, to put it bluntly,” I said, making the distinction of how I’d view her after sex by using her name. I never really raised my eyes except for a glance here and there as I put little touches on the sketch.


“I’m glad to hear you say that,” she started. “It shows that you put value on your relationship with her as a sister. Every therapist treats at least one patient in their career that’s received inappropriate attention from a family member. As much as you’re learning to process sex and love together, you’re not trying to use those terms interchangeably. That’s excellent news, considering the sheer amount of sex that’s coming your way now and in the next few months.”


“Well, now is less than you probably think for a bright-eyed boy my age,” I admitted. “Last night, Lana, Becky and I were very tender and loving. Our first time was a lot more of a party mentality and there was only once with Patty. That’s it so far.”


She nodded grateful at the trust. “Back to your original point, you seem to have thought a lot about this change in the amount of female attention. Can you trace back to when this started?”


I stopped drawing and looked up then, frowning. “I want to say after the accident, but I’m not certain that was necessarily true. Mom and Lilly both focused on me after I found out about the divorce. I just assumed that was because I was the only one that was in emotional distress over it, but now I don’t know. I don’t think we’ll ever know since one happened so close after the other. It’s an interesting distinction though.”


“It is. It’s possible that they looked to you because you were the only male left in the household. It’s not that uncommon. Gender stereotypes are deeply ingrained. We’ve talked at length about your girlfriends and how you all gravitated toward each other. I think you can safely look to your attitude about secrets after the initial shock of the divorce. It’s a healthy attitude and it’s one that most people struggle with over their lifetimes. We’re complex beings. Our personalities are made up of many layers that often conflict. We all keep secrets without even trying. We understand that some things are inappropriate or hurtful to say, no matter how true they might be. I wouldn’t discount the absolutely random congruence of circumstance that brought you all together, but you hold them together. You developed a lot of maturity in a short period of time from what could have ended up being a scarring experience. That’s something to be proud of. If that hadn’t happened, you’d likely still be the boy you were when school finished in June. Don’t discount the value of moments like those. They change the normal course of your life and sometimes come to define greatness. Just remember, greatness doesn’t necessarily mean goodness. Adolf Hitler was convinced that he’d been spared from death in an artillery burst in World War One because he was destined to lead the Third Reich.”


I considered what she’d said and we sat in silence for a moment as I nodded and processed it. “The only thing that gives me pause is that I noticed the increase in sex, increase in maturity and increase in intelligence all happened around the same time. I can hardly credit my ability to learn pretty much anything to any change in attitude.”


“It’s possible that the concussion had some lasting affect on your brain physically or it’s possible that it’s a complete coincidence. It’s possible that your brain was always primed to go through this change during puberty. The shock, adrenaline and surge of pain during the accident could have acted as catalysts for that change. That too, is something we may never know for sure, but Dr. Saddler and I are both hopeful that the tests will help us figure it out.”


Again I nodded and looked down at my sketch. I was surprised. I thought it was particularly life-like and it must have shown on my face.


“Surprised by the results?” she asked lightly.


I turned the pad around and showed her. She shared my surprised look. “That’s very good, Matt. You never mentioned being able to draw before.”


“That’s because I didn’t know,” I told her and mentioned the sketch I’d done on Monday while waiting for my ride.


“Interesting. And you weren’t really paying attention to what you were doing?”


I shook my head. “I was just sitting on the lawn, talking to one of the other students and waiting for the girls.”


“You know some of the students enrolled there?” she asked.


“No. A girl approached me. She thought I’d wandered away from a day camp that I guess they hold on campus.”


She nodded. “Those would be for gifted children younger than you, but a student without contact with the program might not realize that. You said ‘she’,” she pointed out. “Is this the source of your questions about the attention lately?”


I shrugged and turned the page, starting another sketch. “Maybe,” I allowed. “She asked me if I was lost, asked about the day camps and then we were talking about what I was sketching, so we talked about the girls some. The study came up and she said the students are talking about what happened in front of the board as much as the faculty are.”


She nodded. “There has been considerable interest in the study and your place in it,” she told me.


“I just hope that I can squash the use of ‘Wonder-boy’ to refer to me,” I said dryly.


“Has your brilliant mind suggested an alternative?” she asked.


“That came up while I was talking to Emma on Monday too,” I said. “I told her I thought ‘Epic’ sounded like a better nickname for someone getting the attention of Harvard. It has a certain grandeur that ‘Wonder-boy’ lacks, I think.”


She laughed. “It certainly does have that going for it. You’re not worried that it’s going to come across as arrogant?”


I shrugged. “If it does, it does. It’s a population of people that have achieved enough that arrogance is thick enough to slow traffic around campus. That’s not a criticism. It’s just a fact. Harvard is the best of the best of the best. Once you’re accepted there, it’s a validation that you belong among the best of the best of the best. I don’t think I’m arrogant, but wearing wide-eyed humility like a badge is likely to get me taken less seriously. I’m already at the bottom of a hole in that respect, since I’m fourteen and have no history of acute mental prowess. Then again, maybe I am arrogant. Would an arrogant person KNOW when they step over the line from confidence to arrogance?”


“You make good points,” she allowed. “I don’t find you to be arrogant. You tend to internalize blame even in the midst of success. That’s not a trait arrogant people possess.”


We talked back and forth like that the whole morning, with me sketching away contentedly while we chatted. I finished a more polished sketch of Lana, one of Collie and started a family portrait with myself, the four girls, Patty, Dan, Lilly and Mom before we called a break for lunch.


We went to the cafeteria and had a light lunch still chatting before we returned to her office.


In the afternoon, I told her about Tabby’s concern that I was taking on too much. “Does that actually happen? A person just implodes mentally under the weight of their own intelligence?” I asked, my pencil still scratching across the page as I finished the portrait.


“It can. Every mind has a breaking point. She may have suffered from some other instability or endured a trauma that the students weren’t made aware of in deference to her privacy. You’re getting the benefit in the study of constant monitoring. That should prevent anything from creeping up over time and it gives you and I an incredibly valuable head start if something comes up suddenly and blind-sides you.”


“How so?” I asked, uncertainly as I turned the page and started something new.


“The first challenge every psychiatrist or psychologist or therapist faces is gaining the trust of his or her patient. If you suffer a traumatic break, you and I have already established that trust. That gives us a huge head start on overcoming it and getting you back on your feet whether you can rejoin the program afterwards or not.”


I nodded. “The psychological equivalent to having paramedics at a rock concert. They’re in the right place at the right time to be the most help.”


“Precisely,” she told me, still watching me draw. “Do me a favor, Matt,” she said slowly. “Switch hands. Draw this one with your left hand.”


I blinked at her and then at the blank page I’d been about to start on. “I can’t even write left handed. What makes you think I can draw that way?”


“Because two days ago, you couldn’t draw with your right hand either. Call it an experiment.”


I shrugged and awkwardly took the pencil in my left hand, thinking about what to draw. I finally decided to try my hand at Lilly’s portrait and started working, focusing my attention on Dr. Spencer while I let myself sketch her from memory.


“So what has Dr. Saddler asked you to talk to me about?” I asked.


“What makes you think he asked me to discuss anything with you?” she asked.


“Because you’ve avoided talking about him or the study all morning and because you avoided answering the question by turning it back on me. If I’d been wrong, you’d have just told me that he hadn’t asked you to go over anything special.”


“Not arrogant though,” she said with a smile. “Very well, he wondered why you were leaning toward engineering courses rather than more psychology or medicine or more advanced sciences.”


I shrugged. “Sciences are great, but it’s engineering that moves the science from concept into practice. I think that’s an incredibly beneficial place to start if I’m going to be delving into so-called high-science. How many researchers are following a tiny bit of raw science and have no idea how that could translate into a benefit to people’s lives? I could do it the other way around, but better to start off grounded in the reality and then move into the theoretical, in my opinion. Doing it the other way around runs the risk of the engineering seeming more mundane and beneath notice in favor of pure research.”


She nodded. “I think he’ll like that answer,” she admitted.


“Good. I like him. He’s more down to earth than I thought.”


“And he thinks you’re the next step in the evolutionary chart?” she filled in.


“He’s not worried that he filled my head with ideas that I’m better than other people, is he?” I asked, grimacing.


“Let’s just say he’s unhappy with the level of enthusiasm he showed.”


“Can you get him to relax about it? If I was full of myself, I’d think of other people as beneath me. I certainly couldn’t love one of them. I love my girls. Measuring their worth as people using their intelligence and mine for comparison is like basketball players treating short people like scum.”


“And yet athletes have been known to mistreat non-athletes,” she pointed out.


“And they’re terrible human beings for doing that. I’m not a mental bully. I think I might be the kind of guy that puts those people in their place when I become aware of them. I’ve been picked on and I have no doubt that I’ll be picked on again for one thing or another. It sucks. I wouldn’t want to be the guy that did that.”


“Who do you think will be picking on you in the future?” she asked.


“All kinds of people. High school is going to be easy for me so people that have a hard time will resent that. I’m fourteen, so people that I take Harvard courses with will sneer at me for that. Harvard is a prestigious school, so there’ll be people who want to make themselves feel better about not getting in by taking it out on me. I have utterly breathtaking girlfriends so people will feel like I don’t deserve them. Employers will want to slap down the ‘Wonder-boy’ later on in life to make themselves feel better about the fact that their career’s aren’t going to reach as high as mine has the potential to. Other drivers on the freeway, obnoxious people at the movies, you name it. We all deal with bullies. Sometimes it’s subtle. Sometimes it’s obvious.”


“What do you mean by subtle?” she asked, prodding me toward specifics.


I shrugged. “Well, there’s the kind of bullying where you know it’s not fair and you know there’s nothing you can do about it, but the bully keeps it low-key enough that it’s overlooked by others. When you have a boss who doesn’t like you, he can go out of his way to criticize your work and praise someone else in the department that doesn’t do nearly the job you do. There are even people like that in school. They exclude you from activities, pick you last for sports and just generally treat you with an indifferent sort of neglect.”


“And which do you prefer?” she asked.


I laughed. “You’d think I’d prefer the lesser bully to the guy that shoves you down a flight of stairs, but you know how I feel about secrets. That kind of bullying is trying to hide bad treatment in plain sight. I’d prefer the shove. It’s more honest and it respects your intelligence more.”


“So you’d rather risk a broken arm to the chance that someone might not notice you were being picked on?”


“That makes it sound pretty stuck-up,” I objected. “I don’t care if anyone notices either one. Bullying isn’t about entertaining. It’s about making someone feel better about themselves at the cost of their victim. Most bullying gets done before an audience because the bully takes solace in the reaction of the crowd. I suppose in that respect, they’re performing, but the victim isn’t. They neither seek, nor want to be the center of attention. At least that’s how I’ve always felt about it.”


“And yet, at every one of our encounters, you’ve gone out of your way to be engaging and flirtatious. Not the actions of a young man prone to shun the spotlight,” she pointed out.


“Do you view yourself as the audience to my performance, Doctor?” I asked, taking on the same tone she’d been using while questioning me.


“Do YOU view me as your audience?” she redirected. I thought there was a hint of a smile at the corner of her lips.


“You’re becoming evasive,” I pointed out, fixing her with a look. “It appears we still have room for progress.” I was using my best Dr. Spencer tone and tapping my pencil on the sketchpad thoughtfully and it was suddenly a useful prop.


“And you’ve been paying more attention than you’re letting on,” she said, finally smiling at the side-track we’d taken. “That was a credible therapist’s manner,” she complimented me. “If you decide to specialize in psychology or even psychiatry, you’ll be well equipped to help a lot of people.”


“I have you to thank for that,” I told her truthfully. “You saw the potential in me to get me to a place where I can study any field that interests me. You’re teaching me more and more every day how a good therapist listens to her patients and gives them space to explore the topics that are important to them. I have no doubt that I’ll understand even more of your technique as I become more educated on the subject.”


“Thank you,” she said with a slight blush. “But I think we’ve talked about me quite enough for one day.


“That’s one opinion,” I said. “I think you’re far more interesting than you let on, but don’t want to give me a peek behind the curtain, so to speak for fear of jeopardizing our professional dynamic. You’re aware that no matter how intelligent and mature I am, I’m still fourteen and every thought, image and impulse is filtered through my libido and given a sexual undertone or discarded as unimportant. Of course, being an exceptionally attractive woman in a therapy role, you tend to attract sexual admiration from patients and even co-workers and colleagues much older and who should know better.”


I hadn’t been fishing, but I could see instantly that I’d hooked a big one. Her calm facade cracked and she looked horrified. I didn’t know anyone else at the hospital and only one of her colleagues. I returned to my therapist impersonation and waited for her to school her face to stillness. “We still have a lot to talk about,” I commented gently.


“He told you,” she said flatly. “I suppose it’s understandable. With the importance of the study, he’d want to find some common ground with you.”


I shook my head. “He didn’t tell me anything. You did. My comment was a general and completely random one. That you saw the barb in it tells me that this matter has weighed on you.” I closed my sketchbook and set it aside, folding my hands in my lap. “Let’s talk about it. No flirting, no jokes, no judging. With my sex life, I’m hardly in a position to judge anyone’s attractions.”


“That would be highly inappropriate, Matt,” she said, chidingly.


I shook my head. “Getting sexually involved with me would be highly inappropriate,” I countered, “but oh, so worth it.” I grinned to show her I could still flirt with her. “Trust works both ways though. You’ve asked me for a lot of trust and I gave it to you blindly. You’ve validated my faith in you a hundred times over. This is something that’s troubling you. Given the study and the circumstances, you can’t talk to someone professionally about it. Talk to a friend.”


“A friend who detests secrets?” she asked pointedly. “That sounds like a recipe for disaster.”


I nodded. “I do hate secrets when there’s no reason to keep them. I don’t broadcast that I have the money Miranda stole, I don’t have a T-shirt that says ‘I got someone whacked’ and I know enough that your involvement with Carl would call the study into question and possibly your degree. Those are both silly concerns as you’re both devoted to the program when you’re at work and anyone that calls your credentials into question, needs to talk to me. I doubt anyone else could have gotten me to open up when we talked in the Russell Suite.”


She looked at me contemplatively for a long time. “He lets very very few students call him Carl,” she said, playing for time.


“He let you call him Carl though, didn’t he?” I prodded her back to the topic gently.


She sighed and nodded. “Yes, we were involved when I was a student there. He’s a professor who is very passionate about his work and that’s incredibly alluring to a young woman looking to follow the same field. So we started seeing each other. It was wrong and it would have ruined his career and mine and it still would.”


I nodded. “People would draw the conclusion that it had been a business arrangement in exchange for grades even though that thought never occurred to either of you.”


She nodded. “We kept in touch, kept seeing each other occasionally. I could always tell when he’d had another girl he let call him Carl. Our meetings would be limited to Christmas and summer breaks. He’d always make an excuse that things were busy, but he doesn’t vary his teaching schedule. At least not until this year, he didn’t. It never bothered me. I never assumed I was the first and I never resented the rest of them.”


“Will you keep seeing him through the study?” I asked curiously.


She shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t since we formally got funding and the study got off the ground, but I guess it depends on whether there’s time or interest on both our parts and ethical concerns.”


I nodded and decided that was as much as I was prepared to delve into her business. “I only have two more questions and one comment on the subject. First, the comment: I think it goes without saying that this will go without saying. No one needs to know your personal business. We stumbled into it today and I appreciate the trust that you’ve shown in shining a light on it with me. Another thing I’ve learned from you is to repay that trust. Now the questions. Are you going to make Carl aware that I know about it?” I asked, giving her a chance to think about that while I picked up my sketchpad again and glanced at the results of working left-handed before returning to work on it.


She considered that for a long time before nodding. “I don’t see why not. He’s going to know a lot about your life outside the study from my notes. Don’t worry, those notes are carefully scrubbed for any mention of topics that would raise red flags. It seems only fair that you know a little about the people you’ll be working with. Once it’s out on the table, the two of you can talk about it as openly as you feel like or ignore it altogether.”


“Well, if he brings it up to me, I’ll discuss it, but if not, it will go without saying, like I promised. My second question is, should I stop flirting with you? I know people become touchy about those kinds of things and I’m relatively brazen about how attractive I find you.”


She shook her head. “Don’t change a thing,” she said. “Carl and I don’t have a relationship. We get together a few times a year when neither of us have a partner to turn to for sex. That’s all. That’s why I’ve never been angry about him putting me off for one of his prize students. If I’ve been dating someone, I’ve canceled. Seeing you flirt with me may make him think that there’s something going on between us, but I doubt he’ll ask.”


I nodded and smiled at her. “Good. I like flirting with you. I think the casual rejection is good for my ego,” I said with a grin.


She laughed at that. “So long as you think it’s good for you.”


“Trust me, if I ever start to feel differently, you’ll be the first to know. I just hope you’ll clue me in before I end up doing something self-destructive before I figure it out.”


“I don’t think you’re self-destructive,” she said with a shake of her head. “If you were, you would have killed Miranda and let the police sort her out.”


“I DID kill Miranda and let the police sort her out,” I reminded her sourly.


“No, you turned her in to the people who did in such a way that kept everyone around you safe. There’s a distinction,” she said firmly.


“I don’t see it that way. That’s the same semantics that make idiots say ‘guns kill people’,” I said the last with a disgusted falsetto voice. “Murder weapons don’t make decisions, they perform functions. In this case, I aimed the weapon and it forced Miranda to write a suicide note and then threw her off her balcony. If I’d set up an elaborate mechanical trap to kill her that she triggered herself when she entered her apartment or started her car, would it be suicide? In this case, the machine I used was the mob and the machine worked flawlessly. It’s a guilt I’ll always carry. I can mitigate it by knowing her as a person and knowing that if she’d lived, she was only capable of being in pain and misery and spreading that to others.”


We fell silent after that, giving her time to turn to her next line of questioning and me concentrating on the new sketch I’d started after the left handed one was done. The pencil flew over the page this time and I didn’t bother to keep the sketch polished or pretty. This one deserved the more visceral feel of the sharp lines and dark shading I was giving it.


“We have a lot of work to do on that topic,” she said finally. “Have you thought more on how to shed some of this guilt about her death?”


I nodded, working on the drawing with most of my attention. “I want to visit her brother in Phoenix. He knew her better than anyone else, I guess. He said he didn’t want her remains back or any money from her estate. He told Donald to pay off some of her victims with it. He knew what she was up to. I’m guessing there were other stops between Phoenix and Boston along the way where she left shattered lives. I want to know how bad it is. Maybe then I can stop thinking about this and start thinking I’ve ended an evil that would have continued.”


I pulled the sketch from the book, passing her the page. It was still a good sketch, but every line of it screamed violence as two faceless men forced a woman toward a balcony door and the empty air beyond it.


She looked over the sketch and set it aside. “Courtesy of your nightmares?” she asked delicately.


I nodded. “I stood where she would have been in her last moment on Earth. I’ve looked down at the piece of ground that hurled toward her like a freight train. I’ve held the railing that she must have clung to madly hoping for another moment of life. Some nights I barely see it at all, but other nights I wake up and it’s the only dream I’ve had all night over and over. I think that’s going to keep happening until I can see her brother and find out who she was. He has the best chance of telling me.”


“Are you worried that he’ll turn you in if you tell him what happened?” she asked, trying to steer me in the direction of the consequences of that meeting.


I shook my head. “If he asks, I’ll tell him in very general terms that I found the information that got her caught. I don’t think he’ll ask though. Donald told me that he seemed relieved that it was over and assumed she’d been murdered. I think he’ll be reluctant to talk about her, but that he’ll open up to me. It’s what I need.”


“What do you think he’s going to tell you about her?” she asked carefully.


“Honestly, I think he’s going to tell me that she’s been like this for a long time. I hope he’ll tell me what caused it or at least give me enough breadcrumbs to piece it all together.”


“I think that’s a possibility. Let’s put that aside for now and work on it regularly,” she suggested. “By the time you can arrange to travel to Phoenix, you may have worked past the need for that meeting.”


“That’s true,” I allowed with a nod. “I think it might just blunt that need. I don’t need it urgently or I’d want to go now. He needs time to process it and so do I. In the end, I expect that I’ll be able to trace a path of destruction from city to city until she got here. Being able to trace that is what will bring me peace, I think. Once I’m convinced that she hasn’t left behind people who loved her and grieve for her, I’ll be able to let it go.”


“As much as it’s troubling to see you shouldering that burden emotionally, you’re not obsessing over it and you’re still willing to talk and clearly express what thoughts you’re having about it,” she added, glancing at the sketch. “Like I said, we’ll talk about it periodically and then we’ll discuss it in more detail when you think you’ll be able to make the trip. I suspect it will either be Christmas or next summer?” The hinted question was in her voice as she watched me sketch something new.


“Next summer. Spring break doesn’t line up between University classes and high school. Doing it at Christmas would be particularly classy. ‘Happy Holidays! I killed your sister. Please accept this festive basket with my condolences.’ I think my initial plan is the best way to do it. I suppose I could call him and ask, but he’s less likely to talk to me on the phone. It’s harder to turn someone away from your door than it is to hang up the phone.”


“That is true,” she granted me with a nod. “He’ll find it especially difficult to close the door on you if he knows you’ve come from Boston to speak to him. But enough about that now. We’ve run rather far afield from your well-being and that was the point of us talking today.”


“We haven’t really though,” I argued. “These are all issues that are important to me on some level. Pursuing a friendship with a girl I met at college, my relationships with my girls, my parents and my sister, detailing my interactions with the people I’ll be working with closely in the program and my direct reactions to the resolution of the nightmare with Miranda. Those are all pretty important topics, aren’t they?”


“Yes, they are, but there’s some things that we really should discuss about the study. How are the girls reacting to the change?”


“I think they’re doing well. We all went a little nuts buying clothes and pens and stuff from the Harvard bookstore. It was fun for all of us. We’re moving Collie in with us this week. Tabby’s staying with her parents and that works for her, but she was far more independent than Collie. We’ve talked about her need for submission in the past. I’m certain now that when she took that pledge, she burned it into her soul. I couldn’t drive her off short of killing her. Not that I want to be rid of her, but she’ll be devoted to me and the rest of my girls for as long as we live.” I sighed and put aside the pad for the moment, this topic needing more of my attention.


“I seriously worry about that some times,” I said with a frown on my face. “I worry about her more than my other girls. I know Lana and Beck have been brought up healthy and happy and loved. I get the sense that the care I show for Collie and Tabby is something they’re unaccustomed to. Tabby doesn’t seem to have been mistreated, but certain things that she’s said and reactions have made me think that we treat her better than anyone else in her life.”


“And that troubles you?” she said, glad that we’d turned our attention back to the realm of the living for the moment.


I nodded. “She lives with her parents. They should have been her anchor, but she said that they don’t ask questions they don’t want answers to. Their concerns seem to be financial more than her safety. I mean they don’t question that she’d be spending nights at random away from the house. I find that troubling.”


She nodded. “As much as your parents weren’t in love toward the end of their marriage, they always loved you and your sister. That’s not always the case. Some parents see their children as the stumbling block that held them back from bright futures. I would say that you should keep doing what you’re doing. Care for her, make her comfortable with you doing that and she’ll draw more toward you if that’s what you want.”


I nodded. “I do. I care about her as a person and she’s started to return that. Her concern that I was going to push myself into madness by trying to learn too much tells me that she’s come to think of me as important to her. I just occasionally need some advice on how best to move forward with her. Collie worries me for a completely different reason.”


She nodded and invited me to discuss my concerns. I described the offer I’d made to help both of them with college and how she’d broken down into tears of relief.


“I think she’s been under a lot more stress than she’s told us for a lot longer than she’s let on and I think she was seriously on the verge of losing the fight to stay afloat between college and trying to pay for it by working every hour she could manage.”


“A life saved to balance one taken,” she said simply.


I nodded. “I’m trying to stay positive about that, but I also worry about Collie. She didn’t have anyone around here except Miranda and Tabby and I guess Donald. He said she was starting to lose it after Miranda died. I think the need for someone to be the center of her world goes a lot deeper than I know and I worry that I could hurt her a lot with a misstep that would be relatively minor with one of the other girls because she’s less independent or worse, that she’ll feel like I’m displeased with her over something minor and take it to heart.”


“Then I would say that you need to be clearer with her than the others. If she could feel your displeasure more deeply, then she needs to feel your love for her just as deeply or she’ll end up in some considerable distress.”


I nodded. “I feel like there’s more to it and I wonder if Miranda was the beginning or the end of her journey into submission. I still have to find out what damage she did and what she might have brought with her. Was she always submissive? Was Miranda her first owner? I feel like I’m tap-dancing in a mine-field with both girls and so far I’ve still got all my toes, but each step could set off an explosion.”


“That’s a pretty accurate description of most relationships,” she said dryly, “but I take your meaning. Especially right now. My advice would be to keep this issue in mind, but put it aside and just love your girls, as you call them. You’re all in a state of transition where you’re getting to know each other. There’ll be some anxiety because of that. The most important thing for you to reinforce is that you love them and that they’re welcome in your life no matter what.”


I nodded and let the topic drop. She’d given me a lot to think about and I told her so. “There IS one other topic that I wanted to talk to you about. It’s sort of delicate, but I don’t know anyone else that I can approach about it.”


She nodded again. “What’s on your mind?” she asked, welcoming the conversation change.


“I’ve done what I can for the girls that Miranda left behind. I’ve come to care about them and I’ll love them as long as they’ll let me, but I can’t do the same for Donald. I can only pass him on to a Mistress that will provide him with an environment in which he’ll thrive and be happy. My difficulty is that the pool of adults I know doesn’t include a woman who’s dominant and can be trusted to provide what he needs. I know that it’s deeply warped for a fourteen year old kid to go looking for someone to feed his father to that way, but Miranda’s death was harder on him than on the girls since he had to be involved in it nearly as directly as I was.”


She arched an eyebrow. “And you’re asking me if I want to take him home?” she asked incredulously.


“NO!” I said quickly. “I wanted to know if you could help me locate him someone suitable. I never assumed you were into those types of games, but I guess if you are, you’d be ideal.”


“Oh? Why would I be ideal?” she asked, her curiosity piqued.


“You’re young, beautiful, successful and compassionate. He’d be safe with you. You wouldn’t exploit him for money, since you probably make more than he does. You’d never bring yourself to be truly cruel to him and you’d understand that he has obligations to his children even if Lilly’s not eager to speak to him again. Those are important.”


She nodded. “I don’t particularly have urges toward dominance or submission, but I know such things are a little more common these days.”


“Well, I thought that between your patients and the staff here at the hospital, you might have some contacts among the locals. I don’t know if there’s a network in the area or if it’s a matter of randomly finding someone, but any direction you can provide is appreciated.”


“I can think of a few people that might be interested,” she said thoughtfully. I wondered if it was as open a secret as it was becoming.


I nodded. “Thank you. I know that when it comes to these matters, there’s limited flexibility you have about divulging information. If you have to stretch the bounds of that flexibility to speak to someone about our situation, I trust you absolutely. I would like to meet them before I introduce Donald. Whoever they are, there’s a lot of baggage that comes with us and if you recommend her then she’s someone I can trust to take advice from on how to treat my girls in that respect.”


“I was under the impression that you’d researched this extensively,” she said surprised.


“Research and experience are two different things,” I said with a shrug. “I’ve read everything I could find on the subject, but the resources available to a fourteen year old with an internet connection pale in comparison to those of someone with contacts in an underground counter-culture with printed materials and word of mouth that are, at best, mentioned online, but not detailed. I can read a hundred books on the correct techniques for using a flogger, paddle, whip and cane and still fuck it up because I’ve never had a guide or swung any of them myself.”


“You feel strongly that your interactions with the girls will lead into sadomasochism?” she asked, concerned that I was pushing this forward.


I chuckled at the look on her face and shook my head. “I don’t feel. I know. Beck’s found what she wants from sex and it’s rough, dirty, sometimes violent and crude. She likes to be held down, roughed up and fucked hard. Soft and gentle aren’t her default. The thought of being paddled, whipped and punished makes her eyes glaze over. She loses herself in the daydream of it if you let her check out of the conversation.”


She nodded reluctantly. “You’re certain these are her own desires and not projections of what she thinks you want?”


I shook my head. “Her screaming for me to pull her hair, spit in her face and slap her across the face are nothing out of any fantasy I expressed ever to anyone. She asked for what excited her and I obliged. Having a guide to safe, sane punishment sex is what I want. I want to draw the line short of hurting her and some of those implements look like they can cross from pain to damage in a hurry. The term online for what Beck’s becoming is ‘pain-slut’ and it’s not used as a derogatory remark any more than any other fetish term. At least I would never use it that way.”


She nodded slowly. “I am familiar with the term. I don’t specialize in sexual therapy, but I do have a few patients with other issues that cope with differing involvements with fetishes. They can range from mild to extreme. As I said, I know some people that may be able to act as Dominant for your father and may consent to mentoring you with any questions you may have. I’ll make some discrete inquiries of a few of the more trust-worthy ones and see what they have to say.”


I thanked her and we spent the rest of the afternoon talking while I polished the drawing I was doing. “I think we’re doing well,” she said. “I’d like to schedule you for an hour on Monday afternoons through the school year and we can start that next week. If we need to arrange a longer session for any reason during the year or even in the next few weeks, just let me know and we’ll arrange a larger block of time.”


I nodded and carefully separated the drawing from the book and handed it to her. “A gift,” I said simply. The other drawing on the table between us was destined for the file I knew she kept on me. This one was something she could hang. It was a picture of her that I’d drawn while we talked with the caption at the bottom ‘Through Solace, We Find Salvation’ in elaborate scrollwork.


“That is amazing, Matt!” she said, surprised. “Where’s the quote from?”


I shrugged. “Just something that came to me. It seems appropriate for your profession. You provide solace and help people find salvation within themselves for the things that plague them.”


She looked at me with an unreadable look on her face and nodded. When we stood up, she placed the page in a folder and led me to the door. She gave me a hug before she opened the door and showed me out. “I’ll see you next Monday,” she said warmly and then closed the door behind me, presumably to make extensive notes about the session.


I went downstairs with a smile on my face to wait for my ride. I could have biked or even walked home, but Lana had insisted on picking me up. I was waiting in the lobby when someone unexpected noticed me on their way by and stopped to say hello.


Chapter 27


“Ah, Mr. Russell,” he said, extending his hand. “It’s good to see you up and recovered. How are you feeling?”


I looked at his hand, but knew I’d never met this man. “I’m sorry. Do I know you?”


“No, I suppose not directly. My name is Dr. Collins. I treated you when you were brought in a few weeks ago,” he said with a smile. “You gave us quite a scare, but it looks like you’re out of the woods.”


I fished in my pocket and took out my phone, turning away and snapping a picture of myself and him, making him blink. “I was told about you after I woke up, Dr. Collins. My mother and our lawyer will be most interested in knowing that you stopped to speak to me and how interested you were in finding out about my condition. My understanding was that you were to have no contact with myself, my charts or my family. I’m sure you only meant to be friendly and make conversation, but you know how lawyers are.”


I turned and walked outside, dialing the house number right away. “Hi, Mom. Dr. Collins just stopped me in the hospital and tried to pry into how I was recovering. You want to come pick me up? I took a picture with my phone. I figured the lawyer will want it for our case.”


“I’ll pick you up right away and we’ll go see him,” she said angrily and hung up.


I don’t think it was even five minutes before she was pulling up to the hospital entrance, making the wheels chirp as she braked. I was about to get in when she stopped me and got out. She’d spotted who she wanted and she had me follow her up the steps. “Dr. Cromwell!” she called and I could tell she had a full tank of gas on her temper and the engine was primed.


A man at the top of the stairs saw her and visibly blanched, but to his credit, he stood and waited for us with a slightly uncomfortable smile on his face. He should have abandoned dignity and run.


She stopped in front of him and I just waited for it. These were far more entertaining when I wasn’t on the receiving end. “Dr. Cromwell, I just received a distraught phone call from my son. He said that Dr. Collins stopped him on his way out of the hospital to try to get information from him on his current condition and recovery. I THOUGHT I had been clear that he was to have no contact with my son or my family. My son is continuing to see Dr. Spencer as his primary caregiver currently and her office is here in the hospital. When we spoke before, I took you at your word that our sensibilities in regard to Dr. Collins would be respected and yet, my son was accosted by the man the very next time he was in the hospital unescorted. Do I have to hire a security detail to keep my son safe from the man?”


Whoever Dr. Cromwell was, he was trying to make sense of what was going on. I gave him credit. He weathered the storm and waited for her to give him the opening. “I assure you that won’t be necessary,” he said quickly while she took a breath and tried to put out the fire. “I’ll ensure that he understands that what he did was inappropriate. I’ll have to look through the security footage to make sure it was actually him, in the interest of fairness, you understand.”


“No need,” I piped up helpfully with a smile. “When he told me his name, I took this,” I brought up the picture and showed him. He visibly wilted when he saw it. I was clearly wearing the same clothes, the picture would be time-stamped and I had a couple of small scars on my face that were still fading. They’d clearly indicate when the picture was taken. It was also clearly inside the hospital. If they hadn’t dragged their heels on settling with us, they might have avoided this embarrassment.


“We’re on our way to our lawyer to make sure he knows the details of today’s encounter. By the time we get there, I want to hear that the hospital administration has faxed over a document guaranteeing my son’s safety in this hospital. Walking up to my son and attempting to start an examination in the middle of the hall is harassment, plain and simple.”


“Examination?” Dr. Cromwell burst out. “I don’t recall you saying it was an examination.


“Dr. Collins tried to take my hand and started asking me medical questions. A trained doctor can feel a pulse in the middle of a handshake and asking questions even in a casual manner can give a doctor plenty of information while seeming innocuous,” I said dryly. “How often do you ask a patient if they know their name and address as a cognitive evaluation? Dr. Collins was hoping to find out as much information about my recovery as possible for the purposes of fighting the lawsuit we’re pursuing against him. I would have thought that given the severity of his mishandling of my case, he would have been suspended. I DID require surgery as a direct result of his mistreatment. I also woke up in so much pain, I thought I was dying and I wished it would hurry up so the pain would stop. AM I safe to see Dr. Spencer here, sir? I don’t feel like it.”


Strictly speaking, that wasn’t true, but I didn’t feel like telling him that. Dr. Spencer would be able to tell him what my emotional state was, but given the state of how things were, I thought she might come down on my side a little more firmly than the hospital.


While he assured us both that he was going to meet with the board right away to discuss how best to assure my safety in the hospital, I took a chance and called Dr. Spencer’s line.


“Hello,” she answered curiously. “Did you forget something while you were here Matt?”


“Sorry to call you back so soon after our session, but I was stopped on the way out of the hospital by Dr. Collins, trying to find out what he could about my recovery. Mom’s talking to a Dr. Cromwell right now. They’re discussing whether I’ll be safe to come back here or whether Dr. Collins will continue to harass me if we hold our sessions here. I thought I should call and let you know. You told me that if anything upset me, I should contact you right away.”


She was silent for a moment and I could hear her headache from here. I felt bad about bringing her into this, but she did need to know and better to be in the loop than find out when hospital administrators came looking for answers. “Are we on speaker-phone?” she asked finally.


“No, but we could be if you want,” I offered.


“Please.”


I put the call on speaker. Dr. Cromwell was looking back and forth between us and looked increasingly uncomfortable. “Dr. Spencer, you’re on speaker with my mother and Dr. Cromwell.”


“Bob, I thought we had an understanding about Collins,” she said sharply. “Mr. Russell is MY patient and he is CONTINUING to need care at least partly because of the trauma he received at the hands of that man. You assured his mother and I both that he would be adequately reprimanded for the incident and it would be impressed on him that he was NOT to speak to, contact or access any information on ANY of the Russell family or the Powers family who are extended family. Why am I hearing that my patient is being harassed and put into further need of care?”


“I’m just hearing about this incident myself. I haven’t had a chance to ask him why he would walk up and introduce himself to the boy. I’m just as furious over it as you are.”


“I sincerely doubt that, Bob. If Mr. Russell isn’t able to come and go from our appointments without fear of harassment, then I’m afraid I’ll have little choice but to insist that the hospital begin proceedings to revoke his license to practice medicine in the state of Massachusetts. It should have been done the day we had to put that poor boy in surgery.”


“Now, Victoria, you know that I can’t make that kind of promise without the rest of the board,” he began before Hurricane Mom took over.


“The same board, you swore you’d be meeting right away to discuss whether my son was safe in your hospital? Let’s go! I wouldn’t miss this for the world!”


The poor man looked like he’d just swallowed his tongue and we were attracting notice. He seemed to realize that and led us back into the hospital.


“Matt,” Dr. Spencer said. “You can take me off speaker now. I want a moment to talk to you before I hang up. I’ll be meeting you in administration for this.”


I took her off speaker and told her it was just us. She chuckled and sounded amused. “‘You told me that if anything upset me, I should contact you right away’?” she repeated with a laugh. “Well done. I suppose special mention goes to Jake Collins for wrapping the noose around his neck. He had a fair chance at sweeping this under the rug if he hadn’t stopped to talk to you. Just keep your mouth shut and let me and your mother do the talking unless they ask you a direct question. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”


The three of us went to the elevators and went up to the eighth floor where hospital administration was located. Dr. Spencer joined us when we got off the elevator and gave me a wink when Dr. Cromwell was talking to the receptionist.


“There are eight board members, so it may take a few minutes to wrangle them, but you’ve managed to nab one. That’s a start,” she explained.


We turned and listened to Dr. Cromwell, who was visibly upset. “I don’t care if he’s in a meeting. We’re facing a multi-million dollar lawsuit from the family of someone who was treated here and the cost of that suit is going up while he’s bragging about his golf game. Tell him it’s an emergency and mention lawsuit. That’ll get him out the door in a hurry.”


He didn’t wait for her to make whatever calls he’d ordered, just motioned for us to follow him. We were halfway down the hall when he turned to shout. “And get Jake Collins up here. I don’t care if you have to get security to escort him. Tell them not to be gentle!”


He led us into a large conference room and seated us at one end of the table before leaving the room to find the rest of the board. We waited about 15 minutes before the board filed in with a secretary and a tape recorder, most of them looking extremely disgruntled about the interruption of their day.


“What’s this all about, Bob?” one of them asked testily, eyeing the three of us.


“Collins,” Dr. Cromwell answered curtly. That changed the tone in the room some. “I don’t believe any of you have met Mrs. Russell or her son, Matthew, but I know you’re acquainted with their lawsuit as a result of Dr. Collins’ treatment of Mr. Russell. Mr. Russell had to have emergency surgery after he was further injured as a result of his botched treatment.” A few of the members looked uncomfortable with the culpability that ‘botched treatment’ suggested. He rounded on one of them who was about to speak. “Yes, he botched it. The boy suffered a broken rib and the emergency surgery had to be put off for over 8 hours because of the over-sedation that he administered.”


“Okay, Bob. No one’s arguing that it was a total mess, but it’s hardly grounds for an emergency meeting,” another of the members pointed out.


“No, that’s not,” he allowed. “Mr. Russell is continuing to see Dr. Spencer for treatment of the trauma he suffered here. He was leaving an appointment when Dr. Collins walked up and tried to question him about his condition, recovery and Mr. Russell suggested he was trying to get a read on his pulse by attempting to shake his hand. I’m not inclined to disagree.”


There was a round of swearing and some colorful name-calling before Dr. Cromwell continued.


“He immediately contacted his guardian and Dr. Spencer who wasted no time calling for his removal. She’s asked us to put him in front of the Board of Registration.”


“You want his license, Victoria?” the only woman on the board asked sharply.


“Stuffed, mounted and hung in my trophy room,” she replied. “I’ll explain. You’re all familiar with the circumstances surrounding Mr. Russell’s mistreatment here. He’ll carry scars both physical and psychological as a result of what he endured here. Dr. Collins was reprimanded and this step was being considered by the board, but hadn’t been carried forward, at least partly because the lawsuit was being considered. The Russells’ lawyer has subpoenaed Dr. Collins disciplinary records, so his past blunders have been laid bare to them through the suit. Today, he tried to gain insight into my patient’s condition even going so far as to try to conduct a shoe-shine examination. He put my patient into further anxiety about his recovery and jeopardized the progress we’ve made together. He was specifically told by the boy’s legal guardian to have no contact with him and was told the same by this board. He doesn’t consider himself answerable to the ethical guidelines of our profession, the authority of this board, the wishes of the family or tenets of basic human decency. He shouldn’t be allowed to treat a houseplant, let alone a patient capable of feeling pain if he should decide to spin the wheel and see what treatment seems exciting today.”


“Okay, are we sure it was actually him or just someone saying they were him?” one of the older members asked.


“Mr. Russell had the presence of mind to take a picture of the two of them standing together. It’s him,” Dr. Cromwell said sourly.


I took my phone out, brought up the picture and showed it to Dr. Spencer. She took my phone and slid it across the table. “He doesn’t CARE!” she said angrily. “If we’d left Mr. Russell in Jake Collins’ care, he’d be dead right now, drowned in blood from a punctured lung that HE caused and hadn’t even bothered to examine the boy afterwards. I got the description of what happened in that room and I immediately knew we needed to get him into X-Ray. He filled a fourteen year old boy full of enough morphine to make a quarterback with two broken legs play all four quarters of the Superbowl and just left him there. He should be working on cars, not people.”


“Harsh criticism,” one of the members observed, but didn’t argue with her.


True to my word, I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t have anything to add. Everything had been said.


There was a knock on the door and the receptionist stuck her head into the room. “Dr. Collins is here,” she said.


“Show him in,” Dr. Cromwell growled.


A moment later, the door opened and Dr. Collins came in looking boredly curious until he saw us. Then he paled considerably and took a seat away from us.


I leaned back in my chair and looked distinctly uncomfortable. Dr. Spencer took my hand and gave it a pat and a squeeze. We were both playing our parts well, but I tried not to over-play it.


“I thought you wanted me to stay away from the boy,” he said coolly.


“That didn’t seem to bother you an hour ago,” Dr. Cromwell said, showing him the picture before returning my phone.


He grimaced. “I merely tried to say hello,” he said lightly. “I was walking by and saw him up and about and I wanted to see how he was getting along.”


“And in so doing, you violated two of the conditions you agreed to the last time you were before this board: not to contact the boy and not to access any of his medical information. Even asking him how he’s doing is a violation of those two.” Dr. Cromwell looked like he wanted to hit him. “We go back a long way, Jake, but that was your last chance. Victoria’s asked for your license.”


“She’s had it in for me since she got here!” he complained hotly.


“Maybe that’s true,” one of the other members cut in, “but today you proved she was right. You’ve put the hospital on the receiving end of a lawsuit from the boy and his mother. Your conduct today has made settling that suit that much more difficult and costly. I vote we remove Dr. Collins and immediately refer him to the Board of Registration and petition for the revocation of his license for gross misconduct.”


“You can’t do that!” he protested loudly.


“All in favor?” Dr. Cromwell asked and hands went up one after another, including his own. “Let the record show the motion to remove Dr. Collins from hospital staff and refer him for disciplinary action is carried eight to zero.” Dr. Cromwell got up and called for security to escort Dr. Collins to his office to retrieve his personal belongings. “Jake, anything you can’t carry, you’ll have to schedule a time to return. They’ll be taking your hospital keys before you leave. I’m sorry it had to come to this.”


He got to his feet angrily and shot me a look that I didn’t have any difficulty shrinking back from. It was pure hate. There was a hate that I’d never seen in another human being. I knew that I’d made an enemy for life. I hoped he didn’t know where I lived, but I resolved to keep my baseball bat close at hand for the next few days just in case. I’d seen loathing and anger and even disgust from people who’d bullied me for being smart in middle school, but this look filled me with dread. The hate in his eyes had purpose. I felt certain he’d harm me if he could. I was dimly aware that he’d already harmed me and I felt that pain in my chest again.


I held still until he was gone and then I raised my hand to my chest. I couldn’t breathe and I felt like the walls were closing in. Mom was saying something, but I couldn’t make her out. I couldn’t hear, I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t speak. Everything seemed to be closing in on me. I felt my head being seized and suddenly I was being turned.


Dr. Spencer was looking at me intently and she was very close to me. “Matt!” she said loudly. “You’re okay! You’re having an anxiety attack. Just breathe through it. Just like I taught you. Try to take long slow smooth breaths.”


I focused on her as she spoke, though I could only hear her with great difficulty. I tried to do what she asked and slowly, my breathing returned to normal. I still felt terrible. My chest hurt, my side hurt where I’d had the surgery, my head hurt like I’d spent an hour screaming. My hands were shaking and I felt like I might throw up or pass out and I wasn’t sure which. When I was calmed down a little more, she moved aside and let my mother at me while she spoke to the other doctors present.


“Is it really that bad?” Dr. Cromwell was asking. “He seemed relatively okay outside.”


“That was at the end of an encounter in public in which Dr. Collins was outwardly friendly,” Dr. Spencer told him. “They were surrounded by people that he could call out to for help and he was in a relatively wide open area. This is a small room and the only exit was behind his aggressor. He was trapped and the look that Collins gave him before he left was one of pure malevolence and promise. If I’d had a gun, I’d have shot him just for using that look in my direction. The look was pure murder and he’s a man that nearly killed Matt and inflicted more pain on him than he’s ever felt before and the boy’s recently walked on a sprained ankle. He’s Matt’s tormentor and he was trapped in a small room with him. I’m afraid this meeting undid most of the progress we’ve made since he came into my care.


I felt my hands steady some and I dug out my sketchbook and opened it to a clean page. I took my pencil in hand and started putting the face to paper as fast as I could. I could feel my body trembling, but my hand was steady as I filled in the details, shading the image I had in my head. The sketch was hasty and when it was detailed enough that I couldn’t stand to look at it any more, I shoved the pad away from me across the table toward the board members who had been seated at the opposite end of the table. I withdrew into myself and let them see what he’d looked like in that moment.


“That drawing is entirely accurate,” Dr. Spencer said with a glance. “That’s what’s behind the facade on the man I’ve been begging you to take action against for the past two years.” She removed the page from the book and left it with them, closing the book carefully and returning it to me. “Thank you Matt,” she said gently before turning back to the board. “I’m going to take Matt and his mother down to my office until he’s feeling better. Would you arrange for security to make sure their car isn’t touched and that they’re escorted to it without incident when they’re ready to leave?”


I didn’t look up, but someone must have nodded because she thanked them and then she and Mom were gathering up my things and guiding me out of the room.


We took the elevator back to her office and she sat me on the couch. “Mrs. Russell, you should call your lawyer and press him to file an immediate emergency restraining order and request additional police in your neighborhood. Update him on what happened and that your son’s psychiatrist is advising that Dr. Collins is capable of attempting to harm Matt or your family if he can. Have him name the Powers family too.” She nodded and stepped outside to make the call.


We sat in silence for a moment. I still hurt like I had when I woke up and I still had a hand to my chest. “You felt a flashback to the agony you were in when you first woke up?” she asked gently and I nodded. “Understandable. It’s post-traumatic stress disorder. That was the worst physical pain you’d ever been in and you saw a look of hatred on the face of your tormentor for the first time today. It drew you back to that moment. Part of the pain is the anxiety attack. It makes you gasp for breath and it’ll make your chest hurt. One thing we need to be absolutely clear about Matt. You are NOT weak because of this. You suffered a traumatic event in this hospital. It stays with people. It sometimes takes years to get over even though the event is over in minutes. I don’t think you’re likely going to have to deal with this for years, but seeing him today wasn’t a pleasant experience and it’s one we’ll talk about. I think next week we’ll try booking two hours on Monday afternoon instead of one and see how that goes. Sound okay?”


I nodded. I felt cold, numb. I understood what she was telling me and I tried to believe what she was telling me, but in the end, I hated my reaction. About ten minutes later, Mom was back and she came to sit next to me. I was starting to calm down, but I still felt shitty. There’s no other word for the drained, fucked, sick feeling at the end of an anxiety attack. I wasn’t really in much of a mood to talk, but I checked out for a bit and let them chat while I tried to reset my internal breaker panel.


“Matt?” Mom asked again and I realized that she’d been speaking to me.


“Sorry, what?” I asked, focusing on them again.


“I asked when you started drawing,” she told me gently. She was clearly concerned about the anxiety attack I’d had and was trying to draw me out.


“Monday,” I told her and dug the sketchpad out to hand it to her so she could look through it.


She flipped through the finished work I’d done today during our talk and commented that she thought they were quite good. “We need to get some frames for these,” she declared.


“Can we do that another time?” I asked. “I just don’t feel like being out in public right now.”


She patted my knee and told me that was just fine, we’d go home and have something to eat.


I felt exhausted as I gathered up my things and followed her to the door. “Thanks for everything,” I said to Dr. Spencer before we slipped out of the room. There was a security guard there waiting to escort us back to our car which was being watched by another guard. When we were back in the car and pulling away, I asked what the lawyer had said.


“He said that our lawsuit was stronger because of today and that you taking the picture showing how close he was standing to you would be useful. Other than that, he’s going to a judge based on what happened at the meeting to formalize the restraining order. He’ll call me in an hour to let me know.”


I nodded and the rest of the drive passed uneventfully. When we got home, I ignored pretty much everything, mumbling something about a nap and going downstairs to pass out until dinner. I put my backpack down and practically fell into bed, falling asleep until I felt a hand on my shoulder and distantly heard Beck tell me it was dinner time.


I got up feeling like I’d had five minutes, but blinked away the sleep and found I’d actually gotten about two hours. I felt like I’d read hangovers should feel and I got up groggily to follow her upstairs for pizzas.


“Hey,” I said thickly to everyone and dropped into my seat, aware that my hair was probably sticking up.


Lana leaned over and kissed me on the cheek before sitting next to me and Beck repeated the gesture on my other side.


“We have our restraining order, Sweetie,” Mom told me softly and passed out plates. “Police will do several extra patrols over the next couple of days just to make sure he’s not lurking around the neighborhood, but at this point, I think we’re okay. He’s a disgruntled doctor, not a master criminal.”


I nodded and we started eating. From the muted conversation, I could tell Mom had gone into some detail about the meeting at the hospital. Finally I sighed and put my drink down. “Yes,” I said, getting their attention. “I had a panic attack at the hospital. Yes, Dr. Spencer said it had set back her progress with me. No, I don’t feel okay, but I will with some more sleep and a little time. You can stop walking on egg-shells. I’m not going to freak out. Honestly, I think my reaction was pretty understandable, given that Dr. Spencer said she’d have shot him for that look if she’d had a gun with her.”


That seemed to relax them some, especially when Mom agreed that the look he’d given me had been extremely hostile.


The mood lightened up a bit, but not as much as I’d have liked. I kind of felt like I needed some levity and short of starting a food fight, I wasn’t going to get much tonight. I settled for normalcy. I decided to do a little more to move the tone after dinner and went downstairs for my sketchbook. I’d done portraits of all four of my girls and the family one and Lilly. I hoped that they went over as well as Mom had received them.


At the top of the stairs, I met Lana who was coming down to look for me. She looked concerned, but hid it quickly when she saw me returning. I took her hand and returned to the table, passing the book to Patty without a word. She looked at the cover curiously and I nodded for her to go ahead as I sat back down.


Her eyes went wide as she looked over the sketches I’d done today, calling everyone’s attention to it. The girls had seen my sketch of Lana, but these were better. Better materials and more attention. They lost their minds at their portraits and everyone gushed at the family portrait that was in there.


“We need copies of these for next door!” Patty said, looking back and forth between the pages. “It’s uncanny. It’s like looking at a photo. I can actually tell Becky’s up to something in this.” General laughter greeted that and I felt a little more soothed for hearing it.


We chatted a little more about the drawings and then I actually felt like going back to bed. I excused myself and went downstairs and undressed, crawling into bed. I was about to turn out the lamp when the door opened up. I’d half expected Lana to follow me down to check on me, but I was surprised when I looked up and saw Patty standing there.


I lay back and motioned for her to come in. She closed the door behind her and came to lay down next to me on the bed, putting her arm around me as she stretched out.


“Everyone’s worried about you,” she told me and I nodded.


“I know,” I said simply. “I really did have a panic attack today. I could actually feel all the pain I woke up with in the hospital. Couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.”


“Yeah, Charlotte said it was like you couldn’t breathe suddenly. How’re you doing now?” She’d turned on her side to face me and put a hand on my chest gently.


“I’m okay. I feel pretty drained by it, but the nap helped some. Dinner helped a little and I’ll feel better when I find out that Jake Collins is forced to move out to the west coast. Failing that, I’d kind of like to have a gun after the way he looked at me today.”


She chuckled. “Well, I think you’re a little young for a gun, but Charlotte’s going to take you around to some schools on Friday to look at what martial art you want to take. She’s also taking you to a dance class. She’d do it tomorrow, but I hear that you’re moving Collie in tomorrow.”


I nodded. “We’re going to go get her stuff and then the girls are going to take her shopping on Friday for a new wardrobe after they go through what she has to help her see what she needs and doesn’t need.”


She nodded, her hand still stroking the center of my chest soothingly. It DID feel soothing, I realized. I closed my eyes and sighed, telling her that it felt good.


She leaned over and kissed me lightly. “Good. I’ll pick up some massage oils for you kids to play with while I’m out tomorrow and come by to show you all how to give a decent massage. That’ll feel as good as six hours of sex and you’ll be able to walk at the end of it. You just won’t want to.” She kissed me again and then bit my nipple hard enough to make me squawk before she let it go and got out of bed with a laugh. “Get some rest. I don’t think you’ll be getting much of it with three girls living here and me next door,” she warned before she slipped out of the room and closed the door with a click.


I lay back against the pillows and chuckled as I looked at the ceiling. I did feel more relaxed. I fell asleep like that and only barely stirred when the girls came to bed. I’d wanted to make love to them tonight, but with everything that had happened, I wasn’t in any mood or condition for that and they both knew it.


Chapter 28


Thursday turned out to be another exceptional day as most days in August were. I rode my new bike to watch Becky play baseball, cheering her on and accepting some good-natured teasing directed at both of us from the other teammates. When the game was over, we rode back to the house and got ready to go meet Collie for lunch.


If there was going to be one drawback to the new living arrangements, it was going to be the commute for Collie in the mornings. We’d have to make sure her car was up to the wear and tear. I wasn’t going to go so far as to buy her a new one, but we’d take it to a mechanic and get it checked for problems.


We had a pleasant lunch together at a place near her apartment and she warned us that her roommate was prying for information about us. I nodded, aware that she was concerned about appearances.


“If you’re worried about your reputation on campus, I can be your new boyfriend’s younger brother and company. If you’re worried about mine, let her talk to Lana about me. She seemed interested in bragging,” I said with a smile.


She shook her head. “Not worried about my rep,” she said, looking concerned. “I’m more worried that she’ll try to get herself invited along and I don’t want that.”


“Then the matter is settled,” I said simply. “I won’t accept her. Unless your roommate is Scarlett Johansson. If you’re sharing an apartment with Scarlett Johansson and didn’t tell us, there’s spankings in your future. A lot of them,” I joked and they all giggled.


“I just think she might try to corner you and try to get into your pants,” she said softly, clearly worried about that.


“If she tries, then she’s in for a beating untold of in the modern era. I’m sure the three of you can give her the three-hand bitch-slap of all time. But even if she did manage to get into my pants, which she won’t, she’s delusional if she thinks that translates into being one of my girls, because it won’t. Worst-case scenario is that she separates me and starts trying to put the moves on me. I have you and Lana and Beck and Tabby. You’re all angels. She’s a party girl with delusions. Try not to worry about it. We already think of you as family. Your opinion matters. If she’s the living embodiment of feminine sexuality, I’m still taking you home and leaving her behind.”


She blushed a little under the praise, but perked up considerably, I noticed. I got the feeling that she was feeling like she might pale in comparison to her roommate, but she’d been with me in the hospital and since and that made her important to me. I’d even take her over Scarlett Johansson because of what she meant to me.


“So how did your folks take the news about you moving?” I asked, wanting to change the topic a little.


“I haven’t actually told them,” she admitted sheepishly. “I don’t talk to them a lot. We ... aren’t really close.”


There was a story there, but I wasn’t going to drag it out of her so soon after smoothing out her last anxiety. I nodded and we finished up lunch quickly before we split up to drive the short distance to her place. I’d ridden with her and Lana and Beck had ridden together. When we got out, I looked up at her building and decided it was a pretty nice place, all things considered. It was four stories and looked to have some large windows facing the street. It would make a really nice house, but I wasn’t sure how many apartments there were. The building wasn’t huge though.


We got inside and I quickly counted the doors in the mailbox at eight. That was two per floor. Not so bad. Her place was on the third floor and there was no elevator so it was up the stairs. If it was summer outside, it was the depths of Hell inside the stairwell. We were all light-headed and sweating after the climb through Boston’s largest sauna.


We stopped outside 3B and she looked at us with anxiety still in her eyes. I kissed her gently and promised it would be okay. Whatever she saw in my face calmed her some and she nodded, taking out her key and opening the door.


Her roommate was sitting inside reading a book when the door opened. She looked up and smiled at us widely, her eyes gleaming with the promise of more information. “Hi!” she gushed, bouncing to her feet to greet us. Bouncing was the operative word. She was a pretty girl with brown eyes and hair, but her most outstanding asset was her chest. She was easily a DD and probably whatever came after that or more. She was clearly okay with using her tits as weapons to bludgeon men into agreeing with whatever she told them. I didn’t know if she was wearing a bra, but if she was, it failed. She was bouncing and jiggling as she hopped up off the couch, clad in a white t-shirt that left her midriff bare, a pair of tight yoga pants that left nothing to the imagination and a full make-up and hair treatment. “I’m Manda! You’re Colette’s friends?”


The girls were a little stunned at the sight of her. Collie looked embarrassed and I could understand why. It was the same reason I’d be intimidated if a guy came to greet my girls with a cock the size of a salami and a tongue long enough to count as a tentacle. Tits like Manda’s were an instant show of dominance among girls. I’d understand this dynamic more in later years. Right now, they sort of dominated the room and I realized that no one was speaking.


“Yep,” I said lightly, breaking the spell. “I’m Matt and this is Lana and Beck. We’re here to get Colette’s things. She’s moving in today.”


“Cool!” she gushed and looked past us into the hall as if looking for someone else. “Your boyfriend not coming?” she asked Collie and I suppressed a laugh with great difficulty.


“Not yet,” I said, keeping the perverted tone out of my voice when I said it. “Her boyfriend’s hoping to cum later.”


Manda brightened up at that and assumed that I meant that he was on his way. She bounced on her toes and clapped her hands in delight. The gesture had the added bonus of pushing her tits up and together as she clapped, flaunting them obscenely. I was aware that the material of her shirt was particularly thin and her nipples were clearly visible now that I looked. My question about the bra answered without asking.


I frowned suddenly and thought that this wasn’t her flirting behavior. This was her. She didn’t know I was the boyfriend. She just acted like this for anyone’s benefit. I suggested that we get started, disturbed a little by the glimpse I’d had of Manda’s personality.


We went into Collie’s room and to my dismay, Manda wanted to help. I could only imagine what trouble the girl could get into bending over to put something in the car, but we couldn’t very well refuse her without being rude, so I resolved instead to try to have a word with Collie about her.


It turned out that Collie had prepared ahead of time and most of her stuff was packed. I went to tackle a box of books only to have it pulled out of my hands insistently by Collie. “You’re still mending,” she said firmly and nodded her head to a laundry basket on the floor in the corner.


I took the rebuke of my capabilities in stride and took the significantly lighter load down to the car with her while the girls took bags ahead of us. After three trips, we were all sweating and while all my girls looked delicious in a fine sheen of sweat, Manda’s shirt was getting thinner with each minute. There were sweat patches on the light gray material of her yoga pants that were practically pornographic in the way they accentuated her sexual assets.


We were all sitting on the lawn outside between loads and I asked Collie if there was a convenience store nearby. She pointed down the street. I said that I wanted something to drink and asked her to take a walk with me. We got drink orders from everyone and the two of us started down the block leaving Lana and Beck with the living sex toy.


“You were WORRIED about that?” I asked incredulously when we were out of earshot. “Really?”


She shrugged uncomfortably. “You see her. She’s...” She shrugged again, unable to articulate it.


“Vacant? Vacuous? Obvious? Shallow? Damaged? Desperate?” I supplied helpfully. “Honestly, for a second, I couldn’t believe she was real. She seems like she was designed in a lab for use in the porn industry. But then when she thought your new boyfriend was late, I realized she wasn’t performing for my benefit. That’s just who she is. There’s nothing behind those eyes. That’s a revolting thought. I don’t think she has a thought that isn’t sex. Whether it’s having it, displaying it or suggesting it with every movement, word or look.”


She nodded, but my disturbed reaction made her a lot more comfortable. “I know. She doesn’t do much except party and have sex. I was really worried that her boobs would turn you on.”


I shook my head. “Nope. If I were to actually sit down and talk to her about her career goals and give her advice, it would be to move out to California, get into high-end porn, stay out of the drugs, fuck herself silly, meet a nerd at one of the trade shows and marry rich at 26 with a lifetime of fun to her credit and a man that’s thrilled with her in his bed and lounging by his pool. She’s not getting anything from me except a soda and that piece of advice if it comes up.”


She nodded and looked more relaxed than she had all day. We went inside the store and bought everyone’s drinks. We got ice-cream sandwiches from the freezer for on the way back and started back, eating them quickly before they melted in the heat. When we got back, the girls were still where we’d left them and Lana looked like she wanted to talk to me about something. I passed out drinks, saving hers and mine for last and sat behind her, pulling her back against my chest, so we could whisper back and forth without the others hearing. They knew we were talking, but there was only one topic of conversation it could be.


“She’s...” Lana started, whispering softly in my ear and I nodded.


“I know,” I breathed, nuzzling her ear. “It’s like someone hollowed out her personality and poured in stripper instructions.”


She shivered and sighed, leaning back against me more, but nodded. “Yeah. It’s like she can’t turn it off. She was giving us man-catching tips.”


“You did it right. You caught me young and trained me to adore you,” I said playfully.


She nodded with a very smug smile on her face. “She can’t WAIT to meet Collie’s boyfriend,” she said suggestively.


“And the Devil in you wants to introduce her,” I finished with a chuckle, kissing her neck and making her sigh contentedly.


“Oh yes. I think it might actually be good for her.”


I looked at her curiously, but shrugged. She got up and took her drink over to where the other three were sitting and tapped Collie on the shoulder. “Your boyfriend’s here,” she told her with a smirk and sat down next to Beck. Collie looked stricken for a moment, looking at me.


Manda had perked up like a hound on point and followed Collie’s glance, thinking he must have parked further down the block. I gave Collie a reassuring smile and she nodded. She got up from where she was sitting and came over to sit where Lana had just been, letting me wrap my arms around her. She was tense and I knew that she was nervous.


“Relax,” I said, with my lips at her ear. “You’re where you belong, with your Master’s arms around you.”


She fidgeted and I shushed her protests. “You BELONG,” I reminded her. “She DOESN’T. Pity her, but never fear her. She can’t take your place. It’s YOUR place and it’s forever if you want it.”


She shivered and whatever was on her face, I could see approval in Lana’s face and shock in Manda’s.


I kissed her neck and reminded her that this was where her collar was going, proving to everyone that she was mine. That made her positively melt against me and she turned her head to look at me with her beautiful eyes, like deep pools I could use to gaze into her soul. I kissed her and she whimpered against my lips, kissing me back passionately.


“YOU?!!?” Manda blurted out. “She said her new man was a Harvard student and well, you’re...”


We broke our kiss and both of us turned to look at her. “So young?” I supplied.


“Well, yeah!” she nodded in agreement.


“When we’re 50, a few years won’t matter,” I pointed out.


She seemed to consider that for a moment. “Okay, I guess, but you were just making out with her.” She pointed out, gesturing to Lana.


“So,” I said dismissively. “I’m hardly the first guy to have more than one girlfriend at the same time. Collie’s moving in with all three of us.”


She turned toward Beck and gaped at her. “You too?” she asked, floored.


Beck hooked her finger in the collar to draw attention to it. “Collie’s is ordered. We’re gonna take her home and fuck her every second she’s not studying something and we might interrupt that if we’re in the mood and she needs the break,” Beck told her in the same voice she might have used to explain which drawers of the dresser were hers.


Collie shifted against me. We hadn’t discussed this, but I suppose it was time to clue her in. “Lana and Beck want you as much as I do,” I assured her. “You, little girl, are about to be more loved by more people than you probably anticipated.” She squirmed against me and when she turned her head for another kiss, there was a lot less restraint in it.


“That’s fucked-up!” Manda declared, making us break our kiss so that Collie could have a say.


“No, it’s not,” she said firmly. “You came to college to marry someone rich and successful, right? Well, when you’re forty and you feel like he’s maybe getting bored or tired of you, what would you do? Would you pretend not to notice if he starts fucking his secretary? Would you divorce him and hope that there’s no prenuptial agreement? Or would you let him have another girl on the side to keep him happy, satisfied and excited? You’d have the best chance of keeping him and making him think he’s lucky to have you if you brought the woman to him and the two of you made love to her together.”


“So which one of you is the wife and which of you is on the side?” she asked.


“No one’s on the side,” I told her. “I started with Lana and then Beck came into our lives. The three of us were lovers. No one was tacked on. No one was the side-action. When it came to Colette and her friend Tabitha, we decided as a trio that WE wanted them. When it came together, it was as equals. Lana and Beck and Collie are all going to share my bed. Our other lover has a place close to her school for convenience, but we care for her just as much as Collie.”


“You’re, what, fifteen?” she protested as if she was making the final damning point.


I smiled and shook my head. “Not ‘til next summer.”


“Jesus Christ, Colette!” she hissed. “Cradle robber, much?!”


“You assume she pursued me,” I laughed. “My father set her up with us.” I was having fun watching her higher brain functions burn out with every revelation. “He thought we’d be good to her and she’d be good to us in return.”


“Yeah, right! Your father set you up with someone five years older than you. I really believe that.”


“Well, his relationship with Collie hadn’t panned out so he tried to set her up with someone that had better tools to take care of her,” I said smugly.


“Your father and Colette...” she was looking at each of us, like she wasn’t sure what to believe any more. “What about their parents. Do your mothers and fathers know you’re sharing a boyfriend?”


I sat back, curious how they were going to answer her. “This should be good,” I murmured to Collie who giggled.


“Well, Beck is my sister, so only one mother and one father between us,” Lana said sweetly. “Daddy and Mom bought us our bed when we all moved in together. Mom occasionally comes by to watch us when we’re doing something new just in case we need guidance.”


Her eyes looked like they were going to come out of her head. “You’re SISTERS!??!” she hissed, shocked. “And your mother WATCHES you have sex?!!?”


“It all makes perfect sense,” Lana declared, unfazed by the reaction. “Matt fell in love with me the first time he saw me nine years ago. My little sister fell in love with him at the same time. Neither of them said anything until about a month ago when Matt told me. We got together and when Beck found out, she told me how she felt. I could either break his heart so she could have him, break her heart so I could have him or break society’s rules so we could both have him. What would you have done? Choose the man you loved or the sister you loved? It works for us and that’s all that matters.”


Manda thought about that and nodded eventually. “Okay, that part I can understand. Maybe not agree with, but I can understand it. But your mother watches?!!? That’s just too weird.”


“Not so weird,” Beck chimed in. “The first time he put it in my ass, she wanted to make sure we did it right and it didn’t hurt. Then if one of us passes out, she’s around to help us get to the shower to clean up, fixes us a snack and then puts us to bed. We never did that for her the time she had sex with Matt,” she said casually to Lana. “Next time, we’ll stick around.”


“Wait! What?!!?” Manda blurted and Collie looked at me questioningly. I whispered that I’d explain, but thought Becky was about to tell most of the story.


Becky looked at Manda like she was simple, which, I suppose, she really was. “Well, let’s be honest. You’re no virgin, right? How much sex have you had that was bad?”


Manda shrugged. “A lot, I guess.”


“And how much sex has been okay, but nothing you’d miss if you weren’t getting it?”


“A lot of that too, I suppose.”


“So the vast majority of your sex life has been bad or so-so. Have you ever had sex so good that you’d chew your own arm off to get it again?”


“No sex is THAT good, honey,” Manda laughed and I knew that Beck was about to make her head explode.


“Oh dear,” I murmured so only Collie could hear me.


“Matt was my first,” Beck said. “He was my sister’s first. Neither of us have had bad sex. Neither of us have ever had so-so sex or good sex or great sex. The only sex we’ve ever had is the kind that’s so intense that we pass out. We’ve both had to be carried to the shower afterwards. We keep smelling salts on our night table.”


It was kind of surreal sitting there on the grass in the middle of the afternoon on a weekday watching my fourteen year old lover brag to a full-grown woman who looked like a porn star that she’d never had sex as bad as Manda’s best time.


“Now I know you’re lying,” Manda said smugly, crossing her arms beneath her tits and shaking her head in denial. “There’s no way anyone is THAT good.”


Beck shrugged indifferently. “Suit yourself. I’m just telling you why Mom couldn’t keep her hands off him. Even if he was lousy in bed, he treats us all like Princesses and knows how to take care of us.”


“Because a fourteen year old can take care of three women,” she said skeptically.


I was about to answer when Collie spoke up. “He paid my tuition,” she said. “He bought my books and my new laptop and told me to quit my job and move in with him so I could get the best marks I could,” she told her roommate.


“Where does a fourteen year old kid get that kind of money?” she asked, blindsided.


“Malpractice lawsuit,” I supplied, stretching the truth some. “Sued the hospital that mistreated me. I had to have emergency surgery and be resuscitated because of their mistakes. It’s not like I need to save for college, I have a full ride to Harvard for as long as I really need at this point. It covers books, computers and everything else I might need. I take care of my girls. When I leave Harvard, I’ll have a half-dozen degrees and probably a Masters or two and a doctorate if I’m bored. If I don’t make enough money in my career to support my girls for the rest of their lives, between my salary, Collie’s, Tabby’s, Lana’s and Beck’s when they finish college, we’ll be making seven figures a year as a family. I’d say that’s worth rolling a little of my settlement over into four of the most beautiful women in the world.”


“You seriously have enough money to pay for their college?” she said, surprised.


I chuckled. “Epic sex, she flatly refuses to believe, but this part is plausible.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Yeah. I can pay for them to go to school. If Collie wants to go to a different school or start a different degree from scratch the money’s there for that, no questions asked.”


“And you’re not worried that they’re just going to get their degree and take off?”


“Not in the slightest. If any of my girls needs to move on in order to make the most of life and be happy, then I’ll kiss them lovingly, miss them terribly and know that I gave them all the tools to succeed. That’s the kind of love I have for my girls. Is it still fucked-up that the four of us are going to sleep in the same bed?”


“deeply,” she said. “Are you, like, hung like a tank cannon or something.”


I looked at Lana, knowing she’d wanted Collie to use her answer. She grinned at me and cleared her throat to get Manda’s attention.


“I’d say he’s about this long,” she said, tilting her head back and tapping her throat about where she thought I reached. As mature as we were, we were still teenagers. We liked to shock and liked attention and Lana was enjoying the effect she was having on Manda.


“You take him that deep?” she asked, feeling less certain of herself by the minute.


“All the time. I love it. He knows just how long I can go before I start to see stars and then he backs off and lets me take a few breaths before he goes deep again,” she preened in the incredulity of this older girl who’d prided herself on being a sex bomb.


“That,” I whispered in Collie’s ear, “is how you handle a girl who thinks her tits make her a great lay.”


She giggled and kissed me again. “I don’t think I can do what she’s describing,” she said with a little sadness.


“Neither can Beck and I don’t love her one little bit less for it. You each have something unique that makes you special. We’ll find yours together and then we’ll celebrate it the same way.”


She sighed contentedly and pulled my arms around her tighter.


“Alright!” Manda said finally. “I’m sold!”


“Sold?” I asked, wondering who was trying to sell her something.


“Yeah,” she said. “Clearly everyone’s trying to get me to fuck you by bragging about how awesome you are.”


I felt Collie stiffen in my arms and I gave her a squeeze.


“I don’t think that was their intention,” I said, amused. “You’re a woman who’s had some experience with sex. After you have great sex, you want to brag about it, right? They’re no different.”


“Still,” she said with a shrug that made her tits flounce. “Smart, hung and knows how to use it? Where do I sign?”


I noticed she’d skipped generous, but I’d eat those yoga pants she was on display in if it had escaped her notice. “That’s understandable, Manda, but even if I was interested in taking you up on that offer, Collie’s coming home today. She gets my attention. She’s earned it and she’s worth it. I think mostly we all wanted to let you know that Collie’s not leaving to abandon you for a better deal. She’s being welcomed home to her family. I, at least, wanted you to understand that it wasn’t a financial decision. She BELONGS with us and we belong with her. I hope you’re happy for her and stay friends with each other.”


“You’re not even interested?!” she asked incredulously. “Come on. EVERY guy’s interested. I saw you looking earlier.”


I laughed a little. “Of course I looked Manda,” I said, explaining. “You’re practically naked and you know it. Your nipples are visible from here and those yoga pants could be painted on. I’d have to be dead two days not to notice. You’re an attractive woman and the effect is ... well, I doubt I have to tell you that you did a good job putting yourself together to entice. You did it on purpose. You knew what you looked like. Look around though. I have three of the most beautiful women in the world coming home with me and Tabby is stunning too. They all want each other as well as me. If I were killed tomorrow in a freak accident, my life would still have been complete. How can one woman compete with the four of them, no matter how well she does herself up?”


She shrugged. “I’ve been with girls before too,” she said simply. “That’s nothing that would gross me out.”


I frowned and shared a look with my girls. “Should we tell her the rest?” I asked. “She still doesn’t have the full picture.”


Becky grinned and took the decision into her own hands. “Our necklaces,” she said, touching her collar, “lock in the back. He has the key. If we ever ask to be released, he’ll give us the key and then never touch us again. When he put it around my neck, I belonged to him. When I take it off, I won’t. When Collie’s collar arrives, she’ll wear it for as long as I will and I’ll wear mine forever.”


“Me too,” Lana piped in. Collie nodded in agreement.


She looked back and forth between the three girls and then finally at me. I nodded that what the girls had said was right. “When I call them my girls, I mean it. I somehow get the impression that you want to be the one in charge when you settle in with a guy. Besides, sex with Beck would scare you.”


“Scare me?” she asked skeptically, glossing over the rest of what was said. “Come on. What could she come up with that would scare me?”


I smiled. “That is not a conversation for sitting in the sunshine on a public street,” I said, letting her imagination wonder what could be that extreme compared to what she’d already been told.”


She was on her feet in a heartbeat and pulled the lanyard with her keys from around her neck to open the building so we could go inside. I almost laughed. “She’s so turned on that she’d do anything to get laid right now,” I whispered to Collie who was still nervous about the talk that was going on. “It’s such a shame that she’s not going to get into my pants no matter what she does. You’re the only one who’s getting laid tonight unless you feel like sharing,” I promised and bit her neck gently, marking my territory before I withdrew my hands and let her get up.


We went back inside and I noticed there was a considerable amount of sway in Manda’s hips as she climbed the stairs. She clearly had an itch that she wanted scratched. Unless one of the girls was interested in her, she was going to have to do the scratching herself. I’d promised myself to Collie tonight and I wasn’t about to change that for any reason.


We got back to the apartment and I went to Collie’s room for another load of things, intending to get the room emptied and put things by the door for ease. When I got back to the living room, everyone else was seated and waiting for me. I put the box I was holding by the door and realized that this issue wasn’t going away until we put Manda out of her misery. Rather than sit on the couch with Beck and Lana, I went to the love seat with Collie and pulled her around so that she could lean back against me with both of us facing Manda’s chair.


“Alright,” she said eagerly. “We’re off the street. What’s so much worse than you guys being bondage freaks?”


I smiled. “Beck’s rather fond of rough treatment,” I said lightly, trying to gauge her reaction.


“Big deal,” she rolled her eyes. “What girl hasn’t been fucked a little harder than normal?”


I shook my head. “Beck doesn’t just like a little extra force on the hip action,” I told her. “She wants it rough and dirty and loud. It could easily look like rape if she wasn’t screaming for me to hit her harder, pull her hair harder, choke her harder, call her worse names and generally degrade her like I hate her.”


She squirmed uncomfortably at that. “I don’t think I’d like that,” she admitted. “Why would you want that?”


Beck shrugged. “I know he loves me. He shows me the tender side of his love all the time. When he comes to watch me play baseball or when he wraps his arms around me or when he kisses me. I want all of him though. The rough side of him is harder to get to. That’s the challenge. I love it when I can get him to slap me really hard or spit in my face or call me his whore. When he does that, I have all of him. The parts he wants me to see and the parts he doesn’t even like to show to himself. That’s kind of fucking awesome when he gets into it and I don’t have to ask him any more. Maybe it’s weird and fucked-up and perverted, but it’s when I know he loves me the most because he doesn’t hide it from me. And I like it myself. The pain is kind of a shock. It takes me out of just getting wrapped up in how much he makes me cum. It brings me around and I’m more aware of it. I love it. It’s like being woken up just so you can enjoy it all over again. Best feeling ever.”


I was lazily massaging Collie’s shoulders and she was melting against me, making contented cooing noises when I hit a spot that really needed attention.


“How the fuck do fourteen year old kids end up getting into this much fucked-up sex?” she asked, clearly stunned not only by the revelations, but by the clear, concise way Beck had explained why she got off on degradation. Some of it had been a surprise to me, but we’d never really talked about it like we were talking today.


“We have a surprising level of access to pornography at an increasingly early age,” I supplied. “for me, I can read 30,000 words per minute. I can read enough on a subject in an hour to make me more knowledgeable than most people that have been interested in a topic for years. The girls each found things that appeal to them and they tell me or show me what they want, or we discover it together. As much as Beck likes punishment, Lana is more interested in submission.”


“So, you do whatever he tells you?” she asked. “What if it was something you didn’t want?”


Lana nodded and smiled. “That’s not possible. If my Master wants it, I want it. If my Master wanted me to get pregnant so he could suck milk from my swollen breasts and rub my belly while our baby grew, I’d stop taking my birth control tomorrow and give him as many babies as I could. If he never wanted children, I’d never stop taking them. If I displease my Master and he orders me to bend over his desk so he can whip me for my disobedience, I will lower myself to the desk and my tears won’t be for the pain, they’ll be for disappointing my Master.”


Collie groaned and I could feel her squirm in arousal. Lana’s words had tickled her own desire to submit. I nibbled her neck again and casually moved one of my hands from her shoulder forward, slipping it into the neck of her shirt to stroke the upper swells of her breasts while she sighed in pleasure.


“You’d seriously do that?!” she blurted. “Let him get you pregnant just so he could have breast milk?!!?”


“He would love our babies and we would raise them as a family. I could go to school with so much help from his parents and mine and my sisters and him that it wouldn’t be any problem. If it made him happy, I would have as many children as he wanted or none at all if that was his wish,” she said honestly. “I just used that as a convenient example. We’ve been asked to complete college before we have children and I know we’ll all keep to that promise, but after that, if Matt asked me to be a full time mother, I would happily bear his children. My Master need only tell me he desires something and I will do it. I would bring him other women to fuck, I would help him pleasure them. I would do anything for him.”


“Why?!!?” she blurted, getting more agitated about this than she’d been over Beck’s love of punishment.


“Because he’d do anything for me,” she said as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “I don’t just mean he’d pay attention to me. If I found out I had cancer, he’d go to medical school just to find a cure for me. He’d put his life on hold for me and put me first when I needed it. Why would I deny him ANYTHING?”


“Manda,” I said quietly, getting her attention. “My girls are devoted to me, but it’s only because I’m just as devoted to them. If any of them told me that she needed something, I’d get it. If one of them said she wanted to have sex with another man, I’d find her one. If she asked me to release her from her collar, I’d do it. If she needed a kidney, I’d give her one. Without them, I’d be incomplete. They give me everything they are because I give them the same. Have you ever had someone give themselves to you like that? Ever given yourself that fully to someone?”


She shook her head. She was watching my fingers move inside Collie’s t-shirt as I slowly stroked her chest. I held Manda’s gaze and then lowered my head to Collie’s neck, sinking my teeth into her flesh slowly. She gasped and then groaned loudly, arching her back and clamping her legs together as she writhed, my jaw still clamped around a mouthful of her tender skin. I finally released her and ran my tongue over the bite-mark I’d just left in her skin, tracing the indent of each tooth while she groaned softly, her head lolling back against my shoulder limply.


“Did she just-?” Manda blurted out unable to believe what she’d just seen. “You just made her-! By biting her neck?!”


She was deeply unnerved by what she’d seen and heard today.


“Yes,” I confirmed. “She did. Just from that.” I pulled my hand from the top of her shirt and instead cupped her breast through it.


She sighed contentedly and I felt her lift my other hand to her other breast, covering both of my hands with hers and pressing them to her chest as she smiled lazily.


“That’s normal,” Lana assured her. “Tonight she’ll scream like she’s being murdered and we’ll have to carry one or both of them to the shower to clean up afterwards.”


“That’s...” Manda trailed off, not knowing quite what it was that she was going to say about it. She frowned. This afternoon hadn’t gone at all like she’d expected. Finding out Collie’s boyfriend was so young, had more girlfriends and that he owned them somehow was all blending together in her head as some really messed up acid trip. She’d had a lot of sex, but never felt even remotely like she could cum from so little. If she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes, she would have called bullshit on the whole thing.


“Now you understand,” I told her simply.


She shook her head. “NO! I don’t! None of it makes any sense,” she objected. “This can’t be for real. You’re telling me that not only are you going to be Collie’s boyfriend, you’re their boyfriend and someone else’s and you’re fucking their mother on the side, not to mention that they’re sisters?!!? How does that make any sense whatsoever?!!?”


“I didn’t say it made sense,” I reminded her. “I said you understood and you do because if you had a man or a woman or a family pet, for that matter, who could make you cum as hard as the girls are telling you that she’s guaranteed, you’d sign your name, put yourself into bondage and call it a good deal to be as loved as she is, to be as well-fucked as the girls tell you they are, to be as pampered as I promise you they’ll be. You understand why she’s leaving. Part of you wishes that it was you instead or that you could come too, but the part of you that screams that it doesn’t make sense is what holds you back. She doesn’t care if it makes sense. She wants it, wants us, wants this life and that’s the only thing that matters. We’ll be together and in love and if one of us decides to move on, we’ll grieve for that loss together.”


“So she’s in because she can say ‘fuck it’ and go with the flow? Hell, I can do that. I told you I’ve been with girls before. That doesn’t bother me,” she still thought she had a chance.


“I told you, it’s not just up to me. If we added you, it wouldn’t be today. Today is Collie’s and Collie’s alone. It would also be a decision for all of us and Collie knows you better than us, so she’s the first person I’d ask. If anyone decided against it for any reason or no particular reason, the answer would be no. Same for giving you the catch-and-release fuck you’re going to suggest next. My answer is no because today is Collie’s day. If we run into each other some other time and conditions are favorable, then maybe, but I don’t think you want more from me than a test-drive. You strike me as a girl that has her life mapped out and it probably involves an older husband who adores you, works a lot and lets you get frisky with the handy man because he can’t keep up with you at his age. You’d rather me as the handy man than the husband.”


She shrugged. “Maybe. You DO seem very handy and I don’t know that I’d want to call you Master.”


“Lana only does that in front of people who know our situation. Beck’s more comfortable with Sir or just calling me Matt or some more colorful names when she’s excited. ‘Daddy’ was discussed at one point, but discarded. It’s really up to my girls what they feel comfortable calling me.”


She seemed to consider that and shrugged. “Well, I doubt we’re going to see each other again after today unless you’re hanging around campus much.”


“Between all the classes I’ll be taking, I’m not confident that I’ll be doing much of anything outside of studying one thing or another for a while,” I admitted.


She shrugged. “Well, at least I’ll see Colette around. I’ll ask her about it once in a while.”


I nodded. “If we decide anything permanent, we’ll let you know,” I promised. I personally felt like she’d ask a couple of times and then disappear as her grades and money declined. “You know our situation. I guess you should really decide for yourself if that suits your vision of the future. If not then there’s really not much point in asking. If she tells me you brought it up, then I’ll know you’ve thought it over and want in.”


I looked around the room and asked Collie how much more stuff she had to bring. She turned her head and kissed me lightly before reluctantly removing her hands from mine, clear indication that I should let her go. We got up and we finished gathering her things, stacking them by the door while she took a last look around. We all took a load down to the car and then there was very little left to do. We helped clean up the room and bathroom so that Manda had a head start with her new roommate and said our goodbyes.


Manda bit her lip and then stripped her shirt off before pushing her yoga pants to her ankles and stepping out of them. “Just a little something to help you keep me in mind,” she said, hefting her tits in her hands before settling back on the couch and spreading her legs, giving us a stellar view of her pussy. It wasn’t just shaved, it was either waxed or she’d had the hair permanently removed, because there was no razor stubble at all on her mons or labia.


She lazily stroked her slit, spreading herself open for our eyes. I took Collie’s hand and gave it a squeeze to let her know that I was completely hers today. She glanced at me and smiled before we returned to watching her roommate masturbate in front of us. When she came, she grunted and then licked her fingers clean. I thought it was a rather tame orgasm even when compared to the one Collie had on the love-seat, but I gave her a smile. She’d put on a performance and she was probably proud of it. I didn’t see any reason to be critical of her.


She quickly got hold of herself and bounded to her feet again, coming to give us all hugs before we left, mindless of the fact that she was completely nude. She mashed her chest as hard against the girls as she did against me and gave each of us a peck on the cheek. “Think about it?” she asked each of us and we promised we would once classes normalized.


We finally got out of there with the last of Collie’s things and decided that it was late enough in the day that we could all use dinner soon. “Let’s take the stuff home and see what everyone else is going to do for dinner and decide from there,” I suggested.


Again, I rode with Collie and the girls rode together. This gave her some time alone with me, but we’d be able to be a little more flexible with that now that she was going to be around full time.


“You offered her a place with us,” Collie pointed out.


“No, I really didn’t. I told her we’d think about it once classes normalized. I also told her I’d ask you first. You don’t want her with us so your vote will be no. She knows that if one of us turns her down, we all do. We do things together or not at all. I suspect she’ll ask a couple of times and then disappear. She’s probably not making more than fair grades. With any luck, she’ll land a husband and be off on the honeymoon without a backwards glance.”


“She IS built for sex,” she pointed out, glancing at me sideways for her reaction.


I shrugged. “She’s built for porn,” I corrected disinterestedly. “Don’t get me wrong, if I’d met her at the end of June, I’d have jumped through fire for the chance to have sex with her. Now I think she’d be a lousy experience. She waves those bra-hammers around like they’re AMEX cards and I suppose, sadly, they are. If she didn’t have them, she’d have nothing to fall back on. She’s had a lot of sex, but rates over half of it as forgettable or worse. That can’t ALL be the guy’s fault.”


Collie nodded. “I’ve never heard anyone other than girls talk about her like that and half the girls that say that would fuck her if they had the chance. You had the chance today and walked.”


“I have a better offer,” I said, grinning at her.


“And if I don’t feel like sex tonight?” she asked with a smirk.


“I don’t assume. Today is for you. If you want to go to the beach and then spend the evening at an all-you-can-eat buffet trying to eat them out of house and home, then that’s what we’ll do. I’m yours all day and that’s a better offer than everything your old roommate had to offer.”


She grinned, but looked at me uncertainly. “You really weren’t attracted to her?” she asked.


I shrugged. “Physically, a little. She’s what guys think of as hot. She’ll make someone a great trophy wife and that’s what she wants. I don’t want a trophy wife. I want companions, equals, partners. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that all four of you are utterly gorgeous, but I also look forward to being able to talk to you about life. If you and I turned on the TV and started watching the news, we could debate world events, politics or any other topic that comes up. We might not agree on it all, but we could talk intelligently. I don’t think she could. I think she’d be bored until we changed channels to MTV or whatever entertainment she was interested in.”


“She’s actually not stupid,” Collie allowed. “She just doesn’t want to do anything difficult. Having the life of luxury is what she wants.”


I shrugged. “Then the porn life I thought would suit her earlier is probably the way to go. She can get whatever surgery she wants to maintain her looks long-term, get all the sex she wants and probably a better class of it than she’s getting now and an increasing number of girls that stay drug-free find themselves with the opportunity to meet and marry older businessmen who’ll idolize them for the rest of their lives while letting them have a pool boy for afternoons.”


Collie giggled at that. “I bet she’d never leave porn if the sex is good and the money’s okay.”


“The money’s not as good as it used to be, so I’ve read, but it’s a decent way to get far enough into the business to go to the trade shows and meet some horny businessman and punch her ticket.”


“That’s kind of jaded, isn’t it?” Collie asked.


“Maybe it is, but it’s not necessarily exploitation. There are a few performers out there that have left the industry to be trophy wives. It’s a great deal for all involved if they’re all on the same page. She gets out of the industry and into luxury. He meets the woman of his dreams and probably has porn so glamorized in his head, that her career has no stigma to him. He probably wouldn’t be attending a porn trade show if he thought poorly of the girls. They live happily ever after. She gives him better sex than he ever dreamed possible and he treats her like his queen. Hell, he might even introduce her by her career name.”


She laughed a little. “I suppose that’s a good way to find out who’s seen her work. I can just imagine the revolution in the business world. The newest craze to have porn star wives. Imagine the Christmas party scandals.”


“Scandal?!!?” I asked with a laugh of my own. “More like a race-track. Set someone to ride each one of them and the one to cum last wins. Every husband betting on his wife and people on the outskirts making side bets.”


“That’s pretty fucked-up,” she agreed and we fell silent other than amused chuckles before she looked at me again. “Thanks for not letting her get in your head.”


“I thought it was my pants she was trying to get in,” I said with a grin, making her laugh again.


“That too. I didn’t like the thought of her getting involved with us. I’m glad that you put her off.”


I shrugged dismissively. “I told you it would be fine. Today is your day. We’re welcoming you home and that’s special. I wasn’t going to let her take your day, even a little of it.” I thought about it for a moment, but decided to tell her the rest of it. “The only reason we told her anything was that Lana said she thought I was right that there was very little to her personality. She thought hearing about us might do her some good.”


“How?” she asked, confused.


“Well, she had a deep, engaging conversation with four people that taught her more about sex and relationships in an hour than I think she ever knew. It also forced her to do one thing you say she hates. It made her think. We challenged her world-view. She might pull out of her tail-spin of partying and sex. Imagine if she started turning down guys because she decided she wants more from life than a five-minute screw?”


“She’d be invited to fewer parties,” she admitted. “She’d probably get really bored without them and maybe find a hobby or even study. Either would make her more interesting. She might even decide that she wanted to have a career after all and start taking classes seriously.”


“That might be a long-shot, but it’s still a possibility. If you want, we can check on her in a week or two and see how the talk is settling into her head.”


“I think I’d be okay with that. I don’t think she’s a bad person. What she wants just seems so shallow to me,” she said, turning the car onto our street.


“With any luck, it’s starting to seem shallow to her too,” I said and unbuckled my seat belt. Lana’s car still wasn’t back, so we took the first load into the house and started taking her things down to our room.


We dropped the first load and I opened the closet to point out that we’d made some space in there for anything she’d need to hang up and then I showed her the drawers that were hers for now. We were going to have to replace my old dresser with a larger one that she and I could share to give Lana and Beck a little more room.


We went back upstairs and found Mom and Lilly just coming back from their errands. Lilly gave Collie a hug, having gotten to know her at the hospital and her visits since. Mom gave her one too and welcomed her home while Lilly stuck her tongue out at me for something to fill a stray moment of boredom.


When Mom let her go, Collie was blushing and smiling. She hadn’t expected to be as warmly welcomed as she was.


“Matt, would you give me a hand putting up the new family portrait?” Mom asked and I said I would.


She sent Lilly and I out to the car to get it and she made a face. “You’re lucky you’re home,” she said with a playful hostility. “If not, she was gonna make me do it and I’d have made your life miserable.”


“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Blue,” I shot back. “You make my life miserable every single day.”


She laughed. “You suck.”


“That’s not what the girls say,” I told her smugly.


“They’re biased.”


“That’s not what Mom says.”


“She HAS to love you.”


“That’s not what Dr. Spencer says.”


It took me a second to realize she’d stopped and I looked back at her. She was staring at me open-mouthed, her eyes wide. “You didn’t!” she gasped, stunned.


“Didn’t what?” I asked innocently.


“You DID!” she blurted. “OHMIGOD! You did! No, you didn’t. There’s NO way.”


“The couch in her office,” I whispered conspiratorially, “Soooo comfortable. Just ask Mom.” I grinned at her smugly and turned back to the car.


“Your therapist AND Mom?!!?” she hissed following me as I opened the trunk. “There’s no fucking way you’re getting my cookie! You just keep your fucking hands off me.”


I laughed and shook my head. “Dr. Spencer thinks I’m a generally decent person who’s adjusted well to a lot of changes lately. As for her couch, it IS comfy, but Mom and I sat on it after our meeting with the hospital on Wednesday. Nothing happened on it. You’re too easy, Blue.” I turned back to the trunk and she kicked me in the shin, but took care not to do it too hard.


There was a pair of really large frames and several smaller ones in there. I lifted out one of the large ones and saw that it was an enlarged print of the family portrait. I assumed the other one was for next door. It was perfect. I couldn’t wait for Collie to see it. I smiled and took it into the house with my sister trailing behind me, hissing promises of revenge.


Inside, Mom had Collie sitting on the couch with her eyes closed and I silently thanked her. I stood the frame up facing her. “Collie,” I said softly. “Open your eyes and look at our family,” I told her.


She opened them with a smile, expecting that we’d sat for a professional portrait. Her eyes took in the detailed sketch and all nine of us. She gaped at it in awe. “Where did this come from?” she asked, stunned. “I mean, how did you get it? I didn’t think you had any pictures of me to take to an artist.”


“We didn’t,” Mom supplied. “Matt drew this the other day when he was talking to his doctor.”


“YOU drew this?!!?” she looked at me questioningly and I nodded.


“This is how my family looks. Mom wanted to frame it and display it right away. This is obviously a print since the original is much smaller. You really ARE home, Collie,” I said and handed the frame off to Lilly so I could go to her.


There were tears in her eyes and when I slipped my arms around her, she hugged me tight and cried and laughed at the same time. I felt other arms around us and realized Lilly had set the portrait down and she and Mom had joined us. We hugged like that for a few minutes more and then I brought the rest of the frames in before we took the other family portrait next door.


We were just about to take it inside when Lana and Beck pulled up with Tabby in the backseat. I turned the frame so it wasn’t visible and told them Tabby deserved the same reveal. I called out to them to bring Tabby but get her to close her eyes before they brought her in. Then we smuggled the frame inside and waited. Patty was there to greet us and took a quick glance at it before we turned it to the wall to hide the contents. The girls came in and we settled them on the couch with their eyes closed. Beck and Lana hadn’t seen the portrait enlarged so it was a reveal for all three of them.


We turned it around and Lana and Beck were thrilled that it was resized. It was Tabby’s turn to be stunned at the addition of both herself and Collie. “You put us in your family portrait?” she asked slowly. “Why?”


“Because you belong there,” I told her like it was obvious. To me, it was. She was one of us and I’d drawn the sketch with that in mind. “That’s what my family looks like.”


She looked around at us like we were telling her water was dry. “You barely know me,” she said slowly, not understanding. I got the sense that she was deeply troubled and looked at Collie, but she looked bewildered.


Chapter 29


“Tabby, come take a walk with me,” I said, acutely aware that I’d promised today to Collie, but Tabby looked like she was getting more confused and upset by the minute. I wanted to head this off before we had another emergency on our hands. She nodded and got to her feet, her eyes still on the portrait like it was a wild animal that might harm her if she wasn’t careful around it. I took Collie’s hand and squeezed it, giving her a look that I hoped told her how much I regretted having to step away from her today of all days.


She grinned and hugged me. “Take care of her,” she whispered. “Just don’t take too long. I want to thank you for this.”


I caught everyone’s eyes and then took Tabby’s hand and led her to the door. I led her down toward the baseball diamond that Beck played at. It wasn’t a terribly long walk and the field should be mostly deserted at this time of day.


“Are you okay?” I asked when we were away from the houses. I kept one eye on her and one on where I was going, aware that I didn’t want to have another fall.


She sighed and I knew that the answer was no, even though she said that she was.


“I’ve been worried about you,” I told her, not challenging her answer.


“Is that why I’m in the portrait? Because you’re worried about me?” She sounded like she was starting to get angry and I knew that I hadn’t said anything wrong.


“No,” I said. “You’ve got it backwards.”


“What?” she asked, confused. That was good. It blunted her anger and made her listen.


“You think you’re in the portrait because I’m worried about you, but I’m worried about you because you’re in the portrait,” I told her, leading her to the bleachers so we could sit and talk.


“That doesn’t make any sense!” she spat. “Why put me in the portrait then?”


“I put everyone in the portrait that are members of my family,” I said. “I HAD to put you there. It’s where you belong. But being a member of my family, I worry about you. I worry about all of my family. Mom, Lilly, Patty, Dan, Lana, Beck, Collie and you. I worry more about you and Collie though. You know why?”


“Why?” she asked, taken off guard by the way I was talking.


“You’re the newest members of our family. We’re still learning about you both and you’re still learning about the rest of the family. There’s so much we don’t know about each other. I worry that there’s more that I could be doing for both of you, more I SHOULD be doing. I just don’t know HOW to help yet. I don’t know WHAT you both need. I took a big step forward with Collie today. I think she was in a lot worse shape financially than she was letting us know. The way she broke down and cried when I told her I wanted to do that and her relief at being given a safe, reliable place to live without a roommate that may decide to throw a party when she needs to study made me think that she was on the verge of losing her fight to get through school and be successful. I worry about you for different reasons.”


She was looking at me differently than she had, more wary than angry now and I’d take that as an improvement for the moment. “What reasons are those?”


“I worry about your home situation, about how life has treated you, about how I can help you, about what help you actually need.”


“Why should any of that matter?” she asked a touch bitterly.


“If I thought of you as a thing or only considered you as a life support system for your vagina, I suppose it wouldn’t matter,” I said softly. “I don’t look at you like that though. I look at you like a person. When I woke up in the hospital, ashamed of how I’d taken off, it was you that told me about your aunt and uncle and how you’d felt when they reprimanded you after your parents divorced. It made me feel better about how I’d reacted. When I talked about taking on too many courses, it was you that pleaded with me not to because you knew someone that lost their mind that way.”


I took her hand and she flinched at first, but then let me take it. I was deep in that minefield now, blindfold firmly in place and my tap shoes tied tight.


“Those are the actions of someone who cares deeply about me. You stayed with me at the hospital and then kept with me afterwards and I’m not precisely the kind of boyfriend that you can take to the college parties and show off. You had plenty of reasons to leave and all the opportunity in the world. You stayed though and showed us that you cared. You bonded with Lana and Beck and the rest of the family. How could I NOT love you back? How could I NOT put you in that portrait? You belong there and you deserve to be there. The fact that you don’t feel that way bothers me, makes me worry about you all over again. Someone I love is hurting and I need to know how I can help.”


“You can’t!” she said firmly. “There’s some things that you just can’t fix.”


“You don’t need fixing,” I told her. “You’re not broken. You need help to see that we care about you. I just don’t know the best way to do that yet.”


“Just that simple?” she laughed bitterly. “Give you a minute and you’ll have it all figured out! Great! How’s that working out?”


“You really want me to tell you?” I asked gently.


“Sure! What sort of insight do you have for me today? You’re the genius.” She was angry again. I could hear the beeping of the mines around my toes now.


I took a deep breath and turned a little, holding her hand in both of mine. “Okay. You put up a strong, independent front, but you’re submissive in private. You’ve been in relationships that were emotionally empty and abusive like with Miranda. She beat and humiliated you for her own pleasure, but didn’t care about you. You expected the same from me and it confuses you that it’s different. You’re ready, willing and able to commit to a relationship where you’ll be marginalized or physically, sexually and emotionally abused by a tormentor and you’ve come to feel that’s normal. You’re kind to others, but you expect to be mistreated in return. When I offered to help, you were more confused by why I would do it than relieved by the help or outraged by what you might have thought was charity. In your head, you’ve already signed up for whatever I intend to put you through and when I do something nice for you, it makes you suspicious. Something bad happened to you. I think I know what and it’s making me sick to my stomach to speculate about it. I want to help you, but I’m terrified that anything I say or do will make it worse.”


My voice was shaking and my hands were too. I had tears in my eyes, I realized and tried to blink them back, succeeding in making one spill out over my eyelid instead.


“When you told us about your living situation, you told us you don’t get asked questions they don’t want answers to, but the questions they’ve posed and the ones they haven’t are troubling to me. They worry about where the money came from for your new computer and books, but they don’t seem concerned that you’ll be spending random nights away from the house. That tells me that money is first and your safety is second, at best when you’re there. I’m terrified for you right now and terrified that we’re on the verge of losing you because you can’t accept our love, can’t accept that we DO love you.” I held her hand tight, afraid she’d bolt and we’d never see her again. “Please!” I begged. “Help me! Let me in so I can help!”


There were tears in her eyes too. “You CAN’T help me!” she shouted and tried to pull her hand free.


I held on as tight as I could. “NO!” I shouted back. “You need to talk about it, damn it! It’s gnawing at you and I can’t leave it alone knowing it’s killing you.”


“How would you know what it’s like to have something gnawing at you?!” she roared at me and something broke in me.


I stared at her and something inside me snapped. I could feel all the air in my chest constrict and my eyes glazed over with tears, blurring her face as I started to shake. “You think I don’t KNOW?!!? I killed Miranda!” I hissed back. “I had her thrown off her own balcony. I stood where it happened! I looked down at the stain where she hit the pavement! I see that every night. I did that! Me! You think that doesn’t tear at me?!!? You think it hasn’t occurred to me that justice would be me going over that same balcony?!!? I think about that every time I have that dream and watch the pavement rush closer as I fall! I have that dream every night! Even when I’m not asleep, I’ll close my eyes and be able to count every floor as they slide past on the way down! I can’t get it out of my head! I look at the tools in the garage and wonder if I could claw that thought out with one of them and if I could, I would! Is that what it’s like?!!? Does it feel like wanting to put a screwdriver into your temple just to make that stop?!!?”


I finally let her go and did what I hadn’t done since the news had come back. I broke down. I didn’t cry, I didn’t weep, I sobbed. I let go of her hands and I buried them in my hair, clenching them into fists as the dam that I’d built against this grief and guilt broke, spilling out everything that I’d held back. I let go of my hair and moved my hands, burying my face in them and shaking with sobs even as I counted every floor in my mind’s eye between Miranda’s balcony and the ground.


If we’d had that conversation at Donald’s apartment, I would have jumped. I had no doubt. I wanted to. I felt like I owed it to Miranda in repayment for what I’d done to her. I felt someone put their arms around me and I sobbed harder. I had no words left, nothing but this boiling, grieving guilt in my head that wouldn’t let go. I hated myself and what I’d become. I hated that freedom I was enjoying and the forgiveness that everyone was heaping on me for what I’d done. I hated Miranda for making me a murderer and myself for letting it happen.


I rocked back and forth, poison roiling in my soul. I hadn’t known it was there. I hadn’t felt it in my veins and I knew it was death if I didn’t get it out. I didn’t know how. I couldn’t talk, I couldn’t think all I could do was wail hopelessly. I was broken inside and I wasn’t sure the breaking had finished.


I calmed down some after a while or at least quieted. I was still trembling and sobbing occasionally.


“And you were worried about me?” she whispered softly. I wasn’t sure if she’d meant me to hear or not, but I nodded. “Listen, Matt,” she said, realizing that she had my attention. “You need to get this out. Call your doctor. She needs to know this.”


Slowly, one inch at a time, I clawed my way out of that hole and back onto solid ground. “No,” I croaked. I was going to tell Dr. Spencer about this, but that would come later.


“Yes!” she insisted sharply. “If you don’t deal with this and now, you’ll actually go out to the garage for something to dig that thought out of your head.”


I pulled myself together enough to raise my head. “No!” I said more firmly. “Not until we solve this! Not until you tell me.” My voice was cracking and my throat was threatening to close over, but I raised my head and stared at her with every ounce of resolve that I could manage. My chest felt like someone had hit me in the sternum with a hammer and it hurt to pull in every ounce of air.


“Leave it alone, Matt,” she warned me, shaking her head in horror at what I was asking her.


“No! I won’t! I know you’re in pain. I know you don’t feel like you’re worth it, but you’re worth a hell of a lot more than I am.” My voice still sounded like I’d been punched in the throat and there were tears streaming from my eyes. I still held her with my eyes, daring her to tell me otherwise. If I couldn’t help her, then I didn’t feel like there was any helping me. Whatever had happened to her, I was a murderer. I could feel the blood on my hands, I couldn’t see it, but it was there. I couldn’t wash that stain away, but if I couldn’t help her, I thought I might actually go mad from this.


“Don’t say that,” she begged me. “You’re not a bad person. What you did wasn’t evil, she was. Don’t you EVER forget that! She was going to kill your family. What else could you have done?”


“I DON’T KNOW!!!” I screamed in anguish, my face contorted in torment. “Everyone wants to know that! If I’m so smart, I SHOULD KNOW! I SHOULD HAVE KNOWN WHAT TO DO!” I was shaking and so was she. I couldn’t go on like this. I couldn’t live with this in my head. I was agitated and angry and hurt and a thousand other emotions all rolled into one. I couldn’t cope with this. I just wanted it to stop. I closed my eyes and thought about that drop from the balcony and how calming the wind on my face would be.


I pressed my fists to my forehead, like I was trying to press the thoughts out of my head.


“After my parents divorced, my uncle started sneaking into my room at night,” she told me. “I was eleven. He kept it up until I was fourteen and I had a miscarriage. Then it all came out. He’s still in jail. My aunt went back to Colorado and hasn’t spoken to any of us since. My mother barely talks to me. They blame me for it. My uncle was a good man, a pillar of the community. I can see the blame in their eyes. I blame myself. Maybe it’s stupid, but I can’t stop.”


Suddenly we were both crying. There were no words. We didn’t need any. We sat with our arms around each other, our guilt pouring out of us. I clung to her and I knew that she was clinging to me. This was the thing she’d been waiting for. It was what drove her to Miranda. It was what had made her suspicious of my generosity. Her uncle had been that type of man and had done the most monstrous thing imaginable to her. My tears stopped flowing and I didn’t feel as lost in guilt any more. I felt rage. He’d hurt one of my girls. I put aside my own pain and focused instead on hers.


I smoothed her hair and told her all the things that she should have been told all along. “It’s not your fault,” I said. “You were eleven. He was your uncle. He knew better and he robbed you of your innocence. You did nothing wrong. What he did was rape. He hurt you and hurt you and he’s still hurting you. We’re going to get through this. We’re going to make you understand that you’re not dirty or bad or damaged. You’re loved and valued and good.”


She laughed bitterly, the words ringing hollow in her ears.


“I love you,” I told her firmly and with more conviction than I could convey with words. “I will love you until the day you die which will not be for many decades for either of us.”


She looked up at me, still devastated. “No more thoughts about the balcony?” she asked.


I shook my head. “You need me here,” I told her. “I couldn’t leave you.” We wept bitter tears together. We were both in a lot of pain, but we’d get through it together. We’d be brave in the face of it for each other. I lifted her chin and kissed her softly. It wasn’t a passionate kiss, but a loving one. We were a mess. An unsexier pair, I could not imagine, but she was precious to me and I knew now that I’d kill to protect her. If I saw her uncle, I wouldn’t hesitate to make him an example to other child molesters.


We made our way back home and I took her to our place rather than the Powers house. We’d go there, but first we needed to clean up. There was no way we could erase the fact that we’d been crying, but at least we could wash our faces, blow our noses and get hold of ourselves before facing the family.


“It’s your mother you’ve been living with?” I asked when we were done in the bathroom.


She nodded and I made my decision. “Tomorrow you move in here. We’ll make it work. I don’t want you anywhere near those people again. If they blame you for what happened, they’re not family. They’re a knife in your back. We’re your family now. We’ll never stop loving you and we’ll never abandon you like they have. You’ll stay with us tonight and we’ll get your things tomorrow and Saturday.”


She looked like she wanted to object, but I was having none of it. “We’ll get you a car for the commute. I don’t want those people to have any way to hurt you ever again. You know what’s been tearing me apart. I swear to you if those people hurt you again, I will personally slit every one of their throats for that sin they’ve committed.” I said it with a steel in my voice that I knew made it clear that I meant it. “No one hurts my family. No one. Even if it costs me my soul to keep you all safe.”


She finally nodded and I took her hand, leading her next door. There was Chinese take-out spread across the table and all conversation cut off when we opened the door. They took in the look of us and they got up from the table, food forgotten.


“Are you two okay?” Patty asked as they crowded around us.


“No,” I admitted. “We’re going to be though. We both need to talk to Dr. Spencer tomorrow. I’ll call her after dinner to make the arrangements.” I was calmer than I thought I’d be, but Tabby and I had emptied ourselves at least for the moment and that left the emotional well dry for the moment.


I went to Colette and put my arms around her, hugging her tight. “I’m sorry that I had to take time away from you,” I told her. “Today was supposed to be your day. I promise I’ll make it up to you.”


She hugged me back hard and told me in no uncertain terms that I had nothing to make up to her. Today had been special to her. “I just hope you guys worked everything out.”


“We did. I won’t tell any of you her secrets, but my problems aren’t exactly a mystery. I’m ... I haven’t been dealing with what happened to Miranda as well as I thought. Guilt has been forcing me to think about her death more and more. You’ve all told me that I can’t blame myself for it, but I killed her. I stood in the last spot she stood on this Earth. I held the railing where she would have fought for her life. I stared at the stain on the pavement where she lost that fight. I can’t unsee that. I’m having nightmares where I’m the one going over the balcony. Lately I’ve been having them when I’m awake. When I close my eyes, I see the floors flashing past on my way to the pavement. I feel like as smart as I’m supposed to be, there was a way out for her too and I didn’t WANT to see it. Tabby made me face that, made me see that I was suppressing the guilt. I’ve even had the thought that to make it right, I should follow her path off that balcony. I clearly need a lot more time with Dr. Spencer to deal with things.”


“That’s not all of it,” Tabby said sternly waiting for me to tell them the rest.


I sighed. “No, it’s not,” I agreed. “The thoughts have been getting harder and harder to ignore. Lately I’ve been trying to think of how to get them to stop. I’ll spare you the details,” I shot Tabby a hard look, “but there were some pretty self-destructive solutions rattling around my head. I probably shouldn’t be left alone until I’ve talked to Dr. Spencer a few times and she’s sure I’m on the road to recovery.”


The implications of that were clearly understood around the table and there was an unspoken resolve for everyone to take up the cause.


“We do have one other complication,” I said gently. “It’s not a problem. It’s ... just more quickly than we’d anticipated it happening. Tabby’s coming home. I don’t want her in her current situation another minute. It’s as safe for her there as it is for me to be alone with my thoughts.” I looked at her and let that sink in for a moment before I continued. “That means we’re going to need a larger dresser and I need a book on carpentry so I can start working on a new bed-frame.”


“That will wait until after you talk to Dr. Spencer,” Mom said sharply.


“I agree,” I said. “I can’t be everywhere and do everything, so I need help. We need to get Tabby’s things, get a new dresser to replace mine, go shopping for both girls and get Tabby and I both in to see Dr. Spencer. That has to be first thing tomorrow.”


We returned our attention to dinner, but it was a very subdued affair. The news that I’d delivered along with Tabby’s unspecified emergency was weighing on us all. “I swear, I’m okay,” I said to Lana, who kept shooting me worried glances. “I can hold it together until I can talk to Dr. Spencer. I’ll call her right after dinner and you can all hear me make the appointment.” I turned back to my plate and tried to put the best face on it until I looked up and found that I was surrounded and they wanted more information. “Alright, let’s talk about it then,” I said, resignedly.


I looked around, but no one was speaking. They were afraid. They were afraid that the questions would make it worse, that the answers would be worse than what they imagined. I was going to have to start it. I wanted to talk about it less, not more. I sighed. “When I stood on her balcony and saw where she’d hit the ground ... I thought it would be justice for me to follow her,” I said quietly, starting it. “I know you’ve all said I shouldn’t feel that way, but it’s not that easy. It would be like telling a gay man that he should just stop being attracted to other men. In my head, I know that you think it’s silly for me to feel like this, but I can’t stop it. I killed that woman. I didn’t know her. I never even looked her in the eye. I ended her life without any of that and I owed her better than that. I can’t ever fix it or go back and do it better and part of me says that I’m so smart that I could have found another way. That tells me that I didn’t want to.” I frowned at my plate. “You’ve all said ‘what else could you have done?’ at one point or another, but that’s the point isn’t it? It was on my shoulders and it’s on my soul. We all treat my gift as being miraculous. If I’m really that smart, then I decided on some level that her dying was okay and it’s NOT. I might as well have thrown her off that balcony myself. At least then I’d have been able to look her in the eye, tell her I was sorry, see the look on her face.”


Collie took one of my hands and Tabby took the other as I talked. I’d sat between them tonight by unspoken agreement. “Miranda wasn’t a good person, Matt,” Collie said quietly. “At the time, I needed her a lot more than Tabby did, but she was terrible to us all. She was cruel and thoughtless and selfish and mean. If you had a choice, I’m GLAD you didn’t take it. She was mean to everyone. She took from everyone and gave back as little as possible and once she figured she’d gotten everything she wanted, she’d stop giving even that small bit. She was the kind of awful person that you hope has something bad happen to them at the end of movies. I was with her for over a year and there was nothing good about her.”


Tabby gave my hand a squeeze for my attention and I looked at her. She nodded. “You know what’s been eating me. You know why I stayed with her. Collie’s right. Would it be wrong to assassinate Hitler before he got into power? You’d never know he’d become history’s most hated man. You’d just know that you killed a man because with his death, you’d have prevented all the evil he did.”


“You’re saying Miranda was like Hitler?” I asked dubiously.


“I’m saying she could only hurt people. That’s all she did, it’s all she was. You’ve done more for the world by putting an end to her than any of us will ever know because we’d never be able to chart what she’d have done in the next five years or ten or how long she’d have gone. Can you imagine her getting into the head of someone in the government or the military? Imagine her selling the secrets she could get from them to terrorists. Can any of us count the lives that would have been ended because terrorists were able to plan a massive attack because of military secrets she could have sold them? Thousands? Tens of thousands? She’d have done it too, if she’d had the opportunity to get access to those secrets. I wasn’t with her nearly as long as Collie, but she had nothing to offer people but misery.”


I nodded. What they said helped, but I’d needed to hear it before it had been left to fester. Now it was firmly in my system, it was going to take more than swabbing out the wound to kill the infection. I needed Dr. Spencer for that.


That seemed to ease the tension some. “I thought you had a better handle on all this, Matt,” Dan commented, concerned.


“So did I,” I said simply.


“What happened?”


“I was hiding how much it bothered me. From all of you, but more importantly from myself. I hadn’t even been aware I was having thoughts about hurting myself until Tabby said ... Until she said something that broke through and forced me to look at it. I thought about a lot of ways to hurt myself including the tools in the garage, but as soon as the thought occurred to me, it got hidden so I didn’t even know it existed.” I caught Patty’s eye and knew that she understood what I was talking about. “I guess everyone was telling me that I shouldn’t feel guilt so much that I just decided it wasn’t acceptable to feel it. I couldn’t stop, so I hid it.”


“And this sparked Tabitha moving in?” Mom asked. “I thought her situation was working for her.”


“So did I,” I repeated what I’d said to Dan. “I’m not gonna step on her toes, but after we talked, I don’t want her going back there. I’d rather curl up in the bottom of the closet to sleep to make room for her here than send her back there. We love her more, we’ll take better care of her and we’ll worry more about her happiness.”


“That’s pretty harsh,” Mom pointed out.


“He’s ... not wrong,” Tabby said quietly and it was my turn to squeeze her hand.


“I’m not going to tell, but everyone here wants to help and they all feel like I do. I swear, it’s safe to tell them. They will love you every step of the way.” I brought her hand to my lips and kissed her fingertips. “I know they will.”


She nodded and took a deep breath. By the end of it, we were all emotional. I was raw, but everyone was affected by her story. True to my word, they surrounded her and showered her with hugs and affection and tears of comfort.


I went out to the back yard just for a minute of fresh air and checked my watch.


“Checking to see if it’s too late to call the doctor?” Dan asked, joining me quietly.


“Checking to see how far drinking age is, actually,” I said, trying my hand at levity.


“Not a great idea,” he said gently.


“I know. Aside from the fact that alcohol is a depressant, I’d just wake up tomorrow groggy and with the same problem. Still, I’ve read a lot about the medicinal benefits of a stiff drink.” I shrugged. I wasn’t asking for one. I didn’t really need one. I just felt like I was holding together by some very flimsy glue and I could feel it peeling at the seams.


I took out my phone and dialed Dr. Spencer’s after-hours number. I expected to get a service that would page her, but she answered directly.


“Hi,” I said, sounding surprised. “I expected to get an answering service and leave a message. I’m sorry to disturb you.”


“It’s okay Matt. I assume since you’re calling, it’s you who’s disturbed?”


“Yes,” I said quietly. “We need to see you. Can we come in tomorrow?”


“We? What’s wrong?” she asked, going from attentive to focused.


“You remember that traumatic event you told me that every therapist treats a patient for at least once in their career? One of my girls needs you.”


“So not you?” she asked, seeming to calm down some.


“No, I need you too. Maybe more than either you or I realized. In the course of getting her to talk to me, she ... I don’t know what happened. She said something and I realized that I’ve been deep in over my head. I’ve been thinking of...” I was aware of Dan standing there, hearing what I was saying, but there was no way to candy-coat it. “I’ve been having suicidal thoughts and suppressing them. Jumping from her balcony has seemed particularly attractive. The family knows. They’re gonna make sure I don’t do anything stupid until you can get hold of me and slap some sense into me.”


“Well, I doubt there’ll be any slapping,” she allowed. “Let me talk to your mother.”


I stepped back inside and looked at the group of them still focused on Tabby. She was looking overwhelmed and in need of rescue. “Mom?” I said loudly, getting her attention. “Dr. Spencer wants to talk.” I handed her the phone and went to Tabby. I pulled her into my arms and drew Collie in with us. These two girls had known each other the longest and both deserved my attention today or as much of it as I had left to give. The others drifted off and let us have a moment together. There were no tears, for which I was grateful. Tabby and I had cried ourselves out. We both trembled a little, the emotional toll that the day had taken weighing on us heavily.


When Mom returned, she informed us that Dr. Spencer was calling in a prescription for a mild sleeping pill and she wanted us both to take it tonight. She took Lilly to go get it and Tabby and I were supervised like we might break if not watched.


Patty came to sit with me and I could tell she wanted to talk to me. “I get it,” she said softly while the others concentrated on Tabby for the moment. I was content with less attention. I felt like Tabby deserved help and support far more than I did.


I nodded for Patty’s benefit. “I thought you might recognize some of what I was talking about. I still don’t remember that night and I’m okay with that. I don’t want you to feel guilty about something that can’t hurt me any more. I just thought you might want to hear that it isn’t a factor in what’s eating me.”


“I appreciate it, but after today, is that really true?” she asked. “This wasn’t bothering you when you left the house earlier, but it was there below the surface.”


I shrugged. “If it never comes back to the surface, then it never bothers me. When it does, we’ll deal with it and we’ll still be okay afterwards.”


“You’re sure of that?” she asked gently.


“I’m a murderer,” I said bluntly. “I can hardly claim the high ground and push you away for yelling at me.”


“You’re not gonna let go of that thought, are you?” she asked, dismayed that I was still calling myself a murderer.


“It’s the only way I can think of it,” I told her. “It’s like Lana looks at what happened in the hospital as me dying and won’t listen to opposing opinions about it. I’ve been struggling with this and it’s not getting easier.”


“What did she say to get it out of you?” she asked softly.


Neither of us had noticed that Tabby had approached us. “I told him he didn’t know what it was like to have something gnawing at him,” she said. “That’s when he broke down and told me. After he was done, he wouldn’t let me go without telling him what happened to me.”


“We’re all glad you two got each other to talk,” Patty said, getting up and giving Tabby a hug. “I hope you’ll both be okay. Talk to him for a bit. I’m gonna talk to the girls for now.”


She left us alone and I knew we were being plotted against. “How’re you doing?” I asked softly as she sat down.


“Better than you are at the moment,” she said tiredly. “I never had thoughts about killing myself.”


I flinched a little bit. It was the term that I’d been trying to avoid, but it was the truth. One did not walk away from a self-lobotomy in the garage.


“I don’t think I ever would, but the impulse was there. Not particularly constructive, but the thought was enticing, I guess. I’ve got too much to live for to actually throw it away on a whim.”


“You mean the money?” she asked and I shook my head emphatically.


“The money only matters to me as much as what it can do to make our lives better. It’s you, that I was talking about. You and Collie and Lana and Beck and the rest of our family. I kind of poured a lot of myself into that sketch. I drew it while I was talking to Dr. Spencer. She lets me have a fair bit of leeway to talk about what’s important and we talked about you and Collie that day. I told her I was worried about you both and I worried about how best to help you.”


“I don’t get why you care,” she told me. “Seriously, who am I to you that you’d pay thousands of dollars for my university, demand to know what happened to me and make room here for me?”


“It started with a talk with Donald,” I told her. “After Miranda died, he told me that one of her others wasn’t doing so well.” I looked over at Collie significantly. “He asked if I’d meet you. That’s when I realized that I hadn’t given a thought to the people that were counting on Miranda. You and Collie were left behind. Suddenly you were adrift and it was my fault. I agreed to meet you. He hoped that I could take Collie and at least keep her stable enough to go on with life until she found a place of her own. I don’t think he was counting on this being her place to belong.”


I stopped and ran a hand through my hair and taking a breath before continuing. “Before we got to the restaurant, the girls were both enamored with you two and that made me think about taking you both if you were interested on a more permanent basis. We talked and Collie was primed for a new owner. You weren’t convinced. I thought it was because I was male and I guess with what I know now, that might have played a minor part, but I think your reluctance was a complex blend. I’m young. That might have reminded you of what your uncle had done. I’m male. The situation with Donald is surreal, at best. I’m also not what you were used to. I cared. Even in the restaurant, you were on-guard against that. We sparred a lot, you and I.” I smiled wanly to let her know I wasn’t angry about it. “Eventually I convinced you to give us a try. I think part of you wanted to believe it was possible for it to be like I’d described.”


She nodded. “I figured if it wasn’t, it was no worse than it was with Miranda,” she confirmed.


“You’ve been at this to degrade yourself because you feel guilty about your uncle,” I said, referring to her submission.


“Yeah. A little,” she admitted. “Does that make you want to send me away?”


“No,” I said simply. “It makes me want to help you see value in yourself. We see it. We want you to see it too. Your collar should be here in the next few days. If you still want it, it’s yours. If not, then this is still your home. Whether it’s as a lover, sister, a sub or all three. My first concern is to make sure you’re happy, healthy and safe here. If you don’t feel like you can share a room with us, we’ll make other arrangements, but this will still be your home. That is non-negotiable. You’re HOME. Get used to it.”


She hugged me and put her lips next to my ear. “Thank you!” she whispered emotionally. “When that collar comes, I want it. I hope you still want me.”


“Always, Tabby-cat,” I murmured back to her and wrapped my arms around her. That brought fresh tears and brought some attention.


“What did you say?” Patty asked, alarmed. She thought that I’d upset her, but Tabby raised her head from my shoulder and shook her head.


“He said exactly the right thing,” she said, smiling and sniffling at the same time.


That calmed people down and I left her in the capable care of Patty, Lana and Beck. I took Collie’s hand and led her away to sit on the patio furniture in the back yard. “Collie, I’m sorry I made such a mess of today,” I started, but she put a finger on my lips to quiet me.


“You did exactly right,” she said lovingly. “You took care of me all afternoon and made sure that none of my fears came true. When we got back here, you showed me that you loved me and then you proved to me that if I ever need you, you’ll drop everything to take care of me, like you did for Tabby. She needed you and you needed her. I’m glad you’re both going to get help.”


I nodded. “It’s been kind of a shitty couple of days,” I said and told her about what had happened the day before when leaving the hospital.


“We sincerely need to get out of town for a while before school starts,” she said sympathetically. “We could go down to New York and spend a week in the city or go up the coast to Maine for the lobsters or something! You could use the change of scenery and we could use a little family vacation.”


I thought about it and nodded. I wondered how we would manage with me, five girls and three parents. “I think we might need some sort of van for all of us to travel together,” I commented lightly.


“Probably,” she allowed. “If it’s just the five of us though, we can squeeze into a good sized car. We wouldn’t want to drive to California like that, but we could spend 4 hours in the car to go to New York for a week without much trouble.”


I nodded and wondered about getting something like that later on. It was probably stupid where Mom and Dan both had full-sized cars that we could caravan on longer trips or even fly direct, but it made me think about an SUV rather than something sportier when it was time for me to start driving.


We sat and cuddled in one of the lounge chairs and I gave her a little of the attention that I’d promised her earlier. “I really hate how much of today I had to spend somewhere else,” I told her again. “I don’t regret having to talk to Tabby. It was something we both needed and if it hadn’t been today, we might have lost her. I still wish it hadn’t happened on your day.”


“Our day,” she said lightly and kissed me softly. “Today our family is complete. Tabby’s come home, I’m home and we’re all going to be happy once we get you both over the terrible things that have happened to you.”


I nodded and kissed her again. We were enjoying the late evening sunshine when the glass door slid open again and Lana was standing there. “Hey guys,” she said quietly. “Everything okay?”


I nodded. “We’re just talking. I wanted to tell Collie how bad I felt about having to take time out of her day.”


She came to join us and nodded. “We talked about that,” she told us.


“Oh?” I asked, surprised.


“Yep. We figured that the best thing to do is to let you two have some time alone while we’re getting Tabby’s things and then you and Tabby can have some time together before we all settle in.”


“I think we should all be in on the conversation,” I pointed out dryly. “We also have to get a new dresser and probably a second bed even if it’ll be a little while before I can get a new frame built to put them together.”


“That’s been decided already,” she said dismissively. “Tomorrow the Moms are going out to get new furniture while you and Tabby are with Dr. Spencer. Then we’re going to lunch and then we’re going to go get Tabby’s stuff while you fuck Collie senseless. When the furniture is delivered, we’ll all put it together assuming that you two can walk at that point. If not, just lounge around and stay out of the way.”


She was bright and cheerful as she took charge of everything I noticed and I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of force of nature she’d be in the workplace.


“Once we have all her stuff here, we’re gonna go through all our clothes to figure out what needs replacing and what doesn’t fit right any more. Then we’ll go shopping. That’s going to be a full day to get done, so we’ll probably do that on Monday rather than tomorrow so that you’ll be at Harvard in the morning and the hospital in the afternoon. You’ll come home to the best fashion show ever. Then you can give Tabby the best sex ever and we’ll all settle into bed piled together.”


“There’s one wrinkle,” I said softly. “Tabby was raped repeatedly for three years straight. Then she was treated like crap by her family over it until she believed that it was her fault. It might be a long time before she’s ready for sex with any of us.”


“Then what do we do?” she asked.


“Love her. Put no pressure on her and make sure she knows that her place here isn’t based on her having sex. Treat her like Lilly until she’s ready for us to be lovers. Assuming she ever IS ready for that. There’s no guarantee that she’ll ever want that. It’s way more important for her to be happy than for me to get laid.”


They both nodded. “I don’t think you’re going to have any trouble finding someone to take on that chore,” Lana said dryly. “You still haven’t taken me in the ass yet. Beck still raves about it when people will listen.”


“Beck doesn’t always wait for people to listen,” I said dryly. “I sometimes worry that we’ve created a monster. When we get to school we’re going to have a full time job keeping her from convincing half the school from showing up at the front door with a jar of Vaseline and coupon for a free balloon.”


That got the first laugh I’d heard since I’d come back with Tabby. Both girls thought that was uproariously funny and a second later, we were joined by Tabby and Beck. Patty lingered by the door, listening, but leaving us alone.


I explained the conversation and repeated what I’d said that got the girls to laugh.


Beck joined in, but stuck her tongue out at me. “Well maybe not a FREE balloon, but certainly 50% off balloon purchases,” she said, compromising. “Seriously, do you know how many girls have shitty sex in our school? Once word gets out, you’ll be swimming in girls.”


“I AM swimming in girls,” I reminded her. “Has it occurred to you that every girl you brag to about me is a girl that wants to take your spot?” I asked her.


She shrugged. “At your age, if a teenage girl can wear you out, we need to set aside some time in your schedule for more cardio.”


“One girl, I agree, but by the end of September, there’ll be two lines outside. One filled with eager girls looking to test out whether you’re bragging or lying and a second line of angry boyfriends looking to punch me in the dick for their girlfriends being in the first line.”


She appeared to give that some thought and nodded. “I suppose we’ll just have to get a security detail to run those boys off the property. You’ll have to start with the girls rugby team. They’ll be able to take care of most of the boys.”


“Patty, do you have something to sedate her?”


“I do, but Collie’s sitting on it right now,” she said with a smirk and we all laughed. Collie ground her ass down on my crotch a little more and I felt a lot better, not from the feel of her moving against me, but because the mood was light and the air was filled with laughter.


We bantered like that back and forth until Lilly and Mom returned and everyone joined us outside. “I must say, I wasn’t expecting this mood when I got back,” she said with a smile.


“We decided this was what we needed after so many tears,” I said to general agreement. “Thank you all. I know I needed this and I think we all did to some extent.”


We dialed it back some, but we still enjoyed a pleasant evening, watching the sun go down and talking over pleasant topics. We all returned to the table to pick at the remains of dinner before the leftovers went into the fridge for snacks over the next couple of days.


When we got back to the house, Mom called for Tabby and I. “One each of you,” she said, shaking out a pair of pills into her hand. “I have instructions from Dr. Spencer and you’re both to be there at 9AM sharp. She’ll talk to you both and then decide if she needs to split you up for more in-depth work. Lana’s picking you up and then we’re all going to lunch except Dan who’ll be at work.”


We nodded and told her that Lana had filled us in on some of the details. We took a deep breath and took our pills before heading downstairs to meet the rest of the girls. They were naked, but hadn’t piled into bed yet.


“I think we can make it work for tonight,” Lana said, sounding hopeful. I kissed her and undressed for bed. I got into the center of the bed and Collie slipped in beside me on one side. I looked at Tabby and held my hand out to her. She hesitated and then nodded, stripping her clothes off quickly and sliding in to rest her head on my chest next to Collie’s. I looked up and Lana and Beck squeezed in on the ends.


“Everyone in?” I asked, raising my head to check.


“We’re good,” Beck said and Lana agreed. “Looks like one bed is workable, but not enough room for us to roll around freely.”


“Please!” I scoffed. “Two of us just took sleeping pills. We’re not gonna be doing much rolling till morning.”


I kissed Collie and Tabby both deeply and told all my girls that I loved them so much. We settled down and I felt Beck shift to turn out the lamp.


I lay there, feeling more and more drowsy, and I couldn’t believe the thoughts that I’d been having. No wonder I’d been hiding them from myself. Kill myself? It was ludicrous. I had four beautiful women surrounding me. For some unknowable reason they all loved me and each other. I felt lucky enough to be in the same room with them, let alone the same bed. It was everything I’d ever wanted and more. It was perfection beyond measure.


I thought about Miranda and about what Tabby and Collie had said. I felt a little better about it hearing that these two people that I trusted told me that there was nothing in Miranda to save. I slipped into dreams still thinking like that. The pavement was getting closer. Was I on a bike or passing a balcony?


Chapter 30


Friday morning was a carbon copy of most of the week with sun and heat in the forecast. I wished we were going to the beach, but we had a lot to do before that was a possibility. I thought there was a chance we could squeeze in a day on Sunday. Collie was working 2-11 the next two days, but she had Sunday off miraculously.


After breakfast, Lana dropped us off at the hospital and promised she was only a few minutes away when we were done.


I took Tabby’s hand, swore to her that she’d be fine and led her through the hospital to Dr. Spencer’s office on the third floor. I hadn’t brought my sketchpad today. I wanted to focus on the problems and get them out in the open.


I knocked on her door and she answered it promptly and ushered us inside. I noticed the sketch of her hanging prominently in a very nice frame. That made me smile. I liked the thought of her being proud of that drawing and resolved to make her another one soon.


She sat us on the couch and got down to it. “I apologize, Matt,” she said right away.


I blinked, confused. “What? Apologize? What for?”


She took out a piece of paper and put it on the coffee table between us. “You told me how much distress you were in and I missed it.” I recognized the drawing I’d done of the men forcing Miranda toward her balcony.


Tabby reached out and took it, staring at it in horror. “Why would you draw this?” she asked, horrified.


“Matt sees her like that in his dreams,” Dr. Spencer supplied. “I hope you don’t mind me filling in a few blanks for her Matt, but I can’t overstate how much you need to lean on your family to get through this and the more they understand what’s going on, the more they can help.”


“Dr. Spencer ... Victoria,” I corrected myself, using her first name for the first time. “I trust you with my life. You’ve saved it in more ways than one. I trust you with my soul. It’s what I’m here to ask your help with. I trust you with my future. That’s why I brought one of the people that I love most in this world to you for help. If you tell me something is for my own good, I agree to it. I know you would never do anything to harm me. You don’t need to ask permission or forgiveness for trying to help me. Without you, I wouldn’t be here. That gives you all the permission you ever need from me.”


She nodded. “I appreciate that,” she said quietly. “I still feel like I failed you by not recognizing how much distress you were in.”


“Under normal circumstances, I’d make some lewd suggestion of how you could make it up to me that involved X-Ray techs and some field research for a paper I hope you’ll write about me for a journal of sexual development, but ... No, that all sounds like a terrific idea. We’ll go with that.” I gave her a little smile and winked.


She laughed and Tabby joined in.


“I’ll take it under advisement,” she said grudgingly, but there was a trace of a smile there. “First, I think it’s important to address the suicidal thoughts you’ve been having.”


“I hadn’t even realized I’d been feeling like that until she got me to talk about it. It was a complete surprise to me. Last night I thought about it a lot after we went to bed. I have too much to live for to kill myself. I think I’ve latched onto it as a way of easing the pain, getting peace from everything that’s happened and push the problems away. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to harm myself, but I suppose it’s like a fat person looking at a buffet when they’re on a diet, trying to get themselves in shape. They know that it would be an emotional payoff, but the drawbacks afterwards just aren’t worth it, as much as they think it will make them feel good.”


“That makes some sense, Matt. Now why don’t the two of you tell me what happened yesterday and we’ll go from there. I may have to split you up so that we can work with a little bit of privacy.”


“Don’t split us up for my session,” I told her. “Tabby can know anything we talk about here.”


She nodded. “There may be points that you feel different about, but if so, we’ll discuss it.”


“She knows that I murdered her former lover,” I said starkly. “How much more sensitive can our sessions get?”


“I suppose it depends on what X-ray techs I bring along?” she teased me back.


I laughed at the unexpected banter and settled back. “I suppose I deserve that, but the five of us slept in the same bed last night, so they’d have to be some pretty impressive techs.”


We talked a lot throughout the morning. She drew us both out about our issues. I offered to leave while she talked to Tabby privately, but she refused.


“You’re the first person that hasn’t blamed me,” she told me. “I want you to stay.”


After that, things went smoothly for the most part.


“I’ll want to see you both again next week,” she said. “Matt, I have you booked in for two hours on Monday afternoon. I’ll stretch that appointment to three hours and see you both again at that time. If you’re both agreeable, I’d like to see you individually later in the week too. I think one session together and one privately and we should be able to cover more ground. I’ll schedule you both in for separate appointments on Thursday. Matt, I’ll see you in the morning for two hours starting at 9 and Tabitha, I’ll talk to you at 1 and we’ll see what comes up. If we decide that the two of you together is more productive, we’ll go back to that, but for now, I want to see you individually at least once a week. I also gave your mother a second prescription, but asked her not to tell you about it. It’s for an anti-anxiety medication called Ativan. It’s a fast acting pill. You slip it under your tongue and it dissolves quickly for fast absorption. If something is going on that has you upset, take one. It should ease your immediate anxiety. Charlotte knows to split them up and give them to each of you. The sleeping pills are for both of you too. Tabitha, I’ll need your insurance information before you leave here. I’ll be able to bill your school insurance directly.”


Tabby filled out some paperwork and then we were ready to leave.


She was showing us out when I asked her what her favorite animal was.


“Animal?” she repeated. “I don’t know ... Off-hand, I’d say tigers are a beautiful cat. Going to try your hand at the animal kingdom?” she asked.


“I figured I’d spoil you a little since you’ve moved your schedule around for me a few times now,” I told her. “Besides, I have the ability. Why not use it?”


She nodded and we left to go outside where we could call Lana to pick us up. After this week’s encounter with Dr. Collins, everyone was a little extra vigilant about him.


“Feel any better?” I asked Tabby while we rode the elevator down to the lobby.


“I dunno. Maybe? A little? How about you?”


“Not really. I trust her, so I know she’ll get me back to solid ground. Last night I really did lay down and decide that no matter how often the thought comes to me, I wasn’t going to act on it. You and the other girls are too precious to me. I couldn’t leave you.” I shrugged and texted Lana that we were ready.


“You’re a strange young man,” she said softly.


“I know. In some ways I don’t feel real to myself. In others, I feel perfectly normal. I feel like you haven’t had a lot of people care for you. I have. To me that’s normal, but for you, it’s weird. You’ll get used to it. It might take some time, but we’ll get you to the point that it feels right instead of strange.”


“You sure about that?” she asked, dubiously.


I nodded. “I am. I will personally do everything in my power to help you recover from this. Your nightmare has been going on for years between the abuse and being blamed for it. It stops now. We’re going with you to get your things and when we do, we’ll be with you for any questions you might have to answer.”


“I thought you were going to be committed to welcoming Collie home today,” she said with a smirk.


I shook my head. “Plenty of time for that later,” I said. “I’m worried about you right now. I want to be there when you go to get your things in case we need fast answers. I’m at least still good for that.”


She frowned. “You’re good for a lot more than that,” she told me sternly. “You’re right. My mother still blames me for what happened with my uncle. She doesn’t say so most of the time, but sometimes around the holidays, she’ll have a little too much to drink and she’ll bring it up. I think she blames me for her and Dad breaking up too, like what was happening with Uncle Wally was happening with Dad too. It wasn’t. I don’t know why he left, but we never heard from him again.”


“Your mom’s a real peach,” I said dryly. “You were eleven. What idiot thinks it’s an eleven year old’s fault when a grown man crawls into her bed? I’m young enough to remember vividly being eleven and I knew next to nothing about sex, let alone how to go about GETTING any. Hell, at that age, I was still more interested in sports than girls. I kind of want to lay eyes on the woman that can look at herself in the mirror and blame her daughter for the breakup of her marriage. You have any brothers or sisters?”


“I have a brother. He’s okay. We still talk. He’s a couple of years older than me, but he works down in Quincy so I don’t get to see him much.”


“Should we invite him around or does he need to be eased into the idea of our home life?” I asked, concerned. “If he’s good to you, I want him to be part of your life if we can manage it.”


“Well ... He’d be okay with it, but he’s got his own lifestyle. I’m not sure how cool that would be,” she said delicately.


“Gay?” I asked directly. She nodded sheepishly. “Invite him around. If he has a boyfriend, invite him too. I’ll talk to everyone else, but I’ve had a couple of gay classmates. Some people make a big deal out of it, but I don’t have a problem with it. I even got hit on by one of them last year. I told him I was only interested in girls like that and he was totally respectful about it. I still talk to him. It’s just that I’m not cool with sucking cock from a personal standpoint. I still felt a little flattered that he thought I was boyfriend material.”


“Most guys would have called him something rotten and spread rumors about him,” she said, surprised.


“I get picked on for being smart. I’m not about to throw someone else under the bus for something they don’t have any choice in,” I pointed out. “But point taken. Your brother is golden in my books if he treats you okay. I don’t care if he sleeps with every guy in the world so long as he’s good to you.”


“EVERY guy in the world?” she asked me playfully.


I shrugged. “I’m not into guys. It’s not my thing. If one of you sincerely needed to see two guys together to complete your lives, I’d consider it. Hell, who am I kidding? For you girls, I’d do it. I can’t imagine I’d enjoy it, but I’d do anything for my girls. If that means bringing in another guy to give one of you the show of a lifetime, I would. I just sincerely hope that I don’t ever get asked to.”


“You really are strange,” she said with a shake of her head.


I shrugged again. “I know, but you girls are way more important to me than holding on to my comfort zone.”


Lana showed up a few minutes later and we piled into her car to go to lunch. We were going to a place nearby and when we got there, everyone was waiting for us.


There were hugs all around and then we sat and had our lunch, chatting back and forth. Toward the end of the meal, the topic of the afternoon came up and I suggested that we might all want to be there for Tabby since things were likely to be less than cordial.


“We’ve got this covered,” Lana said firmly. “You and Collie go home. Someone needs to be there in case the furniture shows up early or we get caught up with packing.”


I looked around the table and nodded with a smile. I wasn’t going to win this argument and persisting would hurt Collie. “Alright, but call us if something goes wrong.”


“There’s six of us. What could go wrong?” Beck asked brightly. I didn’t like the sound of that challenge, but again, I nodded.


When we split up, I took Collie’s hand and we walked back to her car, watching the rest of them drive away in a three car convoy of Patty’s car, Lana’s and Mom’s. “We can follow them, if you want,” she offered meekly.


I shook my head. “No, you deserve my attention. I’m just overly worried.” I smiled at her and told her to take us home.


“About Tabby?” she asked delicately while we pulled out of the parking lot.


“About both of you,” I replied. “Some of the things that you’ve reacted to have made me worried about how much stress you’ve been under. You were under a lot more financial trouble than you let on, weren’t you?”


“Yeah,” she admitted. “I was gonna have to work a lot through the school year to pay for it. You were right about that. Being able to live here where I can get some peace and quiet is going to be huge too. I can do some work at the library, but you gave me a lot of help to make it easier on me.”


I nodded and told her that I’d suspected as much. We drove the rest of the way home and parked at the curb to let the other cars have access to the driveway with Tabby’s things.


We went downstairs to our room and I took her hand, drawing her to me. She was taller than me, but so were all the girls right now. That would change over the next few years, but right now, she had to bend her head down to kiss me.


I ran my hands over her back, kissing her deeply, letting passion grow at its own pace. I’d been aching for relief for days, but with events outpacing me, this was the first time I’d felt even remotely like doing anything about it.


She wrapped her arms around me and pulled me tighter against her, moaning softly into my mouth as my hands explored her back. I pulled her shirt out of her jeans and slid my hands inside, making her moan again, more insistently this time. I moaned along with her this time, my hands gliding over her smooth skin, making me lose myself in how delicate she felt in my arms.


Her own hands were just as busy, pulling my shirt up so she could touch me. We broke the kiss briefly, letting us pull our tops off each other before coming together again, our lips crushing against each other. The slow build I was hoping for had rapidly gotten out of control and neither of us were going to stop it.


I snapped open her bra clasp with practiced fingers and she shrugged it off before pulling me back to her, crushing her breasts against my chest. I couldn’t believe this marvelous, sexy woman had been intimidated by her roommate just the day before. There was no way that girl could compete for my affections with Collie.


I finally broke the kiss and pushed her back onto the bed, watching her breasts bounce as she settled on the mattress. I unzipped her jeans and tugged them off her hips, pulling them down her legs and off her feet. Her panties were black and lacy as her bra had been. I pulled then down and off, leaving her naked before me.


I shed my own clothes quickly and dropped to my knees. She got the hint and spread her thighs, pulling her legs up and opening her treasures to my eyes. We were both in dire need of this. Her excitement was as obvious as my own. Her labia were puffy and red and I thought I could feel the heat from them already. Her moisture glistened enticingly at her center and I couldn’t help it any longer. I lowered my head between her thighs and tasted her for the first time.


She groaned and arched her back as if she’d been weeks without relief. I felt her shudder and groan and her walls clamped around my tongue as she came. She’d been on a hair trigger and I started to wonder if she was conditioned not to touch herself if not ordered. I lapped at her pussy, taking long licks that started at her ass and swiped with deliberate slowness up to her clit and its hood before starting over again.


She was moaning and whimpering constantly, her head rolling back and forth as she rode wave after wave of pleasure. She cried out through two more orgasms like that, her hands clutching at my head and her hips bucking more and more madly each time she came. I finally wriggled my tongue into the folds that were hiding her clit, feeling the firm little button and swirling around it.


She jerked upright, her eyes bulging and both her hands crushed my face against her. This time she screamed and I could feel her whole body tremble. I sucked on her clit and lashed it with my tongue, driving her wild and she thrashed in the throes of an orgasm so hard I was amazed. I’d seen Lana cum so hard she couldn’t move. This one was more violent, more primal somehow.


When it finally passed, she collapsed limply across the bed, gasping and whimpering from the aftershocks. I blew a gentle breath across her clit making her groan again and made her hips jump. I could actually watch her pussy and ass clench from the small orgasm, the muscles fluttering. I thought that might actually be a first.


I crawled up her body, and lowered myself onto her, letting her feel my weight as my mouth sought out hers. She was still a little overwhelmed, but kissed me back hungrily, her passion not deterred by the mind-numbing orgasm she’d had.


She reached between us and took hold of my cock, pointing it toward her entrance before she bucked her hips at mine, her invitation clear. I raised myself up on my arms after one last kiss and let her aim my cock as I pushed forward, gasping as I felt the heat and wetness of her pussy. I pushed aside her lips, sliding into her without difficulty. She was tight, but so wet that there was no resistance, just the most delicious pressure from every direction.


Neither of us were going to last long. We could both tell that we were close and when we went off, it would be the end of us. I slid into her, intending to draw it out as long as I could, but my body betrayed me, overriding my conscious mind and soon my hips were flying, pounding my cock into her depths, making her scream almost constantly. She raked my back with her nails and wrapped her legs around me, pulling me deeper even as I battered the head of my cock against her cervix, filling her completely. I was groaning constantly and I knew I was close. I was hoping to make her cum once more before the end, but I wasn’t sure I had that much time left.


I slammed into her as hard and fast as I could for a dozen strokes, my balls slapping against her ass with each thrust before I trembled and felt my own orgasm start. I screamed and mashed my pubic bone against her clit as my cock twitched deep inside her, the first spurts of cum blasting against the entrance of her womb. My hips worked raggedly, bucking and only half in my control as my orgasm seemed to go on forever.


We were screaming together as we came, my orgasm triggering her own. When it was over, I collapsed onto her, suddenly exhausted and sated. We lay like that for a long time, sucking our breath in raggedly and feeling our hearts beating together. “I love you, Collie,” I said softly when thought wasn’t so difficult and I’d caught my breath enough to express thought out loud.


“I love you too, my Master,” she said softly, echoing what Lana said she preferred to think of me as.


We kissed and cuddled and finally felt like getting a shower. I washed her body and hair lovingly, taking her directions on how she treated her hair and when I’d rinsed her off, she did the same for me.


We were just finished dressing and I’d lit a scented candle when the doorbell rang.


I went upstairs to get it and smiled broadly when I saw the UPS truck. I signed for the package and thanked the driver before taking it inside to open it. Colette was beside herself when she saw the collars inside the packaging. She swept her hair aside and I locked it in place before kissing her again. “Now I truly am your Master,” I told her, making her shiver. She hugged me tight, tears of happiness in her eyes and I held her just as tight.


We went back downstairs and shifted the bed a little to allow for the new one to go in beside it. We stripped the blankets and sheets off the bed and got them washed and ready to put back on the bed.


“We’re never going to find sheets and blankets to fit two beds side by side,” I commented, knowing that things like that just weren’t made.


She shrugged. “It’s probably not a big deal. We’re not going to be thrashing around in the middle of the night. At least not in our sleep,” she added with a lewd smirk.


I smiled at that. Most guys my age would be drooling over the pages of magazines like I’d been just a few weeks ago. Now I had so much attention, that I didn’t need to do more than mention I was horny to have my girls jumping to take care of it. It was a hell of a change.


We lounged around, waiting for the furniture or the girls whichever came first. It turned out that the girls were there first. Lana opened the front door leading a visibly distraught Tabby in. We were both on our feet in a flash, going to guide her back to the couch and sit her down in the middle. I sat on one side and Collie on the other.


“You were right,” Lana said. “You should have been there.” She turned and went out to the cars while we hugged Tabby without trying to pry out of her what happened.


The girls filed through, carrying boxes and bags with them, mostly filled with clothes and books and the odds and ends from her room at her mother’s house. When they were done, they all came to sit with us and we finally got the full story on what had happened when they’d gotten there.


Her mother had a boyfriend, it turned out and they were both there, both hostile at Tabby and the rest of the girls too. When they found out that the reason they were there was to get her stuff and move it out, they hit the roof and started screaming abuse and obscenities. It had taken a call to police from my mother to get things to calm down some. The police had provided them the time that they needed to get her things and pack them in the cars. They’d had to show that the clothes, books and the laptop were all Tabby’s when the boyfriend had claimed she was stealing things. Fortunately, she was prone to keeping receipts so the new computer wasn’t an issue. Patty had pointed out that the clothes were obviously too small for the mother to have ever worn and asked him sweetly if the panties were his.


They told me things had gone downhill after that and the boyfriend was spending the evening in jail for uttering threats and assault. He’d thrown a beer bottle at Patty. He’d missed, but he’d thrown it intending to hit her. I was glad that we were through that particular confrontation.


“It’s probably best that I wasn’t there, by the sound of it. It doesn’t seem to me like either of them were really pleasant to deal with,” I commented, my arms still around Tabby.


“Her mother called her some names that made me want to slap her,” Mom said, her eyes narrowed in anger. “I can’t believe ANYONE would treat their child like that.”


“She called me a whore,” Tabby said softly. “She said I’d been a whore for Uncle Wally and probably my father before that.”


“You’re not a whore,” I told her firmly. “You’re a beautiful, caring woman who’s just come home after a long time not having a real home.”


That made her burst out into tears and I suspected it wasn’t the first time today. I held her and Collie held her and everyone else gathered around as best they could to comfort her as she cried herself out.


I held her and murmured my love and support to her, letting her gather her thoughts curled into me and Collie. We were the people who she was bonded to most strongly. Collie through her time with Miranda and me through our personal anguish. We were all coming together, but it was a slow process and we’d all need time to adjust.


The new furniture arrived soon after that. I stayed with Tabby while the others went to put it all in place and get it together. She was quiet, talking about things intermittently and thinking in between.


“Are you going to want to keep in touch with her at all or was today goodbye?” I asked gently.


She shook her head. “Maybe when I’m done with college I’ll want to talk to her, but not now.”


“Good,” I said softly, stroking her hair. She shifted to look at me without moving away. There was a question in her eyes and I tried to answer. “She’s bad for you. She blamed a little girl for the actions of a grown man. I would say that Uncle Wally was probably closer to your mother than your father was. I’m certain that she’ll welcome him back into her life when his jail time is over. I don’t want you anywhere near that nightmare. Stay here with us. It’ll take some time, but you’ll get used to feeling loved and accepted.”


“Maybe,” she said uncertainly.


I lifted her chin and looked in her eyes. “I love you,” I told her firmly.


“You barely know me,” she argued.


“I don’t know everything that’s happened to make you who you are,” I corrected her. “That doesn’t matter. I don’t know all the things that go into making ice cream. I still love it. Same idea. I bet you taste sweeter though.”


She laughed a little at that and then kissed me and suggested we go see how they were getting along. I’d miraculously said the right thing and she was more like her old self. I wish I’d been around to have words with the old battle-axe that had birthed her, but it was for the best that I didn’t. I’d save that for when the mother tracked her down. Somehow I thought I might get a chance to give her a piece of my mind.


The rest of the afternoon was far less tense and far more enjoyable. Tabby got her collar. We had dinner at the barbecue again and I noted that we were going to need more patio furniture for all of us and more patio to put it on. Mom outdid herself making Collie and especially Tabby feel welcome and cared about. The girls shooed me out of the room and started to go through wardrobe for a few hours, deciding what needed to go and what was still good. They included Lilly in that time and I was glad. She’d gotten four big sisters. I wanted her to love them every bit as much as I wanted Mom to. I decided to sit down with my sketchpad and draw for a while, so I camped at the kitchen table and started to work on something at random. I sat for a moment, trying to decide what to draw and decided that in light of how heavy the weekend had been, I wanted to do something lighter.


I sketched a park with families having picnics for a while, leaving the details a little scant. I felt the drawing would have benefited from color, but I contented myself with the pencils I had for the moment. I knew there was an art supply store that had a wide array of colored pencils, paints and other things I’d want at the mall.


I went out to the patio where Mom, Dan and Patty were still chatting and interrupted. “Anyone feel like a drive?” I asked casually.


“What did you have in mind?” Mom asked.


“I wanted to go to the mall to get some more art supplies. I want to start working in color a bit.”


“Painting?” she asked, interested.


“Maybe eventually. Right now I don’t know how to paint. I was thinking about colored pencils and a couple of new pads.”


She looked at her watch and nodded. “We won’t have much time to browse, but you usually know what you want pretty quickly.” She got up and to my surprise, Patty and Dan joined us.


I ran downstairs to let them know we were headed out and got distracted nods.


The four of us made the trip to the mall and wandered around the art store looking at things at random. I picked up a large pack of pencils and a smaller pack of the colors I thought I’d use most often. I also picked up a pound of modeling clay on a whim and met everyone at the check-out. Mom had been busy herself and had ignored my suggestion about waiting for paint supplies. She had a couple of books, a starter easel, paints, palettes and two large pads of thick paper meant for painting. I looked over it all and then at her dubiously. She’d bought acrylics, oils, watercolors and even a pack of pastels.


“A bit much?” I asked, reminding her I’d said eventually.


“Maybe, but I want to see you paint that portrait,” she said simply. We ran everything through the register and paid cash like we always did. We took it out to the car and I was happy to let my thoughts drift while we were driving. The rest of the evening was peaceful and we all piled into the new beds with me cuddled in with Beck and Tabby this time with Lana and Collie on the outsides of tonight’s arrangement.


Chapter 31


Sunday cooperated with what I had in mind, being sunny, hot and dry. I wanted to spend the day at the beach and the girls agreed. “Nothing to do with being the only guy in a group of five?” Lana asked me slyly.


I shrugged and grinned. “I’m recovered enough to swim,” I countered. “We can take lunch and make a day of it.”


That met with a lot of approval and we invited Lilly along with us, forcing us to take Lana and Collie’s cars both. We made sandwiches and packed them, towels and sunscreen into the cars and got the large cooler from the garage. We were going to fill it with ice and drinks along the way. The six of us dragged the cooler, the lunch bag and the bags with our towels and sunscreen down the beach and set up camp for the day. We had a bag for trash which we pinned down with the cooler and then we all laid out on our towels and I had the pleasure of rubbing sunscreen into all the girls. Even Lilly just shrugged and asked me to do her too. Knowing how much she was weirded out by how many girls I had, so I didn’t tease her about it, just made sure she was covered although she did squirm a bit when I ran my hands over her ass.


“You enjoyed that,” she accused.


“So did you,” I whispered back and she shrugged.


That surprised me. I expected her to deny it hotly. I laid down on my stomach, watching people arrive and make their way down the sand from the parking lot.


I jumped when I felt cold on my back and looked up to see Lana drizzling sunscreen on me. Her smirk said she had something in mind and the gleam in her eye told me that I’d like it. She ran a line of it down each of my legs and then climbed on top of me, rubbing her body against me to work the sunscreen over my back. I laughed and the other girls giggled. “Looks like fun,” Beck commented.


I was in a perfect position to watch the reactions to Lana’s escapades as people came down the sand. More than one person stumbled on their way because they were watching us. Not all of them were guys though. I turned my head and laughed. I could see the life-guard tower and there was definitely a pair of binoculars trained on us. She finally decided that I was fully covered and leaned in to bite my ear playfully before she got up, spreading the excess lotion over her stomach, chest and legs before she smoothed out my coverage with her hands and lay down again.


She turned her head toward me and grinned. I leaned my head closer and kissed her lightly before settling down to watch people filter in from the parking lot. With six of us in a group, we attracted a fair bit of attention, but we ignored it for the most part, talking among ourselves and flirting back and forth. Even Tabby got in on the action and she’d been subdued since the admission of the abuse she’d suffered. I quietly worried about her and had been giving her a larger share of my attention than normal since she needed it.


The day was idyllic and we all swam, tanned, talked and ate. There were shrieks as ice was put down more than one swimsuit bottom and we all laughed, even the victim of the prank.


By mid-afternoon we were greasy with sunscreen, covered in salt from the water, sand from the beach and sweat from the heat. We were lounging around sipping drinks from the cooler and I suspected that when we ran out of drinks, I was going to be wearing the ice-water still in the cooler. I was okay with that. Each of the girls except Lilly had been forced to dig ice out of their swimsuit, baring more skin than they should at the beach.


“Hey Bro, share the wealth!” someone said from nearby. “Save some action for the rest of us.”


I looked up and laughed. It was the same guy Lana had crotch-kicked a few weeks ago. “It’s you! How’re your balls?” I asked jauntily.


Lana looked up when I mentioned that and Beck’s eyes lit up. “It’s HIM!” She started animatedly telling the others about how he’d tried to get them to ditch me to go party with him and his friend.


The poor guy wilted visibly at recognizing us. “Jesus Christ!” he said, counting up the girls. “What do you do? Pick them up at the bus depot?”


“I treat them like people,” I told him. “Not like ‘action’.”


“Look, I don’t want any trouble,” he said, eyeing Lana warily. “I just never seen a kid that could score five girls at once, let alone hot ones. You gotta have a secret weapon, right? So share! There’s millions of girls in Boston. You can’t take ‘em all. You’d be dead in a month.”


“I just did,” I told him and sat up. He wanted a lesson and he wasn’t making an ass of himself so I’d throw him a bone. “Think about it like this, how many times a day do you think the average hot girl hears a pick-up line? A hundred? They take classes all day with guys looking to score. They hear it in the halls, in the parking lot, at their lockers, in class, in the cafeteria, on the street, the library, well, you get the point. So let’s call it an even hundred times a day. Can you guess how many times a day a hot girl hears ‘Hi, I know you must get this all the time, but I think you’re really beautiful and wanted to tell you.’ or something else honest?”


He shrugged, his brow creasing as he thought about it.


“Probably not very often, right? Most guys think about girls like they’re a life support system for a vagina. You really want to get ahead of the curve? Treat them like people. Forget they’re hot and talk to them like they’re people. The problem you had last time was you talked at the girls, not TO them. Well, that and they already have a boyfriend. That’ll happen, but so long as you’re respectful, you won’t get the field-goal treatment. Try it when you get to class this year. If they ask you about the change, tell them that you got it pointed out to you how you talked to them last year. And don’t discount apologizing for how you acted before with getting them to talk to you.”


He nodded. “I never really thought about it like that,” he admitted. “I just figured, you know...”


I nodded. All the girls were listening to the conversation with undisguised attention. “I know. When you noticed girls, they seemed unattainable. You idolized them. You couldn’t talk to them. This strategy you use works sometimes, but it’s only for the length of the party, right?”


“More or less,” he said, sitting down to talk so I didn’t have to look up at him. “I mean I’ve had some girlfriends, but never like you’re living.”


“Well, I’m a special case,” I admitted. “Look, do what I suggested and you’ll be able to count at least some of those girls as friends if you’re honest with them. Friendship might lead somewhere or it might not. If not, they might introduce you to someone you might not have gotten a chance to date without them in your corner. And don’t be afraid to take up new interests. If you meet a girl who plays soccer, then go to her practices. Learn the game. Go cheer her on. You play sports? You play better when there’s someone cheering you on, right? Do that for her. Do it for the whole team, but her especially.”


“That’ll get me a lot of grief from the other guys,” he said, dreading that particular piece of advice.


“Who would you rather have more impressed with your behavior? The guys or the girls?” I asked with a shrug. “It’s all relative. None of those guys are gonna put out for you, right? Then who cares what they think of you going to women’s soccer? You shouldn’t. In fact, if they give you shit for it and you keep going, how does that make you look to the team?”


“That’s a good point,” he said. I’d changed the way he thought about dating. Whether it held or faded away was a matter of time and how much he took the lesson to heart. “So that really works? Girls don’t think you’re a wimp or anything?”


“The ones that think you’re a wimp are the ones that you used to score with at frat parties. If that’s all you wanted, you’d keep trolling those parties.”


Lana spoke up then. “It worked on me and I certainly don’t think he’s a wimp,” she said, her tone far less hostile than it had been last time. Maybe the fact that he was talking to me rather than dismissing me was working magic on her.


The girls all nodded their agreement which seemed to sell him on the concept.


“Matt’s treated me better than anyone I’ve ever known,” Tabby said. “He’d give me the shirt off his back and take a bullet for me. I’d do the same for him.” She gave me a look and a little smile and laid her head back down.


He nodded. “That’s pretty awesome,” he said simply. “Why did no one tell me any of this before?”


I shrugged. “People might have, but said it differently so it didn’t seem to make sense. Or it could be that the people who knew when you were in high-school were friends with the girls and never hung out in the same circles you did. Either way, try it. It might not get you into bed with a girl as regularly as your approach at parties, but it gets you a whole lot closer to being able to keep a girl interested past the next morning.”


“Well, you’re obviously some kind of girl-guru, so I’d have to be pretty dumb to not listen to you, right?” he admitted.


I chuckled. “I just hope it works out for you. You might lose some friends who think you’re ‘going soft’ but you’ll gain a better class of friend as your reputation shifts.”


He nodded and offered me his hand. I shook it and he thanked me. “Look, I’m sorry for the way I acted before,” he said to me, Lana and Beck, looking back and forth between us. “I got my eyes opened today so I don’t think that guy’s gonna be around any more. If I see you around, I’ll let you know how things are going for me. I’m sure you’ll have ten girlfriends by that time.” He grinned and stood up again, waving goodbye as he walked off down the beach.


“That was a nice thing you just did,” Collie said pleasantly. “I think he actually believes it too. Too many guys like him don’t get that piece of advice. He may leave college very happy.”


“Well, it’s true. He’s not a hideous looking person. If he’s reasonably nice to people, he’ll be reasonably successful with them.” I shrugged and lay back down.


We spent the rest of the afternoon either in the water or on the towels, sunning ourselves. We finally decided that it was time to go and much to my surprise, Tabby and Collie pulled the last of the drinks out of the cooler and then carried it down to the water to dump the rest of the ice into the surf.


“I kind of expected that to end up dumped on me before we left,” I said gratefully.


“We thought about it, but there was still too much ice in it. If it had been more water, then you’d have gotten the big chill,” Lilly said. “We need to leave the cooler open a little more next time.”


I laughed along with everyone else and we packed up to go. We were in time for dinner at home, but we went out instead and ate at Dairy Queen for the ice cream afterwards. Back at home, we all took showers, Lilly going upstairs while the five of us piled into the shower. There wasn’t room for all of us, so we went in by two’s and I drew the short straw. I was also last and so had less than three minutes of hot water and then it was ice-cold. They’d gotten me anyway and I told them so when I got out, still shivering. That made Lilly’s day and I threw on a pair of shorts and went out to the back yard to bask in the early evening heat while I warmed up.


Tabby came out to sit with me and I smiled at her as we sat in comfortable silence. “You’re holding back,” she said finally, looking at me.


I returned her gaze, quizzically. “What do you mean?” I asked, genuinely confused.


“You haven’t had sex with anyone since I moved in. Collie was yesterday afternoon and that was while we were out getting my stuff,” she said. “And you wanted to cancel that to come with us. What’s up?”


“Oh,” I said, thinking about it. “Yeah. I dunno. I felt like you really needed to feel loved right now and I don’t think you’re in a good place to have sex at the moment, so I just sort of put it on the back burner for the last couple of nights. You’re important and right now, you need to be a priority.”


“Maybe I do, but that doesn’t mean everyone else isn’t important too,” she pointed out.


I frowned at that and nodded. “Lana and Beck have been super patient in all this. Have they mentioned it or are you noticing it before it becomes a problem, like you did with my course schedule?”


“Mostly me noticing, but I think Lana wanted to drag you into the shower earlier and that thing with the sunblock was kind of intense,” she said.


I nodded in agreement at that. “I dunno where she came up with it, but it’s a good thing she stopped. The lifeguards were watching us and not the water. Are you okay with that right now?”


She nodded. “I think I’d like to see how you and Lana make love. She strikes me as the kind of girl that’s into soft and gentle and I’ve never had that. I’d like to see it.”


I nodded. “Beck, on the other hand, is sometimes a little frightening. She likes it rough and hard and kinky.”


“Yeah, Collie mentioned what she said to her old roommate. That’s kind of twisted, but at the same time, it’s true too. That’ll be something to see all on its own.”


“Yes, it will. Did you tell the others that you were coming to talk to me about this?”


She shook her head. “Just that I wanted a moment alone to ask you something.”


“Okay. Lana’s got me tonight and then Beck gets to try to kill me tomorrow and we’ll see how you feel after seeing both of those events,” I chuckled thinking about what Beck might come up with, with an audience present.


I took her hand and we went back into the house. I saw Lana talking to my mother and let Tabby’s fingers slip out of mine as I crossed the room. Mom was saying something to Lana and I just walked up to them, took Lana’s face in my hands and kissed her deeply, not bothering with explanations.


Her eyes widened in surprise, but a moment later, she slipped her arms around me and moaned pleasantly into the kiss. That put an effective end to any discussion in the room as everyone stopped to watch. She was breathless when we broke the kiss and I didn’t wait for her to ask anything, just took her hand and led her downstairs. A second later, I heard scrambling behind us and we were joined by the rest of the girls. I never looked back and never hesitated.


We stopped and lit our scented candles, knowing that we’d need them later. With the candles burning, we returned to each other, kissing more passionately. I started undressing her unhurriedly, aware of the others slipping into the room behind us, but ignoring them. They were the audience tonight. Lana was my world. Her hands pushed my shorts down, leaving me as naked as I’d been in the shower as I fumbled with the buttons on the light sundress she’d donned after her own. I pushed the straps off her shoulders and it slid down her body to the floor. She hadn’t bothered with panties or bra when she’d gotten dressed and we wrapped our arms around each other, touching each other everywhere as our tongues dueled.


I guided her to the bed and she surprised me by turning me at the last moment and pushing me down onto the mattress instead. She crawled on top of me and kissed me again before turning and I knew what she was planning. She swung a leg over my head and settled her weight on my chest and stomach as I felt her fingers take hold of my cock lovingly.


I wrapped my arms around her, grabbing her ass with both hands and pulling her beautiful pussy down onto my waiting lips. She groaned as I licked my tongue over her pussy slowly, tasting her for the first time in far too long. I wriggled my tongue into her tight channel as I felt her lips wrap around the head of my cock.


It was my turn to groan as she bobbed up and down on my length, tickling her gag reflex before taking a deep breath and sliding it down into her throat, her nose nuzzling my balls as she swallowed reflexively, making me buck my hips and pushing a fraction of an inch deeper into her throat.


“Holy shit!” I heard Tabby gasp, seeing that.


I smiled and felt proud of my Lana as I took up the challenge and dove into her pussy. I nibbled on her lips and ran my tongue the whole length of her slit before I wriggled my tongue against her clit. That forced an obscene slurping noise from her throat as she tried to gasp around my cock.


She pulled completely off my cock and groaned loudly as she pounded my shaft up and down in one fist. She gasped for breath, groaning and grinding her hips before plunging my cock back into her throat mercilessly. At this rate, I was going to cum soon and I didn’t want to be the only one. I wrapped my lips around her clit, sucking the whole hood into my mouth and mashing my lips together.


I decided to try something new and smiled inwardly. I lashed her clit with the tip of my tongue and bit my lips gently, putting more pressure on her clit and clit hood for what I was about to try. She was already going crazy from the pressure and the contact, but I closed my eyes, knowing she was a squirter. Then I started humming, a deep rumble in my chest, vibrating through my jawbone and directly into her clit, like a vibrator.


She shrieked, jumping upright off my cock like it had bitten her and slammed her hips down, pushing my head into the mattress as she came, squirting and screaming and thrashing like she was being beaten by invisible fists, her whole body jerking and twisting as she tried to grind her pussy tighter against my face and lift it away by turns. I had my arms locked around her, holding myself in place mercilessly while she writhed through orgasm after orgasm, each one coming on the heels of the last one. I knew she was going to pass out. I knew she was going collapse forward when she did and I hoped I could steer her off to the side when she went limp, but I wasn’t about to let up before she got to the end of the ride.


Finally, she gave out. One minute she was screaming at the top of her lungs and then suddenly, she gave a little whimper and I was just able to turn my hips to avoid getting bag-tagged again. Instead, she fell against my hip and I let her slide down to the bed as I pulled myself from underneath her.


I was gasping for air and I felt like my jaw might be dislocated, but I was alive.


“We need to clone him,” Collie said quietly in the stunned silence that followed.


I laughed. It was the funniest thing imaginable, her small voice stating it so seriously, like it was the only thing that mattered. I couldn’t even begin to explain it, but I laughed so hard there were tears in my eyes. By the time I could sit up, they were all laughing. We got Lana to the shower and got her and me cleaned up and then we changed the bed where she’d squirted and put the sheets in the washer right away.


We tucked her into bed and she barely stirred. “Well, we still have one good bed,” Beck said brightly, clearly meaning she wanted to be next. That made for another round of laughter.


“Are you sure you’re up for that?” I asked cautiously. “With the state she left me in, it might be easier to draw out bad Matt than you’re used to,” I warned her.


Her eyes got bright at that suggestion and she seemed to be mulling it over when I went over to her and whispered in her ear. “I thought the challenge was what you liked about getting to see that side of me?”


She bit her lip and nodded. “Tomorrow?” she asked. I nodded. “I’m gonna want the best of bad Matt,” she said sternly.


“Bad Matt has something new that he hasn’t done with you before. I think you’ll be supremely degraded by it.”


That put her on the edge of her seat. “Do I get a hint?” she asked eagerly.


“Nope. That’s not the way we play. You find out what’s going to happen when we do it, not before.”


She pouted, but I knew she was kidding.


I was still painfully hard from the blowjob that Lana hadn’t been able to finish and I crawled into bed next to her, wanting relief, but not up to giving Beck the whole treatment tonight. I’d cum too quickly and I thought I might actually short-circuit and end up like Lana when that happened.


Collie fixed her eyes on my cock and came over the bed, pushing my legs apart and crawling between them to start working on my cock with her mouth. I looked down at her gratefully and lay back, sighing contentedly as she started to bob up and down. I looked up when I felt the bed shift and realized that Beck had shed her clothes and was crawling in beside Collie, dipping her head to suck at my balls. I groaned and let the feel of two mouths on me carry me along. Tabby crawled up the bed and kissed me deeply while I got the most complete blowjob of my life. Lana’s deep throat ability was supreme, but the gentle pressure of Beck nursing on my nuts while Collie bobbed up and down on my cock was another level.


I groaned into Tabby’s mouth and my whole body stiffened as my orgasm overpowered me. I felt my cock swell in Collie’s mouth a second before I shot blast after blast of cum between her waiting lips, clutching desperately at Tabby as we kissed passionately. When she’d milked me dry, she pulled her lips off of me and kissed Beck, sharing my semen with her wetly. They both swallowed and then Beck popped my cock into her mouth and gave it a tender little suck as she licked me completely clean.


I’d been right about one thing. I don’t remember anything after that.





Monday, the alarm woke me. I blinked in the darkness and felt people stirring around me. The lamp went on and the alarm went off. We all blinked and got started. I had a long day ahead of me with tests scheduled for this morning with Dr. Saddler and the appointment Tabby and I had with Dr. Spencer in the afternoon.


After breakfast, I reminded Lana that she’d be picking me up from the same place at 2:00 so we could be at Dr. Spencer’s office by 2:30. She promised to be there with Tabby and asked me sweetly if I’d be introducing Emma to Tabby.


That set off a predictable round of people questioning who Emma was and Beck called her my Malibu Barbie, much to my dismay. I had to be out the door before I could explain, but Lana and Beck promised to tell Tabby and Collie ALL about her.


Dan was dropping me off on his way to work and we chatted on the way. He was worried about how I was doing and I told him truthfully that I was concerned over how I’d been feeling, but I’d come to the resolute conclusion that I couldn’t abandon my girls. I loved them too much. That made him a little happier and I assured him that I would work with Dr. Spencer every bit as hard as I’d worked with the team trainers.


“I know you will, Matt,” he said. “Just lean on us a little more when you need to. Everyone wants to help. Even Lilly.”


“Lilly helps plenty. She doesn’t treat me like glass. When she does, I know that I really am about to shatter. That’s my measuring stick. Everyone else sometimes thinks of me as delicate. Sometimes they’re right, but it’s Lilly’s reaction that tells me when that’s true.”


He nodded and we drove the rest of the way in relatively light conversation before he dropped me off. I’d taken my sketchpad with me and intended to work on it during the morning if there was time.


Carl greeted me warmly again, but we lingered at his office for a bit. He looked rather sheepish. “Victoria told me that she and you had a discussion about the nature of her relationship with me,” he started off uncomfortably and I shook my head.


“That was not how she characterized things. She specifically told me that the two of you were not in a relationship, but that when both of you were available, you met up a few times a year to blow off a little steam together. When one of you wasn’t available, then you didn’t. It wasn’t a formal arrangement. I wouldn’t worry about it Carl. It came up by accident and I told her that unless you brought it up, I wouldn’t broach the subject. You made it pretty clear that you weren’t formally involved when you asked if I was last week,” I pointed out that he’d considered that a possibility.


He barked a laugh. “I suppose I did at that,” he admitted feeling a little better.


“Let me set your mind at ease if she hasn’t already. I don’t see a problem. It doesn’t affect the study if the two of you are intermittent lovers. You recognize the possibility of there being some attraction between her and I. I don’t know what she’s told you about it, but I’ll confirm that she’s an extremely desirable woman and I flirt with her like I’ve already had a couple of drinks. What happens outside professional hours is not going into any interview I give or any writings I author. She confided in me as a friend and I intend to take that confidence to my grave. I’m aware that it would hurt both of you professionally if it were to come out and frankly, I think that’s stupid. You’re driven and passionate about the work you’re doing and so is she. She’s fantastic at what she does and so are you from what I’ve seen. Casting aspersions on that work would benefit no one and hurt everyone. Your secret is safe with me.”


He was visibly relieved by that. “I appreciate your discretion in this matter,” he told me honestly.


“Think nothing of it. I stumbled into it accidentally and it might actually be a good thing. If that comment had come from someone else and she’d reacted that way, it might HAVE come out. Now that she’s been in the situation, I suspect she’ll be prepared the next time it comes up.”


“Probably,” he said and settled down some. “I suspect that she’ll also want to discontinue our arrangement, but that may be for the best as well. She’s right that it could ruin both our careers.”


I nodded. “If someone dug to find out when it started, then it would at minimum call her credentials into question and that would be a tragedy because beyond needlessly ending her career, all the people she’d be able to help would be assigned to less capable doctors.”


He nodded and then turned it back onto me. “Does that mean you’re going to stem the tide of your flirtations?” he asked with a knowing smile.


“God, no!” I scoffed with a laugh. “That’s part of our dynamic. I’m fourteen. If it’s not related to food, sex or fun, it’s immediately less important than anything that IS. I never get out of hand and she knows well enough how to reign me in if I ever did. It does give me something to think about that you thought she was the older woman I was seeing casually though.”


“Oh?” he asked with a laugh of his own. “Starting to think you have a chance?”


“I don’t know,” I said, “but you certainly thought so if you gave voice to the thought that I already had. That tells me that she likes the attention enough to make it obvious to someone that knows her well enough to look for the signs.”


“You definitely spend too much time with Victoria,” he said dryly.


I laughed. “Impossible. There’s no such thing as too much.”


He looked at me knowingly and chuckled. “Well, I will leave it for you to decide on that, but I may tell her you said that just to see how she reacts.”


“I’ve said far more shocking things to her in person,” I said simply, “but I would be interested in hearing your assessment of how she reacts to that. There was one other thing that came up that we should discuss. She said you felt like you’d overplayed your hand in telling me how you thought about what I can do. I think you should relax about any damage you think you might have done. I’m not sure if you’re right or wrong, but I’ve already picked out my super-hero name and it’s not Wonder-boy.”


“Oh?” he said with a smile. “What nickname have you picked out for yourself that conveys the effect you’ve had on the campus since the Grant Review Board?”


“So she DOESN’T tell you everything,” I said with a grin. “I mean I knew she didn’t reveal all my secrets to you, but this is hardly secret. I decided that the name ‘Epic’ was more appropriate than Wonder-boy. I mean Wonder-boy has a certain side-kick feel to it. ‘The adventures of Dr. Saddler and Wonder-boy’ sounds like one of the worst of the 1950s serials. ‘Epic’ seems like a more dignified moniker and not quite so arrogant as it would be if I wasn’t actually impressing the faculty at Harvard.”


He chuckled. “I’ll spread the word,” he promised. “I don’t know if they’ll like it. Wonder-boy’s kind of stuck.”


“Promise them that no mouth that utters the name Wonder-boy will see a single page of the research data or be considered for inter-departmental research. Results should appear like magic!”


“That’s dirty pool,” he laughed. “I’m also told that you’ve discovered some rather enviable talents this past week.”


“Drawing and ambidexterity,” I informed him. “Victoria actually figured out that last one. She had me draw something with my left hand.”


“It’s said DaVinci could write different letters in different languages with each hand at the same time. It would be remarkable if you could too.”


“I suppose I could try it,” I said with a shrug. “You have a notebook for me to work with? All I have is my sketchpad.”


He passed me a pad and I pulled a sheet off of it, plucking a pair of pens from his desk and laying the two pages side by side. I started writing with both hands and found it a pleasant challenge. I decided to write out two passages from the Divine Comedy in English and Japanese just to show off since the Japanese characters were so vastly different.


After half a page, he shook his head and swore under his breath. “Do me one favor?” he asked. “When you’re accepting multiple Nobel Prizes sometime in the future, mention me fondly.”


I laughed. “I don’t know if I’m ever going to be put in for any prizes at any point in my life. I may become one of those tech billionaires who buy an island and live in seclusion for the rest of my life.”


“That would be a terrible waste of your talents,” he said sadly.


“Depends on how I earn those billions,” I pointed out. “If I perfect cold fusion and design technology to let us explore the stars, would it still be a waste for me to retire to a tropical paradise?”


“Maybe not,” he allowed. “I think you would quickly be bored there though.”


“I don’t know. I love the beach. I’d also like to think that I would have the foresight to put something on the island for additional entertainment. Between my girls and the comforts of home within easy reach of a tropical beach, I could take a long time to get bored.”


“True. I may visit you there in that case,” he joked.


After that, our conversation turned toward lighter topics and he took me for the testing. He wanted to get a read on how the scans turned up with me drawing, so I started a sketch while in the MRI Scan though it was awkward to hold the pad at that angle. I finished the sketch during the tests they did with the mesh cap and repeated the writing exercise with both hands in both machines just to complete his active tests.


At 11:30 I asked if there was much more that they needed today. It was the first sign of impatience I’d shown and Carl smiled. “Eager to be on your way?” he asked.


“A little,” I admitted. “I met someone last week while I was waiting for my ride to pick me up and I’m meeting her for lunch today,” I said casually, wanting to get his reaction.


“You met a girl, while waiting for your girlfriend to pick you up?” he asked flatly. “You have five girls, flirt with your therapist constantly and you’re picking up girls while standing in a parking lot?”


“Yeah. And that doesn’t even count the one I turned down last week,” I said. “What can I say? I’m Epic.” I smirked. I really liked that name.


“You weren’t kidding,” he laughed. “I’ll expect a full report on that the next time I see you.” He nodded toward the door.


I showed him the sketch I’d done. “Her name’s Emma,” I told him. “And my girls are waiting for the same report.”


I packed up and had my bag slung over one shoulder as I walked out to where I told her to meet me. I’d been standing there for about ten minutes just enjoying the sunshine when I spotted her coming toward me. I waved and she waved back.


Chapter 32


She greeted me brightly and I grinned at her. We went to a restaurant near campus and chatted along the way.


“I wasn’t sure you were going to be coming today,” I admitted. “When I didn’t get a text by this morning, I thought it was hit or miss.”


“And yet you still showed up,” she pointed out with a smile.


“Of course. I told you last week, you’re a goddess among imperfect creatures.”


“Again with the smooth lines?” she laughed. “Are you sure you’re not trying to pick me up?”


“What chance could a lost ‘little boy’ have with a stunning woman like you?” I asked with elaborate innocence.


“Not gonna let me live down that ‘little boy’ comment, huh?” she asked with a smile.


“I’ll stop. I just needed to get one dig in about it before I let it drop,” I promised. “How’s your week been?”


“It’s been pretty interesting. The dorm was really interested when they found out I’d met you and your bodyguards. That’s why I was a few minutes early. People are probably gathering around there looking to catch a glimpse of you and see if I actually knew you. The rumors about you are getting more and more bizarre. There’s a guy at Cambridge that swears he got beat up on Revere Beach by your bodyguards. I heard this morning that he told someone on campus that he saw you there yesterday with five girls and that you told him the secrets of dating. He won’t tell anyone what you supposedly told him, but they’re treating it like it’s the wisdom of the ages.”


I had to stop, I was laughing so hard and I doubled over, howling with laughter.


She stopped and looked at me quizzically. “It’s true?!” she gaped.


When I calmed down some I could finally talk again. “How the HELL did he connect us to the school?!!?” I wanted to know. “We ran into him and a friend weeks ago. I was still hopping on a sprained ankle when he tried to pick up Lana and Beck right out from under me. Lana kicked him in the nuts so hard, he puked.”


“Really? Well, I guess he had a friend with him that day and the friend saw you at the Review Board and recognized you. So it’s really true? All of it?”


“One of the five was my sister, but the other four were all mine,” I said with a nod. “If you want to know what wisdom he got from his time in the desert, it’s the same thing that we talked about last week. Talk to the girls, not at them and don’t speak in pickup lines. I told him to forget they’re hot girls and talk to them like people, maybe take an interest in some of their hobbies. I suggested he become a booster for women’s sports if he wants to date an athlete. I also pointed out to him that he should be more interested in how the women thought of him than he was about how the guys would think about him hanging out with girls other than at parties. I actually tried to steer him away from the party girls. I told him to make friends with girls and even if it didn’t get them to date him, if he was good to them and respectful, he might end up fixed up with a friend of theirs down the road.”


“So you DID give him the wisdom of the ages,” she said with a laugh. “I can’t wait to confirm that story.”


I laughed and opened the restaurant door for her. “I like that he’s keeping it to himself though. It adds to the mystique.”


“He’s not the only one. I heard the neuroscience department is having kittens over your first set of tests. They can’t make heads or tails of it.”


“They’re probably ready to quit and go work in bowling alleys today then,” I said as we sat down and waited for our waitress. “Dr. Saddler had me write two different pieces of text in two different languages at the same time today, one with each hand. He said it was one of DaVinci’s parlor tricks.”


She nodded, but looked impressed. “You can actually do it?” she asked. “That’s super hard. That’s pretty much like having two brains going at once. You have to parse thoughts in two languages to express two different thoughts and use two different sets of fine motor-control commands to do it.”


“It was a little weird at first, but it was an interesting challenge. It was the first time I felt really challenged for a while.”


“Not surprising given that you’re in the study,” she pointed out. “Enough about that though. You were going to tell me the story of you and the multiple girlfriends. You promised.”


I nodded and started from the beginning. There were parts I couldn’t tell her, but I thought I was skating the truth pretty well for doing it on the fly. I told her about how the divorce had set me off, the crash, the concussion, the sprain, talking to Lana, finding out that her sister was in love with me. I told her about Lana’s desire to be controlled like a slave and Beck deciding she wanted it too.


I didn’t mention the money, but told her I’d found information that someone my father was working with had stolen money from client accounts and that some of those accounts had been mafia connected and it had gotten her killed. I told her that she’d been in a dominant/submissive relationship with three people and that my father had been one of them, that he’d suggested I take the other two girls on and that we’d met and worked it out and those were my other two girls.


“So you’re a super-genius, have four girls that agreed to be owned by you and two of them are sisters?!” she asked incredulously. “Come on!”


“With all the things you’ve heard about me that have turned out to be true, what parts of that seem to be the most far-fetched?” I asked dryly.


“True,” she said. “So why do they just agree to do what you want?”


“Everyone has their own reasons. Lana feels like it’s something she wants. She feels empowered in submission if that makes sense. She described it to someone recently that I’d do anything for her so why would she deny me anything? Collie doesn’t seem to be a very independent person. She’s a good person, sweet as pie, as nice as you could ever hope to meet, but without someone else to anchor her life, she falls to pieces. Tabby does it because it’s a clear statement that she’s valued. Beck ... Beck’s the complicated one.”


“How so?” she asked.


“Beck doesn’t care so much about submission itself. Her real passion is for being treated roughly. Some of that might be the athlete in her responding to discomfort differently, but she says part of it is that it’s easy to get me to show the gentle side of myself, but to get me to treat her like she wants is a challenge. She says that’s when she knows I love her the most because I let her see that side of me that can do that with her.”


“Really? What do you mean by ‘treat her like she wants’? What’s she into?”


“It’s hard to describe, at least in polite society. When Beck gets the kind of sex she wants, it could easily be mistaken for a violent sexual assault except that she’s yelling at me to hit her and spit on her and call her names and she complains harder when I’m not doing it hard enough or rough enough for her liking.”


Her eyes widened. “No way! There’s no way I believe that.”


I shrugged. “It’s new to me too, but she loves it. She says that it’s the biggest payoff in the world when she can get me into it enough that she doesn’t have to tell me to do it any more. She says she gets off on the pain too. Without it, she gets caught up in orgasms and drifts. The pain wakes her up from that and keeps her in the moment. She claims she cums harder because of it.”


“Wow!” she said. “That’s totally mental!” She clapped her hands over her mouth as soon as she said it and looked mortified. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”


“It’s okay,” I assured her. “I’m aware that the day may come that I have to stop my kinky little Beck because her limits won’t always stop where it crosses over from pain and into injury.”


Her eyes widened at the implications of that. “You mean you could hurt her?! REALLY?” she gaped incredulously.


I shrugged. “The possibility has been discussed.” I told her about Donald’s suggestion that I look into first aid because of dungeon injuries.


“Dungeon injuries?” she repeated, giggling. For some reason she found it hilarious and it took a long time for her to quiet the giggles, covering her mouth with her hand.


I laughed with her and shrugged. “It sounds funny, but it’s true. People get strained muscles from pulling at restraints, rope burns, pinched circulation and who knows what else. Put Beck in the middle of that, screaming that she wants to go faster and it’s a recipe for disaster.”


She stopped and thought about it for a moment and shrugged. “I guess I never thought about that,” she admitted, sounding a lot more open-minded than scandalized now.


“That’s not surprising,” I said graciously. “It’s probably not in the top 20 reasons people sign up for the course.” That started a fresh round of giggles that seemed to last even longer.


When we calmed down, we both had tears in our eyes from laughing. It felt good to laugh. With everything that had been going on, it felt like something I needed. I guess it must have shown on my face, because she was suddenly serious.


“Are you okay?” she asked. “You clouded over all of a sudden like you’d just seen someone you didn’t like.”


I shook my head. “The woman I told you about who got killed for stealing,” I reminded her before explaining. “I feel really guilty about it. It’s ... been dragging me under and I didn’t even realize it until the weekend. It’s a lot more complicated than the brief explanation I gave, but laughing with you has made me realize how much I’ve needed to laugh. It’s been a long summer,” I told her and tried to keep my head out of melancholy.


She nodded and looked sympathetic. “I can only imagine. It’s like something out of a thriller novel. Do you talk to the other girls about it?”


“Some,” I said. “I try not to because they were wrapped up in it while it was happening. Other than my doctor, you’re the first person I’ve gotten into it with that wasn’t there for it.”


“Well I can’t listen to you on a professional level,” she warned me, “but I can listen as a friend.” She smiled and took my hand, the offer genuine and moving.


I smiled at her and gave hers a squeeze. “I’d really like that. There’s SOO much more to tell about it, but I’m just starting to dig beneath the surface to find out how badly it’s affected me. I essentially got that woman killed. I feel like her blood’s on my hands.”


She shrugged. “I don’t see it that way, but then I don’t know all the details. Why don’t we go for a walk. I’ll show you around a little and you can tell me about why you feel so deeply about it.”


I nodded and paid the tab before we got up. I was about to sling my backpack over my shoulder when I put it up on the chair and opened it instead. I pulled out my sketchpad and carefully pulled out the portrait of her that I’d sketched of her this morning. “Before I forget, this is for you.”


She took it from me curiously and stopped dead, looking between the sketch and my face several times. “You met me once and barely glanced at my face and you did something this detailed?”


“Yep. Epic, huh?” I smirked a little and packed up, slinging my backpack over my shoulder. If I hadn’t been busy with that, I might have seen it coming.


She put the drawing on the table and kissed me hard, pulling my face up to meet hers. I was shocked, but recovered quickly, slipping my arms around her waist and melting into the moment.


Eventually we realized that we were attracting a lot of attention and broke apart to the raucous applause of the college lunch crowd. We smiled at each other and then got out of there before they asked for an encore.


Outside, we strolled through campus and we talked. I debated, but in the end, I told her the whole story. I know. Stupid. But I did and I knew that this girl wasn’t going to share the story. She’d come here to learn to help people and we’d become friends. I couldn’t imagine she was terrible enough to betray all that. When I was done, she was quiet for a long time, but took my hand and gave it a comforting squeeze, holding it while we walked.


“Not to sound like a gold-digging bitch, but just how much did she steal?” she asked finally.


“From what I could find, it was over $100 million across a couple of years. I guess they recovered some of it, but not enough for her to save herself,” I told her. I figured that answered truthfully enough to avoid telling her they’d only caught her with her run-fund while I was sitting on the rest.


“And you stood and looked down over her balcony where they threw her off? No wonder you’re messed up. I would be too. Look, I know it took a lot to tell me that. Thanks for trusting me. I have a piece of advice if you’re interested.”


“Absolutely!” I said immediately. “You’re the first person outside the situation that I’ve talked to about it other than my doctor and she’s sort of trying to nudge me without being direct.”


“Forget about her,” she said lightly. “You know I’m from Malibu, right? I remember telling you that much last week. I saw that many fake people with fake smiles while I was out there. They’re everywhere. My dad’s a special effects technician. He talked to directors, producers, actors, agents, you name it. He says that the only people with souls in the industry is the people that work. The guys that build the sets are generally hard-working and honest. Everyone else would jack you up on coke and feed you to anyone they thought could get them ahead. That’s why he was so glad when I came out here for school. She wouldn’t have hesitated to have you, your mom, your sister or your dad killed so she could run away with the money. Don’t let her live rent-free in your head.”


I thought about what she said and nodded slowly. I understood and it made good sense. I agreed. I just wasn’t sure it was as simple as kicking her out of my thoughts.


“If you were 21, I’d tell you to go out on Friday, get really drunk and get laid, just to remind yourself that it was okay to have fun. You’re way too young to drink though and getting laid doesn’t exactly seem challenging, so I guess my advice would be to take a day and make yourself a challenge to see how many times you can get laid in one day or do something else so huge that when the bad thoughts start to get under your skin, the good thoughts push them back out and you can’t stay upset.”


“That might be a fun idea,” I admitted. “Are you volunteering to be part of the cheer squad?” I asked playfully. I gave her a smirk to let her know that I wasn’t seriously asking.


“Maybe,” she returned evenly, a challenge in her eyes. “If I’m woman enough to suggest it, I should be woman enough to help you see it through, shouldn’t I?”


“Why do I suddenly feel like it’s me who’s being seduced?” I asked, fixing her with a knowing smile.


“Well, I may have exchanged phone numbers with Lana and texted her a few times last week,” she said sheepishly. “You were off in your own little world, letting us chat, so we did. She told me some of what you said today. She adores you. I’m guessing they all do.”


I nodded. “So what’s your actual plan for me?” I asked, grinning a little more broadly now. I wasn’t upset that she’d talked to Lana. Far from it. “Gonna turn me loose in the dorms and see how many beds I can end up in over the long weekend at start of term?”


“I think it’s a little early for that, but I have no doubt that you’ll want to try it eventually,” she laughed. “In all seriousness though, I can only suggest doing things to get your mind off it. She may have mentioned that you consistently cause people to pass out. I think you’ll run out of girls before the day is out if you tried the marathon.”


“I get carried to the showers nearly as often as she does,” I said with a laugh. “Point taken though. For now, I think I’d like you and I to stay friends, if you don’t mind though. Don’t get me wrong. You’re incredibly attractive. You’re gorgeous and funny and sweet and brilliant and sexier than any one woman should be,” I assured her quickly when her face fell a little. “The problem is that I’m moving too fast. I’ve got five girls in varying sexual relationships. I need a friend. They’re all my friends, but I need someone that’s not involved with me for the moment. I’m sure that’ll change, but each of them developed suddenly. We didn’t ease into it. I think I’d like to do that with you. Get to know you, let the mystery unravel slowly, revel in the anticipation of what I’ll learn next, let you fill my thoughts when I should be paying attention to a lecture and DATE. Be my friend. Maybe become my girlfriend and then ease into becoming lovers,” I suggested. “I like you a lot. If and when we end up in bed together, I want it to be because I love you a lot.”


She stopped and drew me close, her eyes searching mine. “You are a strange young man,” she said softly. “You’re only fourteen? Really?” She leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Alright, Matt Russell. I’ll be your friend. We’ll meet for lunch and go on casual dates and see what happens.”


We walked and chatted for another little while before we started back in the direction of the parking lot where we’d first met so I could catch my ride.


“Oh shit!” she swore softly when we saw the area was filled with people milling about in groups. “I’m sorry. I figured they’d clear out by now. Do you want to call Lana and tell her to meet somewhere else?” she asked, getting agitated by the crowd.


I shrugged. I was indifferent to the attention. “Nah. We’ll be fine. How do you want to be seen? Should we go out side by side, hand in hand or should we make it look like we went somewhere and had sex for a couple of hours?” I asked, glancing around at the crowd.


“How do you want to do it?” she asked, a mischievous grin on her face.


“Don’t ask me,” I warned her. “I’d walk out there with my pants undone, lipstick all over me and your panties hanging around my neck and not think anything of it,” I laughed. “They’re looking for a spectacle, after all.”


“If I was wearing a skirt, I might do it,” she laughed. She thought about it hard for a few minutes and then slipped her arm around my shoulders since she was taller than I was. I nodded and slipped mine around her waist. On impulse, I slid my hand down over her hip and slipped it into her back pocket, cupping her ass. She glanced at me and smiled before we walked out from around the building as if we had no idea they were waiting for us.


The chatter stopped and I thought I could feel each new pair of eyes as they hit us. There were a lot of people there. I’d stopped counting at a hundred and I wasn’t done when I gave it up.


“I should probably find some way of paying Lana back for trying to set the two of us up like this, but I think keeping you all for myself for the moment might be punishment enough. I know it’ll annoy Beck. She was commenting last week that if I didn’t want you, she certainly did.” I wasn’t bothering to keep my voice down, letting them listen in for the moment. Rumors had already circulated and I imagined news of the kiss at the restaurant had arrived well before us.


“She said that?” Emma blushed. “But they’re so gorgeous. I’m sure they get all kinds of attention all the time.”


“They do, but then so do you. Most of it is like getting junk mail. ‘Oh goody! That guy in my Econ class is having a sale on his cock. Unfortunately the price isn’t the only thing 50% off’.” We both laughed a little about the fact that we were wading through a sea of people that had treated her more or less like that or had talked to her chest or equally demeaning behavior.


We picked a spot on the grass and sat down, talking and enjoying the light conversation and company.


We weren’t waiting long when Lana showed up. She parked and she and Beck and Tabby came up the lawn, a little creeped out by the people gathered around.


“Is everything okay?” she asked uncomfortably as she glanced around at the crowd.


I got to my feet and helped Emma up graciously before grinning at the three of them. “Everything’s fine,” I assured her. “Emma and I were just chatting. I think word of our date might have spread, but I’m glad to see you.”


I kissed each of my girls deeply in turn and took Tabby by the hand. “Tabby, I’d like you to meet Emma. Emma, this is my girlfriend, Tabby. Lana and Beck, you already know. Maybe next time you’ll get to meet Collie.”


They shook hands and smiled at each other. Tabby had heard about her. I think the crowd was making her a little nervous because she was more subdued than normal.


“Yeah, I can’t wait to meet her,” Emma said when they stepped back. “She has to be drop-dead gorgeous. Every other one of your girlfriends are. I definitely want to meet the rest of the Sorority. I swear, I didn’t think you could find someone as beautiful as Lana and Beck. I’ll know better for next time.”


“Sorority?” Tabby asked, giving me a hard look.


“Sorry,” Emma said, coming to my rescue. “My word, not his. He’s told me all about you. I’ve even considered pledging, but Matt’s undecided as to whether this semester’s pledge class is still open or not.”


“I like it,” Lana said. “We already act like sisters.”


“Yeah, that’s great,” Beck broke in. “But what about the audience? It’s a little creepy, isn’t it?”


“I promise, I’ll explain. We have to get going anyway.” I turned to Emma. “So when will I see you again?” I asked, smiling at her.


“I think Friday,” she said. “We’ll go to dinner and take a walk. Maybe you can show me some of the sights.”


“That sounds good. Text me this time so I have a way to contact you and we’ll figure everything out.” I stepped forward and put my arms around her, giving her a soft kiss, filled with playful promise.


She tussled my hair and laughed as I tried to fend her off before giving the girls hugs and stepping back to watch us get into Lana’s car and pull out of the lot. We weren’t even back on the road before the crowd started converging on her, looking for details.


Unfortunately, I was in the same predicament and I was stuck in a car.


“A date?” Beck asked, twisting around from the front seat to look at me over the center console. “What happened to ‘just friends’?”


“We’re just going out. She’s not coming home with me and I’m not going home with her,” I said with a silly grin on my face. “She picked out Friday. I expected her to want to go to lunch again next Monday.”


We drove the rest of the way to the hospital with the three of them teasing me mercilessly about my date with Emma, offering to chaperon, asking if I had condoms, suggesting I get a nice new haircut. I laughed along with them and too soon, we were parked in front of the building. I kissed both Lana and Beck, and Tabby and I went inside hand in hand.


Dr. Spencer was waiting for us when we arrived and sat us down to talk, making sure that we were both coping well and talking to us both in turn about how things were going in our heads.


Toward the end of our time, Dr. Spencer turned to me and smiled. “Carl thinks you enjoy these sessions far too much,” she said, giving me an opening to talk about the morning.


“Carl thinks I spend far too much time with you,” I scoffed.


“Is he right?”


“No. I think it’s more accurate to say that I spend far too much time with Dr. Spencer and not enough time with Victoria.”


“That’s an interesting distinction. Care to explain?”


“Almost all our interaction is either professional or inappropriate flirting on my part.”


“You could stop the inappropriate flirting,” she suggested mildly.


“I’d prefer to make the flirting appropriate,” I countered with a smirk.


Tabby snorted and coughed. She’d been taking a drink when I’d said that. “Date with a co-ed at lunch and a pass at your doctor before dinner?” she asked, still laughing between coughs.


“How did your date go?” Dr. Spencer asked, deflecting me for the moment.


“Are you asking or is Carl?” I asked playfully.


“For the moment assume that I am, but Carl is filled with schoolboy glee at your romantic adventures.”


“It was just supposed to be lunch,” I told them. “I’d promised to tell her a little more about how I’d come to end up with my girls. In the end, the only things I didn’t tell her were how much of the money we recovered and what happened to Tabby since that’s not my tale to tell.”


“That’s a lot to take in at one time,” Dr. Spencer pointed out. “How did she react?”


“She asked me out for Friday night,” I told her. “Her advice on Miranda was surprisingly mercenary. She advised that I should forget about her. She said that living out in California, she saw an endless supply of those people and that they weren’t worth the anguish.”


“I would say that’s probably an effective coping strategy for someone who was living surrounded by them as she was. You disagree?”


“No, not particularly. I’m skeptical that it can work in this case. I never had personal contact with Miranda so it’s harder for me to discount the possibility that she HAD redeeming qualities. That’s why I wanted to talk to her brother. If she had them, he would know and I could get a clearer picture of her and how she came to be the way she was when she died.”


She nodded and steered us back onto other topics for the rest of the day.


When we got home, dinner was waiting for us since we’d been over three hours with Dr. Spencer. Discussion was muted for a little while as everyone wanted to know how our session with Dr. Spencer went, but weren’t sure how to bring it up delicately.


Finally Tabby brought up how I flirt with Dr. Spencer, laughing as she told them about how I’d casually made a pass at her in the middle of the session.


“You be nice to that poor woman,” Mom scolded me.


“I’m trying,” I assured her. “She keeps turning me down though.”


“Pig,” Lilly called me from across the table.


We all laughed and got onto the topic of how the sessions were really going. Tabby told them that she was good, but then none of this was new to her. In her mind, the family dynamic here was what was strange and jarring.


“And what about you, Champ?” Patty asked. “How’re you doing?”


I shrugged. “We’re talking,” I said noncommittally. “Dr. Spencer apologized initially for missing how much stress this was putting me under, but there’s nothing she could really have done differently. She even said last week that we’d keep talking about it and coming back to it a little at a time. I got some advice from a friend today and it’s starting to have an effect. It won’t happen overnight, but I’ll get there.”


“You still having thoughts about hurting yourself?” she asked, concerned.


I nodded. “Not quite so often, but I’ll tell you what I told Dan this morning. I won’t act on them. Now that I know they’re there, I feel like that’s a huge step in the right direction. I still feel all the hatred and self-loathing, but I’m not suppressing it now so I don’t feel like I’m at risk of it creeping up on me and making me do something stupid. I have too much to live for to risk acting on the thoughts in my head. I love my girls too much to leave them and break their hearts.”


That got me some appreciation, but it was the unvarnished truth. After dinner, I cleaned up and let everyone else drift off to their own pursuits. Tonight was Beck’s night and I expected that we were both going to end up dead by the end of it.


After I was done with the dishes and everything was cleaned up, I looked around and realized that there was no one in the living room, kitchen or dining room. I shrugged and went downstairs looking for the girls, but our room was empty too. I hadn’t heard them go next door, but I’d been sort of lost in my own head and could have missed someone mentioning it to me. I walked over and hopped the fence lightly, glad that my ankle was fully mended as I went up to the front door and opened it. The days of me knocking on this door were long gone.


All conversation stopped when I came in. That doesn’t make you paranoid. Not. At. All. “What’s going on?” I asked, wary and looking from face to face.


They looked like they’d been caught doing something wrong the result ranging from guilty to fearful. Finally Mom stood up and came over, giving me a hug. “We’re just worried about you. You’re having a difficult time of it and we wanted to talk to figure out if there was anything more we could be doing to help ease the pressure.”


“Okay,” I said slowly. I wasn’t completely convinced of what she was telling me. “So why not just bring it up to me and see what we can figure out?”


“Matt, when was the last time you willingly let anyone help you if you thought you could do something alone?” she asked dryly.


I nodded. “Fair point,” I admitted. “Alright. What’s everyone come up with so far to help out?”


“The girls have been trying to keep you entertained and relaxed,” Patty pointed out. “That’s a big help. We were also talking about trying to get away for a few days before school starts for you all. Even if we can’t all go, it might help to get a change of scenery for a few days. You like that idea, Champ?”


I pondered it for a few moments and shrugged. “I think I’m just as good staying here and spending as much time as possible doing things. Even just going to the beach for the day. We all had fun the last time we went.” I shrugged. “Really, so long as I’m with my girls and can spend some time outside, I’m pretty happy most of the time. This snuck up on me as much as it did all of you.”


She nodded and I sat down to join in the discussion. We considered renting a beach house at the end of summer, but I told them that it really wasn’t necessary. We were able to get out to the public beaches a couple of times a week and that was perfect for my needs.


“It was suggested today that I just take a calendar day and spend the whole day devoted to trying to get as much sex as is possible to indulge in for one 24 hour period,” I suggested. “I mean, it’s not a BAD plan, right? I see us needing to break for lunch, naps, little things like that, but other than that, I see nothing wrong with the plan,” I said with mock seriousness.


Beck perked up at that. So did Collie and Lana for that matter. Tabby looked like she agreed with the plan, but wasn’t quite as thrilled as the other three. Her reaction was probably on par with Patty’s, but I didn’t find that surprising, given what she’d been through.


In the end, we decided to keep doing what we were and if something came up, we’d discuss it as a family. I didn’t have any particular urge to go on vacation, but something a little more laid back did sound nice. I wouldn’t agonize over it, but if they came up with a plan, I’d listen.


When things started going around in circles, I quietly got to my feet and walked over to Beck. I hooked a finger in her collar and drew her to her feet, before turning and leading her to the door. She got the idea right away and like the night before with Lana, we didn’t exchange words, just walked away, leaving the conversation behind. I heard some laughter, but didn’t turn to find out who was making it.


We hopped the fence and hurried inside, slamming the door behind us and heading for the stairs. This was a different mood from last night. I could already feel myself falling into Bad Matt and I had an idea where I wanted tonight to go. Tonight was for Beck. I wanted her to get what she wanted without having to ask for it.


I stood her in the middle of the room and walked around her, pawing her body with my gaze as she stood still. I walked around her twice, building up suspense. I could hear people coming in and knew we were about to have an audience when I heard the rest of my girls coming down the stairs. Finally, I stopped in front of her and looked in her eyes. She smiled at me slightly and opened her mouth, assuming that she was going to have to take charge. I slapped her hard, whipping her head around and erasing whatever she had been about to tell me to do to her. Her eyes came back to look at me and there was shock in them and more than a little lust.


I slapped her other cheek, rocking her head the other way and caught a gasp coming from the direction of the doorway telling me our audience was hanging on what we were doing. Beck’s cheeks were both turning read and she watched me with undisguised need.


“Strip!” I growled and she yanked her shirt over her head without hesitation. She shed her clothes in a fury and I spanked her ass hard, filling the air with the crack of flesh on flesh when she wasn’t naked fast enough. “NOW!” I barked and she redoubled her efforts, kicking off her jeans and ripping her socks off finally to stand before me. There was a flush developing across her chest to match the pink on her cheeks and her breath was heaving in her chest.


I reached out and put my hand around her throat, my fingers digging into her skin just above the collar and cutting off her air for a few minutes. I was getting much better at figuring out how long I could cut someone’s air off without them passing out. She was gasping for air and her eyes were shining when I finally let go.


While she was recovering, I slid my hand around her neck and seized a handful of her short hair, guiding her to the desk. I pushed her down over it, face down so her ass was exposed and walked away to undress myself while I watched her back rise and fall as she drew deep breaths. I ignored our audience and removed my clothes, looking at Beck bent over the desk, waiting for my pleasure, whatever it might be.


I’d prepared for this moment over the past week in little bits. Not that I’d anticipated tonight, but I knew Beck and knew that we’d end up here sooner rather than later. I went to my dresser and pulled out the items I’d left there for this. I heard another gasp from the door and let myself settle into Bad Matt completely. I hated Bad Matt, but Beck loved him, loved this side of me and I’d do anything for Beck, even shake hands with the Devil like this. I took a deep breath and wrapped my hand around the handle in my right hand to settle it in my grip, holding the rest of my gear in the other. I took a moment to shake out my arm and then swung.


A dozen leather tails swiped across Beck’s back with a loud slapping sound. She shrieked in pain and surprise and her head came up off the desk in shock before she shuddered. I don’t know if she came or just relished the feel of the sudden sting and lingering burn, but it was clear from her moan that she did enjoy it. I set a slow, steady rhythm, the flogger swishing through the air and biting at her skin, turning her whole back a bright red as I beat her. I kept a careful eye out to make sure I wasn’t hitting too hard or doing any real damage.


When I was satisfied with the color of her back, I set the lash down beside her and took up the second of the items I’d pulled out of the dresser. The other girls were whispering to each, their voices barely a buzz as I moved around to Beck’s other side. I raised my hand, checking the heft of the paddle I’d picked. It was as long as a tennis racket, but narrower with a rectangular head dotted with regular holes.


I wasn’t sure about the amount of force to use with it, but I didn’t think it needed me to exactly put my hips into it, so I swung with my arm. The crack that filled the room was drowned out quickly by Beck’s cry. She jumped and whimpered, squeezing her thighs together before pushing her ass back for more. She loved it. I could see the thick line of skin turning red across both cheeks of her ass.


I laid spanking after spanking on her, paddling her from the top of her hips to the back of her knees, turning her thighs and ass a bright angry pink in 4” stripes. Each time the paddle landed, Beck shrieked, cutting off the crack of the paddle. She was whimpering as much with need as she was with pain and I could smell her arousal. Her pussy was slowly drooling lubrication and it was dripping down her thighs slowly.


I tossed the paddle onto the desk where she could see it and hefted my last torture implement. I laid it on her back, the handle above her ass while the end stuck up to her shoulder blades. She couldn’t see what it was, but she knew that I wasn’t done here yet and she rolled her hips, wanting relief from the burning in her cunt that had started with the lash. I ran my fingers up her thighs, coating them with her overflowing juices before slipping my fingers between her lips, making her groan loudly.


She whimpered in frustration a moment later when I pulled my fingers out of her and reached over the desk to lift her head by a handful of her hair. I smeared her juices over her face, going so far as to stick the tips of two of them up her nose, to coat her nostrils with her juices. I wanted her to smell herself with every breath. I wanted the stink of her lust to fill her head like it was filling mine. She huffed her breath, deliberately breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth.


I smiled slightly and let her head drop back to the desk, stepping back to pick up the cane I’d placed along her spine. Of the three, I’d been most apprehensive about the cane, but I was resolved to see this through. I moved into position and flicked the cane firmly with my wrist. Beck went wild, shrieking in protest and straightening almost upright in shock before she lowered herself back to the desk.


I discovered in that moment that I LIKED the cane. I wasn’t comfortable with that thought, but I couldn’t deny it either. I looked over Beck’s ass and saw the bright red mark where I’d struck her, the width of a pencil stretching from hip to hip. By chance, I’d landed the cane perfectly in that soft fold of skin that would crease when she stood up straight, marking the divide between her ass and thighs.


I took my new toy and welted Beck from the back of her knees to her shoulders, striping her skin with flicks of my wrist, each one making her squeal and jump before forcing herself back to the table where she’d been placed by me. When I was satisfied that she’d had enough, I tossed the cane onto the desk with the paddle and flogger. We were done with punishment or at least mostly done.


I glanced at the door and Collie had her jeans unzipped, one hand inside, kneading her pussy while the other pulled at her nipples through her shirt. Lana and Tabby looked turned on, but hadn’t gotten quite as far as Collie.


I put them out of my mind and gripped Beck’s collar, lifting her off the desk. She was a bit of a mess, her eyes running and her face still slimed with her own juices. I led her to the bed and flung her down on her back roughly. I knew her back was like fire and she hissed as her welts scraped raw across the sheets.


I pulled at her collar and turned her around so her head was sticking over the side. She’d wanted all of me, all of Bad Matt. Now she was going to get it. I put my cock at her lips and she dutifully opened them to accept me. I felt her tongue snake out to lick away a bead of precum from the tip and I took hold of the base, aiming it before pushing forward into her mouth. Once I felt her lips close around me, I slammed my hips forward, plowing my cock into her throat mercilessly. I’d never done that to her and she went wild, gagging, and thrashing, choking and coughing around my cock, trying to dislodge it and pounding her fists on the mattress. She never pushed me away though. I pulled back and let my cock pop out of her mouth so she could recover.


She turned on her side, still gagging. Her sides heaved as she fought the urge to throw up. A thick line of drool still connected my cock to her lips as she fought to control her stomach. Finally, she lay on her back again and gave me a smoldering look that told me that she wasn’t beaten yet before she opened her mouth wide in an insolent challenge. I thrust back into her throat, making her choke again, but this time, I started to fuck her mouth, slapping her in the face with my balls every time I bottomed out in her throat. She was constantly making gagging and retching noises as I slammed my cock into her, battering her tonsils and watching in fascination as her already taught stomach muscles clenched against the desire to throw up.


I pulled my cock out of her mouth again and this time, it was dripping with thick ropes of saliva. I smeared it all over her face, swabbing her cheeks with her own drool. I lifted my cock off her face with one hand and gathered up my balls in the other, feeding them into her mouth, making her suck on them while I slowly stroked my cock, performing for our audience as much as for Beck. I stood up again, pulling my balls out of her mouth and grabbed the sides of her head, pulling her back onto my cock and skull-fucking her like I was possessed. I knew I was close, but I didn’t want to cum yet so I pulled away, slapping her face with my cock as I calmed down, smearing her own drool over her face obscenely.


When I was calmed down enough to continue, I turned her around, making her wince and groan from the welts again. I lifted her legs and pushed them back and apart so that her knees were pressed to the mattress beneath her armpits. She was spread and waiting, her pussy glistening wet and invitingly pink as if I’d beaten it as much as her back and ass. I ran my cock up and down her slit, more to tease her than to gather moisture. I was still slimy with her saliva and she was as wet as she’d ever been. When I thrust into her, she screamed out loud and I felt her clamp down on me like a vice as she came hard, her arousal just waiting for a trigger to push her over the edge. I grabbed her nipples and pinched them hard, pulling them away from her body ruthlessly.


She screamed again, her eyes bugging out as the combination of ecstasy and agony pushing her higher as each sensation pushed the other. I fucked her hard, pulling her onto my cock by the grip on her nipples, making her cum over and over, screaming for more and mercy by turns. I was getting close again and I knew that when I came, it was going to be the end of me so I pulled out. Bad Matt still had one more thing to do to her tonight before I could put him away and sleep. I pulled out of her and let go of her nipples before I raised my hand, bringing it down in a vicious slap on her exposed pussy.


If she went wild before, she absolutely lost her mind now. The shriek she let out dwarfed every other sound she’d ever made and she’d turned a bright red, her veins standing out as she shuddered. I was bathed in a hot stream of urine as she came hard enough to lose complete control of her bladder and I silently made note to clean the carpet tomorrow.


I reached for the lube we kept on the night table and greased up my cock for her final violation of the night. She was quivering and cupping her pussy with both hands as she whimpered and gibbered to herself softly, not really forming words, just verbalizing the core shock she was feeling. She gasped as she felt the cold lube being spread over her anus and looked up at me with glassy eyes, her expression one of mingled anticipation and horror that I wasn’t done yet.


“Spread your ass, Whore!” I growled, verbally berating her for the first time. This was the part of Bad Matt that I liked the least. I knew from all that I’d read that words could be the most damaging weapons of all, but I also knew that this sort of play drove Beck wild. As soon as I said it, she turned back over on her back and her hands moved from her pussy to cup her ass, pulling her cheeks apart to welcome my invasion.


I put my cock to her ass and pushed, popping the head into her sphincter and making her groan loudly. I hadn’t stopped to loosen her up with fingers, partly because I didn’t want to break scene to do it and partly because I thought after all her experimentation and our previous fucking, she could take it without preparation if I was careful. I held still and let her get used to the feeling, let her ass stretch out around the head before I started to rock my hips, fucking a little deeper with every thrust until I felt her knuckles against my hip bones and knew that I was fully seated.


I stood there, buried in her ass up to my balls and then I started to fuck her, slowly at first, adding lube occasionally. As I felt her adjust, I moved faster, fucking her harder with each thrust. We were both groaning and I knew that she could cum just from this alone. I’d been up and down enough tonight that I was in a zone where I wasn’t in danger of cumming unless I put on a burst of speed so I kept up a steady pace and brutalized her ass, mixing it up by slapping her tits and her face occasionally. I called her names and thrust three of my fingers into her mouth, pushing them back to her throat and making her gag again, the effect being that her ass squeezed my cock deliciously with every heave of her stomach.


She shuddered her way through three orgasms, groaning awkwardly around my fingers. I finally felt like I was really close and pulled out. I grabbed her collar and pulled her off the bed to kneel before me and thrust my cock back into her mouth.


“Suck that filthy ass-fucking cock!” I growled at her, holding her head while I fucked it. “Taste that? Taste your ass on that cock? Like that, don’t you, Slut?”


She nodded a little and gurgled something affirmative as she sucked my cock as enthusiastically as she ever had and I felt myself starting to cum. I howled as the first shot blasted into her mouth before I pulled out and jacked off, sending thick jets of cum across her face again and again, bathing her in my jizz. It lanced across her cheeks and forehead, dripped from her nose and chin and down onto her breasts and stomach.


When the torrent had stopped, I felt my knees give way and I found myself in her arms. We were both weeping on each others shoulders and neither of us could move if the house was on fire.


“I love you, Beck!” I told her emphatically, clutching her to me. Bad Matt was back in his cage and I had a lot to make up to her for what he’d done.


“I love you, Matt! You gave me all of you!” she was giddy with excitement and clung to my neck like it was the only thing keeping her alive. I’d made her happy. That put me at peace with what I’d done to get her here.


Too soon, we felt hands lifting us up and helping us to the shower. Patty was there as was my mother. I hadn’t remembered seeing them there before. We were dumped in the shower and washed by Tabby and Collie who had undressed and followed us into the stall. Becky was sent to brush her teeth for the unclean blowjob she’d given me at the end and then we were dragged back upstairs for something to eat and drink.


We were both exhausted and starved even though we’d just finished dinner a short time ago or so we thought. It was after midnight, telling us we’d been at it for nearly five hours including the beating at the beginning. Patty and Mom looked distinctly unhappy about the welts on Beck’s back, but other than stern looks, they kept their thoughts to themselves for the moment. I was sure I’d hear about it at a later date, but for now, Beck was enthusing about how amazing that was to anyone who would listen. I could hear the croak in her voice and figured she’s probably have a hard time talking tomorrow.


Chapter 33


We went off to bed and Tuesday morning came way too soon for Beck and I both. Her welts looked angrier the next day as the bruising set in, but she was bright-eyed and bounded into the shower, squirming as I gently washed her back and butt. At breakfast, she was a little hoarse, but I’d half expected her to sound like a pack-a-day smoker with how hard I’d fucked her throat the night before. Patty and Mom looked like they were going to corner me to talk seriously about what I’d done to Beck, but she wrecked that plan by bouncing out of her seat and dragging me with her, saying we needed to go to baseball.


We left our bikes at home and walked for once so we could talk.


“Last night was so amazing!” she said when we were away from the house. “I love you so much for that. I know it was hard for you.”


“It was,” I agreed. “There were parts of it that I liked, but parts that I didn’t like doing. I’m glad you didn’t think it was too far. I worried about that a lot.”


She stopped and took my hand, turning me to look at her. “I got all of you last night. Not just the loving part, but the part that you bury. I got to see what you’d be like angry. That’s the most amazing thing I could have asked for. Like I said, you show me how much you love me when you can punish me like that without hating me. Making me suck you after you’d been in my ass! Where did you come up with that?!!?”


“Honestly? Your mom,” I told her. “When I was with her, I was gonna cum on her face, but she just stuck it back in her mouth instead. I figured that if there was anyone out there that’d get off on that, it was going to be you.”


“Wow!” she breathed, thinking about her mother doing something as dirty as that. “You think she’s gonna get into the whips and stuff?”


I shook my head. “I think her and Mom are going to tear a strip off me when they can get me alone for how I treated you last night,” I admitted. “I know you’re okay with it, but your back seriously looks like you’ve been tortured. They’re pretty angry and disappointed today by the looks they were giving me.”


Beck rolled her eyes. “Great! So now I have to worry about them being over-protective. Well, we’ll find them when we get home and tell them.”


I hoped she was right. I slipped my arm around her and she snuggled into me for the rest of the walk. I sat in the dugout and she went off to talk to the girls on the team, whispering and giggling while they waited for their turn at the plate.


The game was good overall and Beck’s team won. The girls kept shooting glances at me between innings and I wondered what Beck had told them. I asked her while she was perched on my lap and she laughed.


“I told them everything,” she said, wiggling on my lap. “Worried that they’re gonna be afraid of you or that they’re gonna want some of what I got?”


“Both,” I admitted, thinking that neither option was great.


When we got back to the house, we went to find the mothers and get through this. They were at Patty’s having coffee and talking when we walked in. Beck got a much warmer reception than I did and she blew her stack.


“DON’T YOU DARE WRECK THIS DAY FOR ME!” she shouted at both of them angrily, making all three of us start. They were sputtering and trying to get a handle on her temper when she continued to shout. “MATT DID EXACTLY WHAT I WANTED HIM TO LAST NIGHT, EXACTLY WHAT I HOPED HE’D DO! DON’T YOU DARE MAKE HIM FEEL BAD ABOUT THAT! I SWEAR IF HE BACKS OFF BECAUSE YOU PISS ON HIM OVER IT, YOU’LL ANSWER TO ME! I KNOW WHERE THE WHIPS ARE! YOU HEAR ME? I WILL TAKE IT OUT ON BOTH OF YOU IF HE STOPS BECAUSE YOU MADE HIM FEEL BAD!” She was fuming and practically screeching. Frankly, I found the whole tirade a little distressing.


I was glad to see the fight go out of the two of them and they looked back and forth between the two of us. I shrugged. “You should have known better,” I reminded them calmly. “Lilly said that you could all hear Beck clearly upstairs the first night we were together. You know what she likes in sex. Getting angry at me for making it exactly like she wanted isn’t cool. You can’t tell me it’s okay to have sex with her and then get mad at me for making it what she wants.”


“That’s not why we’re angry. The things you’re doing are dangerous. If they get out of hand, she could be hurt,” Mom pointed out.


“Which is why I chose things that have very soft impact. I tested how hard they hit on myself to make sure that they’re not going to break skin. I tested how hard to swing to get results I wanted without doing damage. You think I’d just pick up something and swing like I’m trying to hit a home run? I thought you knew me better than that. Everything I used last night was used on myself first to make sure I wouldn’t be hurting her.”


That seemed to mollify them some, but they still seemed troubled. I turned to Beck and took her face in my hands. I kissed her lightly. “I think you need to tell them what you told Manda. They don’t get it.”


We sat at the table and for the next hour we explained Bad Matt and how Beck felt like she had all of me when she was able to coax him out of hiding. She talked about how she felt about pain and how she felt about the degrading things we did. Over time, they both came to understand what she meant, but I don’t think Mom liked it in particular.


The rest of the week passed in something of a blur, with all of us chasing down the last details before school started. I made a point of spending time with all of my girls through the week, making a night available for each of them.


Tabby and I were very tentative in our approaches to each other during this time. We were closer in some ways than even Lana and I, bonded together by our mutual breakdowns. People talk about being blood brothers and taking blood oaths, but vows made in tears wept from the soul are stronger than anything borne in blood, in my opinion. We kept our love-making slow and sweet and tender. I knew she’d known violence and force and rape and I wanted to show her my love for her, her value to me.


After the first time I made love to Tabby, Beck claimed me the next night, demanding that I be rougher with her for every gentleness I had shown to Tabby the night before.


On Thursday, Tabby and I found ourselves at Dr. Spencer’s office separately instead of together. I had a new sketch for her of a tiger half-hidden in tall grass done in colored pencils and she was appreciative of the work.


“Matt, I’d like you to try your hand at something a little more abstract. For next week, I want you to pick an emotion and make that the focus of your art. Use whatever medium seems appropriate and paint, draw, sculpt or create a piece of art that expresses not just that emotion, but how that emotion fits into your overall thoughts.”


“You don’t believe in bunting, do you?” I asked dryly. “Express an emotion and its place in your life? Isn’t that what art has been trying to do for millennia? And never quite getting there?”


She nodded. “No art is perfect. No expression penultimate. I just want you to try.”


I again looked at her dubiously. “A ‘make your own Rorschach blots’ project? You’re better than this.”


She smiled. “Fair enough, but Rorschach blots are a useful diagnostic to try to figure out what preoccupations a patient may not be verbalizing. If they weren’t useful, we wouldn’t use them. I figured if we were going to try something like this, better to have you challenged with a project than trying to say the first smart-assed thing you could come up with. We both know you would have used the exercise to flirt with me or deflect your emotions with humor. Those are two of your defense mechanisms.”


She saw the grimace on my face and continued. “I’m not criticizing. Sex is high on Mazlow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Humor protects your Esteem from damage it might suffer under direct scrutiny and sex falls into the Love and Belonging category. One could argue that as a teenage boy, sexual imperative falls into Esteem as well ... especially with the amount of it that you’re getting,” she finished dryly.


“Dr. Spencer! I’m shocked! SHOCKED! Was that a joke?!!? Next you’ll be flirting with ME!” I laughed. “I can hardly wait.”


She chuckled slightly, a smile touching her lips. “Well at least now I have something to hold out to entice you back for more sessions when you’re feeling uncooperative.”


“Now who’s delusional?” I asked dryly. “You’ve never needed anything more than your smile to draw me back in after you tell me something I didn’t want to hear. If you’re going to flirt, flirt. Don’t hide it. Saying it’s to help me come back after a troubling session is beneath you and I had that spot all picked out for little old me.” I grinned at her insolently.


“Carl’s right. You ARE spending too much time with me,” she said with a frown, but the corners of her lips were twitching with the effort of not smiling.


“I’ll tell you what I told him. Impossible. There’s no such thing as too much time spent with you.”


“That’s a very nice thing to say,” she told me, allowing the smile to blossom on her lips. “Your case has called for a slightly less detached manner than I usually adopt in session though. Treating you like I’d normally treat a patient your age would have been disastrous.”


“Why is that?”


“I’m far more professional and far less personal with my patients normally. After Jake Collins, you needed something else. You wouldn’t have trusted me if I hadn’t relaxed my normal demeanor. We’d never have talked about Miranda or at least, I’d still be trying to navigate through that issue to reach you. We certainly wouldn’t be exploring your abilities and you wouldn’t be living up to your potential. Those are all important benefits of you getting to talk to me closer to the way I’d speak to Carl or another acquaintance.”


“I understand. You’ve even made a few off-hand comments to me. I usually return your serve with a sexual backhand, but not always. I’ve said before, I appreciate all that you’ve done for me and I consider you a close friend. I’m coming to treasure friends.”


She nodded and looked at me shrewdly. “Tell me about your new friend, the one from California?” she asked ... or ordered. With her, that line was always blurred.


“What’s to tell? She’s starting her freshman year at Harvard, same as I am. She’s new to town, so I gave her some pointers on how to dress for the cold winters. I get the sense that she’s terribly lonely. She said last week that I was the first guy on campus that talked to her and not her chest. We make good conversation together, she makes me laugh seemingly at will, she listens when I talk without judging me and she gives good advice. When she gets her degree, she’s going to be the best in her field unless a certain someone starts power-lifting her A-Game.” I looked at her pointedly.


“You’re falling for her,” she said. It wasn’t a question.


“No, I don’t think so. I’ve already resisted changing our relationship. I need friends. She’s listened to me talk about everything this summer and she’s taken it in stride. I admire that level of poise. I admire it in you too. I’m sorry I didn’t say that to you before, but there’s so many things about you that I admire, that it sort of got lost in the shuffle.”


“Oh, I can probably think of a few things you’re admiring right now,” she said dryly with a smirk.


“Touche,” I said with a smile. “For an irony, I was being completely sincere and your mind was in the gutter. Now if only we could arrange our schedules to meet there at the same time.”


“Fair is fair,” she said with a laugh.


I treasured these moments with her. She was so reserved of necessity with so much of her life that the peeks into what she was really like when she could just be Victoria were precious. I told her so and thanked her again for trusting me enough to let me see her in that light.


We talked about my week and the encounter with Beck. I talked to her about Bad Matt and Beck’s attraction to that part of me.


“I wouldn’t call that a cause for concern,” she said lightly. “Most people have some vivid fantasies that they hold dear. She’s found a way to indulge hers safely without risking more than she’s willing to give. If she told you to stop, you’d stop. If she actually got hurt, you’d be devastated. In that way, she’s putting you in more peril than she is herself. We both know how you handle guilt, especially when a woman getting hurt is involved.”


I nodded, understanding the parallel. “I suppose, but in this instance, I have the comfort of knowing that this is what she wants. I know it’s not a matter of abuse. I just have to take care to keep on the safe side of the line. I also intend to take some first-aid and medical training. I’m told there’s books on how to treat common sex-related injuries. I’m in the process of chasing some of them down now.”


She nodded. “Those will help some, but I’d also recommend taking formal training at some point. Carl would be pleased to know you were going to pursue some degree in medicine as would I. I think you have an outstanding capacity for empathy and you have enough of a therapist’s manner that YOU could be the best in your field if you decided to get an office with a couch. Just keep your pants on with your patients.” She smirked.


I stuck my tongue out at her. “Then send me some of YOUR patients to misbehave with,” I countered. “Maybe we can trade some.”


That made her laugh. “Get the degree and the practice first and then we’ll see,” she said lightly. “On a related note, I have news for you about your father. You asked me to see if there was someone that I would recommend as a good fit for him and I have a few ideas.”


“Patients or colleagues?” I asked, suddenly all business.


“Two of them are colleagues. One of them is a patient. She’s a distant third choice though because of her being in therapy. I assume you want a mentally stable relationship for your father.”


“That and I was hoping to have someone I could turn to as a potential mentor if I have questions about my dynamic with the girls. I’m not so arrogant to believe I know it all,” I added. “Have you approached them about the possibility?”


“I have spoken to my first choice. I explained your dynamic without going into details other than to tell her that through a bizarre set of circumstances, you’re now your father’s keeper until you can find him a home. She was ... intrigued. Would you like to meet her?”


I nodded. “What can you tell me about her?” I asked lightly, figuring that we’d arrange a meeting for next week during my solo session.


Instead of answering me, she got up and went to her desk to pick up her phone. She punched in an extension and invited the person on the other end to her office.


We sat in silence for a few minutes before there was a knock at the door and a statuesque woman with blonde hair pulled up in a bun on the nape of her neck let herself in. She was beautiful, I decided, but I still preferred my girls or Victoria over her. She had a pair of “nerd glasses” on and she joined me on the other end of the couch before extending her hand.


“Dr. Samantha Forester,” Dr. Spencer said, introducing us, “meet Matthew Russell.”


We shook hands and I could feel her squeezing my hand rather harder than necessary. “Pleased to meet you Doctor,” I said politely.


She inclined her head, but didn’t otherwise return the pleasantry. I arched an eyebrow at Dr. Spencer questioningly, but didn’t get an indication of what the problem might be.


“So, Dr. Spencer tells me that she’s discussed matters with you in very general terms. Did you have any questions?” I tried again.


“Victoria,” she said crisply, “is this what you were talking about the other day? I was under the impression you were serious.”


Dr. Spencer blinked, clearly surprised by the reaction and I sat by, watching the two of them stare at each other in incredulity.


“Clearly some things were best left to be discussed in person,” I interjected. “Perhaps in the interest of civility you could refer to me as ‘who she was talking about’ instead of ‘what she was talking about’. That might pave the way to a less adversarial dialogue.” I kept my tone polite and friendly, but I didn’t particularly like the way I’d been dismissed.


The woman shot me a withering look before turning her attention back to Dr. Spencer. “Seriously Victoria, if it was just a joke, why involve me of all people.”


I rolled my eyes and sat back, pulling out my sketchpad and starting to work on something at random. For a challenge, I set the pad in my lap and sketched with both hands, working out from the corners and building a scene of a cemetery. I made it a military style scene, with all the grave markers identical and a funeral on the hilltop with marines carrying carbines for the salute.


“It was no joke, Samantha,” she said quietly. “I fear it may not matter though. Insulting Matt was not the wisest choice you could have made to start the introductions.”


“Are you out of your mind?!!?” she spat. “He’s a child! You can’t possibly be pimping out for this infant.”


I’d heard just about enough from this woman. “Samantha? Leave. I can tolerate your snide remarks about me, but you don’t insult friends of mine. For the record, of the two of us, I believe I’ve conducted myself with more maturity than you’ve been capable of mustering since the door closed behind you.”


That finally got her attention. “What would you know about anything?” she sneered condescendingly.


I looked questioningly at Dr. Spencer and waited for her nod before I put down my pencils and turned toward her. “Well, Dr. Forester, I know that you’re aware of how attractive you are and you dress to accentuate what you have going for you while trying to minimize what shortcomings you see in your figure. You’re very well-dressed, but your blouse is loose. You want to draw attention to your legs and away from your chest. Normally, I’d suspect that it was because you’re poorly endowed in that respect, but I think it’s more calculated than that. You draw attention to your legs so that men have to bow their head in order to objectify you. You like that petty charge you get from forcing them to bend their neck to you even if they’re undressing you while they do it. Your handshake is much firmer than it needs to be. You’re trying to establish dominance with it, crushing fingers just enough that people aren’t sure whether you’re doing it on purpose or if you just have greater than normal hand-strength. You wear glasses and pull your hair up in signs of severity in the work place. You want to be taken seriously and worry that if you’re soft and feminine, people will see you as less than you are. Your heels are ridiculously high. You crave the extra height even though you’re already tall. You hate the thought of having to look up at anyone. If I were to wager, I’d say you were educated at Berkeley or Stanford and minored in women’s studies. You consider yourself superior to men and resent their power in the workplace. How am I doing so far?” I asked lightly.


She glared at me like she wanted to attack me, but held her tongue, choosing instead to cross her arms angrily under her breasts. They really were quite lovely. Possibly a D-cup. I was becoming better at recognizing the distinctions in size.


“I’ll continue then, shall I?” I asked politely and then kept my litany of calm observations up. “You got into bondage and domination while in college and saw it as a way to get back at men for the centuries of oppression that your sisterhood has suffered, but deep down, you’re aware that the men you dominate have done nothing to you and part of you feels guilty about the way you treat them. Your hostility is at least partly to cover up that guilt because you’re certain that some day, some man is going to recognize what you are, expose what you’ve done and you’ll have to face it all in the cold light of day. After college you decided to get breast augmentation surgery and you love the new breasts you have even though you don’t flaunt them. In private, they’re your pride and joy. You have them both pierced and prefer to wear flashy jewelry in them. Your sexual encounters have always lacked something and you find yourself increasingly isolated from traditional relationships because you gain little satisfaction from them. You don’t particularly like most men. You find them boorish, uncouth, rough, low, common or otherwise beneath you. You like to tell yourself you don’t think of them as inherently inferior, but deep down, you know that’s a lie. You see them gaze longingly at your body and you consider them weak, easily led by their penis. You know men who are your equal intellectually, but that sexual component still makes you sneer a little at them for their failings. Feel free to stop me and correct anything you feel I’m getting wrong or treating you unfairly about.”


“Are you done?” she asked snidely.


“Almost. I would say you’re a surgeon, but a specialty like cardiac or orthopedic or trauma. You can’t abide being normal even in the field of study that you choose. You also feel deeply inadequate right now. Not because I’m calmly making fairly accurate observations about your background and personality, but because you’re aware that I find Dr. Spencer far more attractive than I do you. As much as you hate the male psyche, part of you still measures your beauty by the attention that you receive from it. Sitting here with me and Dr. Spencer, you’re aware that if I was given the choice to have sex with one or the other of you, you wouldn’t even have the top button on your blouse open before I hit her like a hurricane: hot, wet and furious. Now I’m done.” I lowered my head to my drawing and picked up a pencil in each hand to finish it off.


There was silence in the room for a long time as I finished my drawing and penciled in my name on one of the head-stones. I detached it and passed it to Dr. Spencer, looking up for the first time. She looked quietly amused as she took the drawing and looked it over. “Is this Arlington?” she asked, ignoring everything that had just been said.


“Yeah. I figured you might have a couple of colleagues in the armed forces who might appreciate that.


“Why this scene?” she asked, waiting for Samantha to return to normal.


“I dunno. Maybe because you challenged me to create something based on emotion. A funeral is a sad event, filled with loss and pain. A hero’s funeral has to balance that with honor and sacrifice. It’s an image that serves many emotions.”


“Interesting.” She paused and glanced at Dr. Forester. “I think you may have broken her,” she said wearily.


“I’m sorry. I wasn’t out to do that. She just kind of pissed me off when she accused you of pimping for me. Not for me really. I can do my own pimping if it comes down to it, but you had no dog in this fight. You were just trying to help out. I, for one, appreciate the effort you went to in trying to find us a suitable match. I’m sure Donald does too.”


“She really IS a nice woman once you get to know her,” she said gently. “Unfortunately, we may have given her more than she could handle in one sitting.


I looked over at her and sighed. Now I had to fix this. Well I could talk her back out of her catatonic state or I could try giving her a slap to reset her breakers. “Samantha. Can you hear me?” I asked, deciding to try gentle.


She nodded mutely, her face strangely blank.


It was a start. “Can you tell us how you’re feeling?”


“Shock,” she said numbly. Her eyes looked glassy.


“What’s shocked you?” I asked, turning to look at her directly.


“No one’s ever...” she trailed off, unable to articulate what she’d been about to say.


“No one’s ever told you you’re not the most attractive woman in the room?” I supplied for her.


She nodded. I could understand that. She really was a good looking woman, but as well-built as she was, I had better waiting for me at home. “It happens, believe it or not. With Dr. Spencer working in the hospital, I’m surprised that it doesn’t happen more often. She’s uncommonly gorgeous. Don’t feel too bad about it though. I’m sure there are guys out there that think you’re far more attractive than Dr. Spencer.” I picked up my sketchpad again and started to work on something while I gave her a bit of a pep-talk. “There’s really no shame coming in second to someone who’s at least a 15 out of 10.”


“Fifteen out of ten, Matt?” Dr. Spencer asked dryly.


“At least. Beauty, brains, compassion, ethics and I doubt sex is your weak point in the scale. Unfortunately, you still resist my mind powers so I have to speculate, but this isn’t about you and me. It’s about helping poor Samantha recover from a paradigm shift.”


She seemed to be coming around some and was looking back and forth between the two of us, not really following the discussion.


“Samantha, what’s your favorite flower?” I asked.


“Um, orchids,” she said weakly and I looked up.


“That’s disconcerting,” I said.


“What’s disconcerting about it,” Dr. Spencer asked, surprised at the response.


“It’s been so long since someone sent her flowers that she’s not sure what her favorite ones are,” I pointed out. “No wonder she’s pissed at men. Is there anywhere you’ve always wanted to go on vacation, Samantha?”


“Hawaii,” she said, more certainly his time and I nodded.


“How long is your hair when it’s loose?”


“Halfway down my back,” she said. She was starting to look at me with more suspicion, the questions drawing her attention as she wondered what I was up to.


She looked at the sketchpad as I drew with both hands, putting the image in my head to the paper quickly. I was proud of this little sketch. It hadn’t taken me very long to get it where I wanted it, but it was surprisingly life-like. I put my pencils behind my ears and carefully detached the finished sketch from the pad, tilting it so that Dr. Spencer could see it. She arched an eyebrow in surprise at what I’d done and allowed me a small smile.


“I hope this makes you feel a little better,” I said, passing the sketch to Samantha. It was a drawing of her, but it was barely recognizable. Her hair was loose and flowing with an orchid pinned in it and a lei around her neck. In the drawing she wore a bikini with a sarong and was lounging on a deck-chair with the sun setting on the water behind her against a tropical island scene. She had a cocktail in her hand and a flirty smile on her face as she held the straw between her teeth. It was a scene that belonged at the end of a perfect day.


Samantha looked at it in shock for a long time before looking up at me and then at Dr. Spencer. “Matthew has an incredible aptitude to make people’s lives better,” she explained to the stunned doctor. “He’s done some work for me and I’m told the family portrait he drew has created more than one tear from people who were shocked to be included in it. Matt is also more intelligent than you or I. That’s how he’s able to pull large observations from small details. I suspect that he picked up on some small remnant of a California accent and combined it with your stance on men to figure out what campuses you likely attended.”


I nodded in agreement. “They’re both known for liberally progressive curriculum and their socially radical student body leanings.” I tapped my pencil on the side of my sketchpad idly as we gave Samantha a chance to recover.


Finally she seemed to come out of it. “I’m really sorry,” she told us both. “This really took me by surprise.” She turned toward me. “You ARE really too young to be discussing things like this,” she explained. “When Victoria told me that she had a patient that was looking for help locating a Dom to place his father with, I assumed you’d be much older. Certainly old enough to be experienced in these matters.”


I shrugged. “I’ve become more experienced than I would normally have had to be,” I told her. “My father was paired with a deeply abusive Dominant. I had to take steps to remove him from her possession. Unfortunately, that’s left me in the unenviable position of being my father’s keeper. My hope is to find him a home where he can be cared for, loved, respected, but ultimately from a dominant woman. That’s what he needs. Given my age, I have no in-roads into whatever BDSM groups there may be around here, so I asked Dr. Spencer to help if she could. That’s what brought us to here.”


“Okay,” she said thoughtfully. “I thought she’d mentioned that you had charges of your own.”


I nodded. “Four of them. That is the other reason I was interested in meeting whoever I was going to be putting in charge of my father. I’m passably well-versed, but, as you can imagine, resources are reluctant to make themselves available to a fourteen year old, regardless of how many collars he has in his care. I was looking for a woman who could not only give Donald the kind of environment he needs to thrive, but also provide me with advice as a mentor on matters related to that aspect of my current relationships. I’m already involved in something of a dilemma regarding my resident pain-slut.”


“What’s the problem?” she asked, seemingly more comfortable now that we were talking about her area of expertise.


“She doesn’t seem to have limits. She would be perfectly content to let me whip her bloody. The further over the edge she can push us, the better she likes it.”


“It’s up to you to rein her in then,” she told me, talking to me as more of an equal now that she was teaching than she had when we were introduced. “You set the limits. She may be disappointed, but if she won’t and you can’t, then she’ll end up hurt.


I nodded. “That’s what I was thinking too. I also intend to look into first aid for dungeon injuries. Are there any resources that I’d find useful? I haven’t been able to locate anything commercially printed, but I’m sure there are some guides printed in some of the better guides to BDSM.”


“There are a few. I’ll compile a reading list and get it to you. I would advise you to stop your activities until you read a lot more, even if it’s weeks or even months of picking away at books.”


I looked at Dr. Spencer and gave her an amused grin. “I don’t have the heart to tell her. You’ll have to.”


She smiled and nodded. “Matt reads at an accelerated rate. It won’t take him weeks,” she assured Samantha.


“How accelerated,” she asked dubiously. “Some of these books are extensive and there are a lot of them.”


“Dr. Saddler has judged my reading speed at somewhere just over 30,000 words per minute,” I supplied, unable to resist just a little bragging.


“Impossible!” she scoffed and looked at Dr. Spencer for confirmation.


Dr. Spencer nodded. “Matthew is a remarkable specimen. He read Grey’s Anatomy in less than a day and then passed a medical school exam based on the material. He’s starting classes at Harvard next month under the observation of Dr. Carl Saddler. He’s hoping to have at least one degree before he finishes all his high school classes.”


“I didn’t realize,” she said, stunned by the implications. “So you learn at that speed? The information sticks?”


“With nearly perfect clarity,” I said simply. “We’re still exploring the extent of the ability. I couldn’t really draw until about two weeks ago. Now I can draw with both hands, write with both hands at the same time in different languages, work on the same sketch from both ends of the page with two pencils. We’re gonna test how much information I can absorb without causing a psychotic break. Obviously, we want to err on the side of caution. Losing my mind doesn’t appeal to me.”


“That’s incredible,” she said, looking at me with renewed interest. “So all that stuff you said earlier...”


“A lot of it was simple observation,” I admitted. “Your mannerisms, speech patterns, accents, attitudes. They all tell more of a tale than we know if someone’s paying attention. I DID guess at your nipple piercings, but it seemed like a small leap of logic given that you are secretly proud of them.”


“Okay, HOW do you know THAT?” she wanted to know, interested now.


“Because you protect them,” I said simply. “Your legs, you’re not all that fussed about. They’re good, but everyone has legs. Breasts like yours though, when they’re on display, men practically drool in your cleavage. It gets to feel like a physical touch after a while. You hate that and rightly so. To keep it from happening, you cover them up. You don’t do the same with your legs, which tells me that you care less about attention to your legs and presumably your ass than you do about men staring at your breasts.”


“He’s going to be DEADLY when he gets his psychiatry degree,” Dr. Spencer said proudly. “He’s better than some therapists I know now when it comes to observational deductions.”


“And you really think I hate men?” she asked, no longer sounding certain of herself.


“I think it’s been too long since you’ve met one that you could respect without the weakness of attraction lowering them in your esteem. Men ARE weak in some respects. Women are weak in others. It’s not a failing, it’s just how we’re built. For men, sexuality is wrapped up in visual cues more than it is in women. That’s why men prefer to fuck with the lights on and why they pay attention to beautiful women. Women tend toward situational factors more than men. That’s why they tend to enjoy romantic comedies, love stories and have affairs with specific types rather than specific people. It’s also why men gravitate toward visual erotica and women tend to read their porn.”


Dr. Spencer shook her head. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t teach him any of that.”


“I read my psych book the other day. I think I’ll look into a few more books while I’m with Carl next week. I’m sure there’s all kinds of trouble I can get into at the bookstore.”


“What are you?” Samantha blurted out.


“One of my fathers-in-law suspects I’m a cyborg from the future,” I said with a slight smirk.


“That would explain a few things,” Dr. Spencer said dryly.


“You’re not helping,” I told her playfully. “Don’t make me draw dirty portraits of you. You know I can do it.”


“I’m a little surprised you haven’t already,” she shot back, undeterred.


“Maaayybee,” I said, drawing the word out and looking dramatically guilty.


“Is he always like this?” Samantha asked, warming up to me a little with the revelation that I was exceptional.


“Not at all,” Dr. Spencer told her. “We had some really productive sessions early on. Then the sedatives wore off and he woke up.”


“Yes,” I said sarcastically, “it would have been MUCH better for the hospital if I hadn’t woken up. The wrongful death suit would have gone over so well.”


“Collins,” Dr. Spencer explained when she looked confused. “Poor Matt was the patient that finally got him out of the hospital. As much as we tease each other, I wouldn’t wish that on anyone and certainly not on an innocent boy.”


“An innocent boy with four submissives under collar?” Samantha scoffed.


“She has a point,” I told Dr. Spencer.


We chatted more pleasantly for the remainder of our time and then Dr. Spencer showed us both out.


It was close to lunch so I asked if Samantha wanted to talk some more and see if we could get around to the topic of whether she’d be good for Donald or not.


“Honestly, I don’t think I’m the girl for your father,” she said reluctantly. “Some of what you said was true. I don’t think he’d be happy with me.”


I nodded, understanding. “That’s fair,” I said gratefully. “Do you mind exchanging information anyway? I was serious about needing a mentor and I think that you’d give me good advice even if it was something I didn’t want to hear.”


She thought about it for a minute and then pulled out a card, wrote a number on the back and handed it to me. “That’s my work phone and cellphone and I wrote my home number on the back. I can’t promise to always be available. Doctors do have responsibilities, but if you leave a message, I’ll get back to you when I can. I’ll also ask around the community and see if there’s any interest in your wayward charge.”


“Thanks,” I said, offering her my hand. “I appreciate it.”


She shook my hand and I noticed that it lacked the force that she’d used on her grip the first time. I smiled at her and got a smile in return before we parted ways. I went to the main lobby to text Lana and got in the car when she arrived to pick me up.


While we were driving home, I got a text from an unfamiliar number. I opened it and it turned out to be Emma, asking what time to pick me up tomorrow night. I texted her back, suggesting 6:00 and she agreed. I asked if she knew where to pick me up and she confirmed that Lana had told her the address.


“So you’ve been conspiring against me, huh?” I asked with a smile, not upset, just curious about how much they talked.


“Not really. Well, maybe,” she admitted with a giggle. “Are you mad?”


“Not at all. Just curious as to why.”


“She’s good for you. You don’t talk enough. She said you told her that you don’t like to bring it up because we went through it with you. If you can talk to her, then that’s what you need.”


“And it doesn’t hurt that so far, she’s crushing on you, Beck and Tabby and you want to eat her alive,” I pointed out with a chuckle.


“No, I suppose that doesn’t hurt either,” she said primly, but grinned at me.


We chatted on the drive home and she made some suggestions for my date tomorrow night that I thought were particularly helpful. The girls spent the evening trying to coach me for the date even though I’d told them it was just dinner and a walk.


The next day Collie took me to the shower and washed me slowly and gently, taking razor and shaving my face, crotch and ass ahead of my date.


“It’s not that kind of date,” I insisted and she agreed with me attentively. “But if it turns into that kind of date, now you’re ready for whatever she has in mind.”


Then she took a small cigarette case and handed it to me.


“Really? Smokes?” I asked skeptically.


“Just open it,” she said with a funny smile.


I sighed and humored her, finding four condoms and a tiny squirt bottle of lube. I just laughed and put it down on my wallet before wrapping my arms around her and kissing her thoroughly. “I’m not likely to need these, but thanks for wanting me to be ready in case.”


She grinned and kissed me lightly before letting me go so I could get dressed. I was standing by the door, waiting for her when she pulled up to the house on time. I left the house, calling out goodbye over my shoulder before parents could get involved with questions and even cameras, God forbid.


Emma was driving a Ford Focus that looked like it was in good condition even if it was a couple of years old. I got in and leaned over to kiss her cheek lightly.


“Eager to go?” she asked with a giggle.


“Hoping to avoid curious family,” I admitted with a laugh and we were on our way.


I’d booked a table at La Salle’s and then planned to walk along part of the Freedom trail. When we got to the restaurant, we were seated promptly and I could tell that I was remembered when the same server greeted me warmly. We took our seats and she looked at me oddly.


“They know you here?” she asked.


“I’m a good tipper,” I told her with a smirk. “Tonight’s no exception.” We looked over the menu and made our selections. I ordered a half-glass of wine for each of us and ice-water.


“A VERY good tipper if they’re willing to let you order alcohol here,” she commented.


“It’s an Italian restaurant,” I said simply. “I’m not trying to get drunk, but there’s some occasions that call for a sip. Good food and good company are two of the best reasons to raise a glass.”


“Smooth,” she laughed. “I thought you wanted to stay friends?”


I shrugged. “I want us to take our time and fall in love, not smash into it.”


“And you’re assuming we WILL fall in love,” she pointed out.


“You’re perfect,” I said simply. “There’s a lot to love.”


“And what about the other way?”


“Your giving nature lets you overlook the worst of my shortcomings. It’s part of your perfection,” I assured her with a grin. I was enjoying the banter between us and I wondered about that cigarette case Collie had given me.


“Oh, I see,” she said, amused. “So tell me about where we’re going after dinner.”


“I thought you might be interested in walking part of the Freedom Trail. It’s a walking trail through Boston that links a lot of the historical sites. Sadly, the USS Constitution is in for refit or I’d take you to see it. That’s the oldest ship in active service in the Navy. She’s one of the old masted warships.”


We chatted about the places on the trail and I was playing tour guide before we even got to the starting point. We enjoyed our dinner and afterwards drove down to where we could start our walk. We were hand in hand and enjoying the evening. I talked to her about the trail and we followed the red brick from marker to marker until I asked finally if she wanted to head back.


“How much more is there?” she asked, uncertain.


“Enough for a second date and maybe a third if we tour the inside of some of the stops,” I told her.


She thought about it and nodded. “Let’s do some more another day then,” she said. “We’ll have plenty of time over the next few years to see all this stuff. It’s kind of interesting. There’s nothing like this trail back home. There’s a few historical sites, but nothing like this.” She leaned into me on the way back and my hand found its way into her back pocket again like it had the last time we walked like this. She smiled at me and slid her hand down my back to slip into mine. She gave my ass a squeeze and commented that it wasn’t bad.


I laughed. “You get an A,” I told her with a squeeze of my own. “Would have been an A+, but these jeans are a little rough on the fingers.”


We laughed and made little conversations that I was coming to recognize as lovers chatter. She really was getting under my skin, I realized with a smile.


“Only a little more than a week until classes start,” I reminded her.


“Yep. You nervous?”


“Terrified.”


Why? You’re gonna be great,” she told me certainly.


“I’m worried about how much I can do and I have a lot of people counting on me. I don’t want to let anyone down.”


“I suppose you do have a lot of people watching you. Just try not to think about it. This year is going to be the best year of your life!”


“I hope so,” I said as we got back to the car. For some reason, I had this feeling like everything was about to change. That feeling of foreboding was getting to me. I was subdued on the way home.


“Everything okay?” she asked, sensing the change in me.


“I guess,” I said. “I just got the feeling of dread all of a sudden, like there’s something I forgot to do. It’s like when you leave the stove on and forget about it, but can’t figure out what you forgot.”


She nodded. “It’s probably just jitters over school,” she said and we stopped to get some ice cream since it was still early. “How’s your drawing going?” she asked, trying to distract me.


I smiled, appreciating the effort and let her pull me away, talking about random subjects as she prompted me away from my worry.


That nagging feeling that something wasn’t right stayed with me though. If only I’d known what it was when I could have done something about it, but there was no way I could have known.


The feeling mercifully floated to the back of my consciousness for now and I concentrated on Emma. We talked about the assignment Dr. Spencer had given me to depict an emotion from my life in artwork.


“I have no idea which one to even tackle yet, let alone how to bring it to life,” I admitted.


“That’s a pretty heavy task,” she admitted. “Can I see it when you’re done?”


I nodded. “Sure,” I told her immediately as we finished our ice cream and walked back to the car. “I’ve told you pretty much everything else. I don’t mind sharing that.”


“‘Pretty much everything else’?” she asked with a smirk as we got in the car and she started it.


I shrugged. “Yeah. When I told you that some of the money that Miranda stole was recovered, I didn’t go into detail about how much they DIDN’T get back.”


“I assumed you managed to recover almost all of it,” she said with a shrug.


I nodded in confirmation. “Yeah. They’re still trying to figure out how over a hundred million dollars just disappears and they’re left with a couple of bags of petty cash.”


“Nice!” she said with a grin, but she didn’t seem particularly excited by the number. I guess between her dad’s career in movies and her career plan, it didn’t seem like a big deal. I had no idea how much her father made, but it must be good money if that amount didn’t make her giddy with excitement.


I laughed and shook my head. “I have to admit that’s the mildest response I’ve gotten from anyone that’s found out I stole that much money from the mob. Usually there’s some degree of excitement, panic or general anxiety.”


“Pfft. I’m from Malibu. Most homes cost somewhere around five million dollars. Now if that was your annual income ... THAT would be the wow moment.”


“I can’t even imagine making that much in a year,” I laughed. “I’d have to start a company that made something that fundamentally changed the world to make that much money a year.”


“Not really,” she said with a shrug. “Become a Hollywood producer. You front the money for a huge blockbuster and that can mean WAY more money than that. Do it consistently and you’ll become a bankable forecaster for box office gold.”


I nodded. “I suppose that’s true. I could try to get into producing, but you know WAY more about the movie industry than I do. You’d be way more likely to succeed at that than I would.”


“Nah. You could pick up what I know in a few weeks. I was always pretty isolated from the business,” she assured me.


We’d been driving around at random for a while, talking about little nothings until we finally stopped in front of the house. I looked at the house reluctantly, not because of what was waiting inside, but because I didn’t want this date to end.


“Thank you for tonight,” I said to her, taking her hand. “I always have a great time when I’m with you. I don’t want tonight to end, but I know that’s a dangerous line of thinking since it was my idea that we take things slowly.”


She grinned and leaned in to kiss me lightly. “I know what you mean. It’s so easy to get wrapped up that we could end up pushing a lot farther than we want to in one night.”


I nodded and lifted her fingertips to my lips. “Lunch on Monday?” I asked, hopefully.


She grinned and nodded. “And dinner next Friday?” she responded.


“I wouldn’t miss it,” I promised her. “If you’re free, we can go in the afternoon and tour some of the museums we could only see the outside of tonight. Or we could do something else completely if you’re bored with tourist destinations for now.”


“How about we go to the beach instead?” she asked. “Do it a lot earlier in the day. I wish I had my board, but the waves here probably don’t make for great surfing anyway.”


“That sounds PERFECT!” I enthused. “I love the beach and it’s the last weekend before classes start. I’ll pack lunch and we’ll make a day of it.”


“Sounds like a date!” she grinned again and leaned over to kiss me again. “You should get in though. I think we’re attracting attention.”


I looked up and sure enough, there was someone at the curtains looking out at us. I laughed and nodded. “Alright. Thanks again. I have a wonderful time every time we’re out together,” I told her again, opening my door.


“Me too,” she assured me, “and thank YOU. You paid for everything, after all.”


We both laughed and said goodnight and then I was watching her drive away before I turned back to the house, suspecting that they were all waiting for me.


When I opened the door, they were all sitting around, looking at me expectantly.


“Evening, all,” I greeted them lightly. “Decided on a quiet night in?”


Patty, Dan and Mom were watching a documentary on TV, Beck and Lilly were side by side on the love seat playing video games and the girls were visible at the kitchen table, playing cards.


Patty looked up at me and smiled but shushed me softly. They all wanted to play innocent, but I’d seen more than one face peeking between the curtains.


“Sorry,” I said softly. “I’m just gonna go take a shower and turn in early. I’m pretty wiped out.”


I got as far as the stairs when the TV shut off. “And WHAT have you been doing to need a second shower this evening?” Mom demanded, turned around in her chair to give me a pointed look. Everyone else had their eyes glued to me too.


I tried to look guilty, but spoiled it with a grin. “Wouldn’t you all like to know,” I chuckled mischievously.


“That’s why I asked,” Mom said evenly.


“Uh-huh,” I replied, amused, “and why at least three of you were peeking through the curtains when Emma dropped me off,” I pointed out.


“Why didn’t you invite her in? We don’t bite,” she asked me directly.


“That’s a filthy lie,” I laughed. “I know for a FACT that several of you bite.”


That finally got some laughter from the kitchen as they abandoned their card game and came to greet me finally.


Lana walked up and buried her face in my shirt, breathing deeply. “He doesn’t smell like sex, scented candles or strange soap,” she confirmed. “He’s clean.”


“Unless we stopped along the way and picked up some of my shower stuff to keep at her place,” I pointed out and gasped theatrically.


“You don’t smell THAT good,” she said dryly and socked me one on the arm.


We settled down and I told them about the evening after that, all of us talking freely.


“So you’re taking her to the beach on Friday?” Beck said lightly.


I nodded. “There aren’t too many beach days left. If Friday’s weather is good, we’re going. No big deal. She suggested it.”


“You’re going on two dates a week with this girl,” Mom pointed out.


“I dunno. Monday’s not really much of a date. It’s just lunch after I finish with Dr. Saddler. We’re staying casual. Next Friday is just a trip to the beach. I’m going to bring sandwiches and we’ll hang out and swim.” I shrugged. “It’s not that big a deal,” I insisted.


Mercifully, they left me alone after that and we passed the rest of the evening pleasantly.


The next week was a blur and I’d remember it later fondly as a time of calm and peace. I spent time with all my girls, made progress with Dr. Spencer on my issues and talked Dr. Saddler into increasing my course load significantly when I demonstrated how quickly I picked up an advanced text and absorbed the information.


Even the first week of school was perfectly fine until that Friday. I’d been going to my classes and Lana, Beck and I were being so sickeningly cute that it wasn’t pleasant to watch. That Friday though. That changed it all.


I’d hung around the school, not seeing Beck or Lana and figuring they were caught up at the end of class or that they were signing up for one of the after school clubs.


I was leaning against Beck’s locker for about fifteen minutes when I figured it was time to find out what was keeping them. I texted Lana, asking where they were and got no response. After another fifteen minutes, I left the school. It was like a tomb this late on a Friday and I noticed that the student lot was empty. They’d left me behind.


That creeped me out, but I was trying not to make a big deal of it. I shouldered my backpack and walked home, wondering what had happened and why no one had called me.


I came around the corner and saw my four girls crossing the lawn from next door and that feeling of unknown dread I’d had during my date with Emma reared its head again, swelling in my chest as I saw them. I knew they’d seen me, but I knew something was wrong when none of them waved to me or waited. They just went inside.


Whatever it was, it was bad. I braced myself for bad news and wondered what it could be. Had Donald been found out for matters with Miranda? I knew Dan had some medical problems. Had something happened to him? I hadn’t seen Mom after school. Was she okay? Had something happened to Lilly? Was Patty hurt? I’d seen my four girls, so all I could think was that there was something wrong with one of the others.


Later on, I’d understand that if any of those fears had been true, they would have acted differently. Right then, though, I was driven by fear, not thought and certainly not understanding.


I burst into the house, frantically, but didn’t see anyone. Mom wasn’t home, Lilly wasn’t here, the girls were nowhere to be seen. I went downstairs and the four of them were waiting for me, their faces unreadable.


“What’s going on?” I asked, my voice shaking slightly as my mind generated different scenarios, each piece of bad news they could deliver more horrifying than the last.


It was Lana who spoke first. “We’re through. I don’t care about you any more. Give me my key.” She held out her hand and the look on her face was disgust.


I stumbled backwards in shock, leaning against the door frame as I felt the anxiety attack set in. My chest hurt and it hurt to breathe. “What!” I gasped, not understanding. “What are you talking about?!!?”


“You said if we ever asked for our keys, they were ours,” she growled, angry for some reason. “I want my fucking key, RIGHT NOW! I DON’T FUCKING LOVE YOU, I DON’T WANT TO BE WITH YOU AND I DON’T CARE IF YOU FUCKING DIE! NOW GIVE ME MY FUCKING KEY!”


I was stunned. I looked at the rest of them to help me understand, but I saw the same look reflected on their faces as I saw on Lana’s. There was hate, loathing and disgust. I went to my desk and pulled open the drawer where I kept all four keys. I separated Lana’s and gave it to her. “Why?” I asked, dully.


She didn’t answer me, just reached behind her neck to open the lock and then dropped the collar and key on the floor and walked out.


“What’s going on!??!” I begged them, calling out loud enough for her to hear me as she climbed the stairs.


Beck walked over to me and held her hand out. “Key,” she demanded. When she had it, she dropped it next to Lana’s and spit on me.


Tabby came next and the look on her face was so hard that I wasn’t sure I’d ever known her.


“Talk to me! WHY ARE YOU DOING THIS!??!” I pleaded with them. “SAY SOMETHING!”


“Key,” was Tabby’s response. She looked at me coldly and I closed my eyes, tears spilling over my cheeks. I took hers from the drawer and was barely surprised when she slapped me as hard as she could before she dropped her collar and left without another word.


I looked at Collie and pleaded with her. She was my last hope to understand what had just happened. She just held out her hand and I silently put her key in her palm, devastated.


I sobbed when I heard her collar hit the floor and she left the room, leaving the door open. I’d almost wished she’d turned off the lights and plunged the room into darkness. I stared at the four collars laying discarded on the floor and grieved. I’d sworn that if one of the girls left, the rest of us would grieve for them together. I had no way to count up the enormity of this loss.


I wasn’t aware of falling, but I was still on my knees weeping and staring at the four of them in horror and despair when Mom came downstairs to find out why no one was answering her call to dinner.


The End
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