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Prologue


I’m alive.


That revelation surprises me. I don’t move, laboring to keep my breathing slow and steady and calm while I strain to listen. I’d passed out at one point and I’m just coming around. Tonight’s lesson had been brutal, but it lacked finesse. It’s still dark out. I’m not sure what time it was because my hosts hadn’t been gracious enough to provide me with a clock.


I finally determine I’m alone and raise my head slowly, working my jaw painfully. I can feel some swelling in my cheeks and jaw and run my tongue over my teeth to see if they’re all still there. It feels like a couple are a little looser than they should be, but otherwise, I don’t think I have any broken bones. My concussion is certainly still making things interesting. The night’s entertainment hadn’t done me any favors.


I look around and the barn looks mostly like it had the last time I woke up. The door is shut back up and I’m alone except for the rats. I’m a little apprehensive about the rats. I’ve read that they’ll eat a man alive once they smell blood. ‘There’s certainly blood to smell, ‘ I think, probing my split lip with my tongue. I look over and the bravest of the bunch is sniffing through the straw where I’d spat a mouthful of it earlier.


I sit and take stock of what had happened after the doors had opened and was surprised with what hadn’t happened. The beating was the opening shot in a war we were fighting for my life. I wonder if they’ll be back before dawn or if I’m going to sit here for the day while they prepare their next surprise for me.


I sit and watch my new roommate nibble at bits of blood-stained straw and chuckle, making him start and look at me. “Plenty more where that came from,” I assure him. I try to keep my tone light, but I know that it’s only a matter of a day or two and he’s going to be chewing on me. I really only hope I’m not still alive when he works up the nerve.


I take a deep breath and try to focus. ‘I’m not dead yet, ‘ I think to myself and shake my head to clear some of the cobwebs. I groan and it almost feels like my brain is sloshing around in my skull. I laugh as I remember the old ‘What Would Jesus Do?’ shirts that the religious kids would wear in school.


“That’s easy,” I mumble to myself, my split lip bleeding again as I grin crookedly. “He’d get cross.” I wheeze in laughter, the joke striking me as hilarious. I imagine some of the looks I’d get for that joke from those kids.


It cheers me up a little and I lean forward, rocking to my feet in a crouch, shuffling around as I look for something to help me make my escape. I don’t spot much that I could use until I got free of the ropes and that was the real first test. I had an idea, but it was ... ridiculous. If it worked though...


I smiled, thinking of the look on her face if I told her it worked. I’ll need to keep working at it, but I think it has a good chance of working. I start shrugging my shoulders a little, working things as loose as I can for now. I try what I have in mind and at first, it doesn’t work, but I feel like I’m making progress. I smile and think I might even be able to turn the tables on my hosts when they come back. THAT would be a fitting way to end the day. I work doggedly, my body aching and my mind weary.


“This is nothing,” I tell my roommate rat. “Let me tell you a story about some of the shittiest shit to ever shit.” The rat squeaked in response, more certain that I wasn’t going to attack it. It scurried around, scrounging for food and watching me.


“Tonight, I’m gonna tell you about my first semester in high school and let me tell you, Mr. Rat, it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. In fact, it started like this...”


Chapter 1


I was standing at my locker in kind of a daze. I was going through the motions and picking out my books for Monday, but I really didn’t give a shit. I was giving more and more thought to burning through my classes and getting the fuck out of here. I’d had enough of walking the halls and having people rub my face in it. How long had it been? I stared at the stack of books, counting the days. Six weeks.


‘Happy Anniversary, ‘ I thought to myself bitterly. I closed my eyes and imagined I could feel wind on my face. It felt calming as I watched balconies zoom past in my mind’s eye.


I reached in to pick up my psych 100 book and the door suddenly slammed on my wrist making me swear.


“What the hell is your problem?!!?” Lana hissed, her hand still on the door.


“Right now my problem is you slammed my fucking hand in my locker door. What do you want?” I spat and flung the door open, pulling my arm loose and looking at the damage. The latch bit into my skin and I was bleeding. I tossed my psych book in my backpack and slammed my locker shut, clicking the lock shut and spinning it to clear the tumblers.


“My problem is YOU!” she said.


“Then you know what the solution is. Stay the fuck away from me. Problem solved,” I snarled. “You made it perfectly clear to ME that I wasn’t part of YOUR life, so why do you keep coming back to pick at me? You said we were done and that was that. I didn’t chase you, didn’t make an ass of myself trying to change your mind. You told me you didn’t care about me and walked out on me. I’ve tried to stay away from you, your boyfriend and all your new friends to make things easy for you so instead, you walk up and attack me. Fuck you! You’ve already done as much to me as you can. You want to hurt me more? Here! Let me help you.” I took her hand and slapped a pencil into her palm. I pointed to my throat. “Go ahead. Drive the point in right there! It’s no worse than everything else you’ve done to me! You said you didn’t fucking care if I died! Here’s your chance!” I was aware I’d been screaming, but I didn’t care. There were tears in my eyes as I stared at her in hate and pain, jabbing a finger at my own throat in encouragement. “DO IT!” I raged at her, my face turning red.


The hall was silent around us and she looked at me with a shock that I’d never seen on her face. I stared into her eyes, tears streaming down my face, challenging her to put me out of my misery and then I spoke again. “When I said forever, I meant it. There’s only one end to this pain,” I said in a whisper for her ears alone. “But you know that. It’s why you come back to make sure it stays fresh and it’s why you wouldn’t raise that pencil now. You want me to hurt. I don’t deserve that.”


I turned and walked away. I left the school, ignoring the people trying to call me back or ask questions. The October air was cool, but it wouldn’t get cold until dark. I wished I’d taken my jacket. I wasn’t sure whether it was the adrenaline crash or the cold or the emotion that was making me shake, but I walked, changing direction often in case the school sent someone to look for me. I’d left my bike, my jacket and my phone at school, The only things I had were my wallet and my backpack which had my laptop in it. I walked until I felt like my feet were made of lead and I was so cold, the chill had sunk into my bones. I felt miserable, but not nearly so bad as I felt inside.


I hunkered down in a Subway and got something to eat reluctantly, letting myself warm up and eating a bowl of their soup and a sandwich while I thought about my options. Home was out. By now Lana’s version of events was poisoning the well. Emma was out. She and Lana still talked. I doubted I’d ever talk to Lana again. Tabby and Collie had moved on with their lives. As much as I thought I might be able to ask them for help, I couldn’t do that to them and I couldn’t move past the uncertainty. They’d been there alongside Lana. Donald would have to tell Mom and that would turn into the same thing as going home. Mom had ways of reaching Carl or Victoria, that cut off those avenues of refuge.


I sat glumly and discounted my options one by one. At least there was wi-fi here. I pulled out my laptop and logged into my lectures for the day, playing them one by one to distract myself. I logged into Skype in the background, setting my status to appear offline. Immediately, I started getting pings from Lilly, Patty, Mom, Emma, Tabby, Collie, Donald and several others. Beck and Lana messaged me too. That was news. Last time I’d checked, they had me blocked on everything. I let the messages flash while I finished my day’s lectures and plugged the laptop into the wall socket nearby.


I finally started to look at the Skype requests and opened up the conversations. Most of them were concerned citizens looking to locate me. I checked the time and realized how long I’d been gone. I typed a generic answer of “I’m not coming home. Goodbye.” and pasted it in every window.


That lit up the conversations even worse. I hadn’t even read the initial messages.


I sighed and started with the one that was likely to be the easiest to deal with. Lilly wanted to know what had happened, so I typed the details furiously into the message window and sent it before deciding that it was likely the best way to get them all to understand. I copied the explanation while Lilly typed and then went to read Mom’s demand that I come home and explain myself right this very instant. I sent the explanation and told her I was done. That I’d put up with this agony for 6 weeks and I was through fighting it.


I told Patty the same thing. I felt bad about that. I told her I loved her and I was sorry that she was caught in the middle of all this.


Tabby and Collie just got the explanation of what happened. I didn’t owe them any indication of what I was going to do, just like they didn’t owe me anything. Donald got the explanation and an assurance that I’d figure something out.


I brushed off the kids from school for the most part. They’d all seen or heard what had happened. I didn’t even go back to the windows with Beck or Lana’s conversations. Those doors were closed to me harshly and without warning. Emma got a little more. I told her what had happened in more detail, rather than pasting the answer I’d given Lilly. I told her what I’d whispered to Lana and I didn’t think I could go on like this. I asked her not to share anything about me with Lana and she promised she wouldn’t. She asked where I was and I told her I was in a restaurant, warming up.


By this point, Lilly had replied with a string of swearing that would have made me proud under other circumstances. Mom and Patty were pleading with me to come home and we’d fix it. I replied that there was no fixing it any more. It was broken. I was broken.


Everyone was trying to get me to go home, to face that pain again. Finally, I wrote the following and pasted it everywhere.


“Two months ago, I had the best life imaginable. My world was filled with love and happiness. There was sorrow and heartache, but I had the support of so many people who loved me that it was bearable. You all gave me the strength to carry on. Maybe it IS all my fault that I didn’t tell you often enough how much you meant to me and maybe that’s why so many of you drifted away and why the most important ones broke my heart. I’ve tried to cope with those losses over the past 60 days, but what happened today laid open all those wounds and they’re festered. I’m drowning in pain and I can’t fight it any more. I don’t HAVE the strength to carry on like I had before. I don’t have the help to carry on any more and today I ran out of the will to carry on. I asked the person I’ve loved longest to end my pain today. She wouldn’t. Whether it was from a desire to see me recover or a chance to prolong my torment, I’ll never know. I just know that I can’t go on any more. I’ve pretended like I was coping for too long. I’m not. There’s nothing left in my life but pain and hate and scorn and misery and torment. There’s no reason to keep going, no light, no hope, no warmth. I’m not okay. Not now, not for the rest of my life. Not ever.”


I sent it to everyone and let them digest that. I took a drink and finished my soup which was mostly cold while the pleas for me to reconsider came in.


Emma requested video chat and I reluctantly switched to my headset with the mic before accepting.


“Don’t you even joke about that,” she started in hushed, but urgent tones. “Where are you? I’ll come pick you up.”


“I’m not joking and I don’t want to put you in the middle,” I protested dully. “I know you and Lana are still friends.”


“She has people who are looking out for her right now. She’s warm and safe and considerably less upset than you are.” She looked at me, concerned.


“That makes sense. Why would she be upset? I took her only problem out of school today.”


“What a fuckin’ mess!” she breathed. “Look, I PROMISE I won’t tell her where you are or even that you’re with me. I swear. Just please let me pick you up. I’ll lie to everyone and say you won’t tell me. Just let me get you somewhere safe so we can talk.” Her eyes pleaded with me to let her help.


I sighed and nodded finally. I gave her the address and she said she’d be here in twenty minutes. I closed the window and answered the rest of the messages as best I could. I still didn’t look at Beck or Lana’s messages at all. I also didn’t bother with Tabby or Collie’s, closing the windows and letting the incoming message icon blip next to their names in my contact list.


Lilly, Patty, Mom and Donald I gave a generic message that I had to go, but I’d message them again when I was able to find somewhere warm again. I told Lilly that my phone and jacket were in my locker at school, so Mom wouldn’t be able to track me by my phone. Apparently that had already been discovered. She said Mom was frantic and might skin me alive when I came home.


“I’m not coming home.”


“Don’t talk like that.”


“I have to go. Goodbye Blue. I love you.”


I logged out of Skype and packed up my laptop quickly, going outside to wait for Emma to show up. The cold and the wind were brutal, but at the moment I didn’t care. She pulled up about ten minutes later and I got in. She leaned over to give me a hug and the brief taste of warmth started me shivering.


“Jesus! You’re like ice!” She turned up the heater and turned the vents to point at me as I shivered in the passenger seat.


She took me for a long drive, talking to me about what had happened, not just today, but since classes had started. I told her about how Lana and Beck had both flaunted their new boyfriends, seeming to take an almost perverse glee in displaying how much happier they were now.


“I lost my best friend and the girl I’ve loved since I was little. Losing them as lovers is one thing, but I can feel malice from them every single day I see them at school. They’ll kiss their boyfriends and then I’ve seen them both look for me to see if I’m watching. I’ve been trying not to react to it for 6 weeks now. I try to avoid them when I can. Today when she slammed my arm in my locker and got in my face, I lost it. I can’t keep doing this any more.”


“I’m not saying you should,” Emma said quietly. “That kind of thing sucks. Some girls want to do that because they want to feel like they have a fallback plan if things go wrong. Keep the guy on a string and have the tearful reunion if boyfriend #1 doesn’t work out.”


“That’s pretty despicable. You really think that’s what they’re doing?”


“Beck’s probably taking her sister’s lead. Lana, I don’t know. I could probably find out, but it would mean messaging her and I promised you I wouldn’t.”


“You only promised you wouldn’t tell her I was with you,” I said, thickly, the chattering of my teeth starting to diminish.


She nodded. “When we get back to my place, I’ll message her and find out what’s going on.”


We drove the rest of the way in silence and when we were back in her room, she handed me a sweatshirt to try to keep me warm. She logged back into Skype and checked her phone messages. She waved me over to read over her shoulder as she typed, asking Lana if I’d shown up at home and explained that she’d had to leave due to a fire drill.


“Nice cover,” I commented.


“We had one the other day. Pain in the ass.”


She told me to stay quiet and called Lana, angling the phone so I could hear too.


“Okay, what happened?” she asked when Lana answered.


“I don’t know!” Lana had been crying clearly. “He won’t even talk to me at school for weeks and weeks. I tried to find out why today and he started screaming at me and told me to stab him. He kept pointing to his neck and telling me it’s no worse than what I’d already done.”


“Because he loves you, you ditsy, stupid cunt. You broke his heart and rubbed his nose in it like you were proud you did it. Why he gives a shit enough to be suicidal is beyond me right now. Stop and think about what you’re doing. He lost ALL FOUR of you all at once. He goes to school and sees nothing but you and Beck making kissy-faces all day long and then he goes home where your family and his are in each others lives. Imagine how you’d feel if he dumped you for someone else and made you watch while he made a big fucking production of parading his girlfriend around like a trophy. You’d feel like absolute shit. He’s out there on the streets, cold, in agony and probably suicidal while you’re home, warm, safe and only now starting to think that you might not have treated him like he mattered to you. Go get your mother. Then it’s YOUR responsibility to explain how equally guilty of creating this whole fucking mess your sister is. I want to talk to your mother.”


She was fuming. “I hate girls,” she said darkly. “I saw this so many times back home. It’s one of the games they play. I’m starting to think I’m the only one that doesn’t.”


A moment later, Patty came to the phone. “Hello?” she said hopefully. Emma explained who she was and how she knew Lana and explained what had happened from both ends of the equation. “You need to keep an eye on them now that they know what they’ve put him through the past six weeks. They have a history of doing stupid things. Trying to hurt themselves isn’t outside the realm of possibility.”


“Have you heard from him?” Patty asked, sounding worried.


“I talked to him by Skype call a little while ago. He said he was in a restaurant trying to get warm.”


“Did he say what one?” she asked hopefully.


“Subway. There’s only about a hundred of them in the area. He knew that by the time someone tracked him down there that he could be long gone. He doesn’t want to be found right now. I can’t say I blame him. He can’t get away from it at school, can’t get away from it at home, can’t even hide from it in his own bed. It was the bed he shared with the girls, right?”


“I suppose not. Call us if you hear anything?”


“He won’t call me. He knows I’m friends with Lana. He doesn’t want to put people in the middle.”


“Yeah, he said that to me too. We’re all terrified for him. He sounds suicidal. Like he just wants the pain to end.”


“HE IS SUICIDAL! He has no one he can turn to. He’s curling up in restaurants to stay warm. Who would you turn to that you thought would open their doors to you at that point?” she pointed out.


“God! What a nightmare!” Patty said wearily.


I finally got out my laptop quietly and logged into the campus wi-fi and turned on Skype again.


“He’s back online!” I heard Lana yell in the background and I was bombarded with chat messages.


Patty made sure that Emma had heard that and then hung up hurriedly to go to her computer.


I changed my status to “Found temp shelter. Still cold.” and closed my eyes. I felt like I hadn’t slept in days. I knew that I was only getting a couple of hours of fitful sleep at a time, but this was the first time I felt it.


When I looked up, she was looking at me with sympathy. “When was your last decent night’s sleep?” she asked gently.


“August,” I admitted and then told her something I hadn’t even shared with Dr. Spencer. “I haven’t laid in that bed since ... Well, since there was no one around to notice.”


“Where have you been sleeping?”


“The floor, when I sleep. Usually I just work into the night and wake up after a couple of hours napping in the chair.”


“Aw Jesus!” she swore softly. “My roommate took off for the weekend. You can crash here. No bad memories, no ghosts. Just sleep.”


I trembled with a relief that had nothing to do with the warm pink sweater I was huddled in and I knew I was close to breaking down again. Maybe I needed to, but I didn’t want to. At least not yet. Right now I just wanted to get this over with.


I started opening chat windows and telling people that I wasn’t coming home, but that I was safe for the moment. Predictably, that answer wasn’t satisfactory. I finally had enough and put Lilly on video chat, angling the camera up and toward the corner so that they wouldn’t get details of the room. Lilly was there looking at me intently.


“Go get Mom,” I told her flatly. A moment later the two of them were crowded in front of the computer. “Look,” I said, not giving them a chance to pry for information. “I went looking for some place safe and warm rather than look for something sharp to cut my throat with. Right now, take the small victories and grow the fuck up. Whining that you’re not getting your own way isn’t going to speed my recovery and make me want to come home.”


“I just want to make sure you’re safe and in good hands,” she said, trying to mollify me.


“Yeah. I’m safe and in the best hands I could hope for right now.”


She took in the pink sweater and pursed her lips. “May I talk to Dr. Spencer?” she asked, guessing at where I was.


“Be my guest. You’ll have to call her. That’s not where I am though. I know she’d have had to answer if you called looking for me. Right now all you need to know is that I’m under supervision and that I’m off the streets for tonight. I’ll message you in the morning.”


I broke the connection and logged out of Skype.


Emma was starting to get me to open up a little when there was a sharp knock on the door. I looked at her, baffled, but she got up and answered the door to a police officer, looking for me.


They’d reported me missing and the cops had tracked my computer to the wi-fi hotspot in the dorm.


“You’ll need to come with us, son,” the cop said.


“Why?” I asked, my anger starting to rise.


“Your mother reported you missing and we need to take you home.”


“No.” I said flatly.


“I’m afraid you don’t have a choice. Let’s not make this harder than it needs to be.”


“Emma, can I use your phone? I need to call someone right away.” She passed it over and I dialed Dr. Spencer from memory. “Dr. Spencer? I need help. I’m about to be taken into custody by the police. If they take me to my house, I’m going to kill myself. Not try, not throw a tantrum, I will find a way to end my life if I see that house right now. I’ll take hospitalization, institutionalization, anything. Just no visitors except Emma Robinson.”


“What happened?” she asked crisply.


“Lana attacked me at school. If I go back there, everyone’s going to try to talk shit out. I’ll tell them all the right things, say everything’s fine and then go out to the garage and put the drill up to the side of my head. I’m done fighting it.”


“Alright, I’ll make the call. Give me to the officer and I’ll have him bring you in. Fair warning, you can only have family visit in the ward.”


“List Emma as fiance. That’s normally good enough. No one else gets in. They’re the reason I’m in this state. Hang on. I’ll give you to the officer.” I passed him the phone and then explained to Emma about the hospital rules about visitors. “They only let family in. Fiance counts as family, so Emma, will you marry me?”


“Yes,” she said and kissed me lightly on the lips with a slight smile.


From the hall, we could hear someone shout since the door was still open, “Holy shit! Epic just asked Emma to marry him!”


“Well that’s about to be all over campus,” I said dryly. “The rest of the conversation gets ignored, but that’s the take-away.”


The cop handed over the phone and sighed. “I’ve been ordered to deliver you to the hospital for a 48 hour evaluation,” he said. He wasn’t particularly pleased, but he nodded for me to get up.


“You heard our conversation?” I asked him.


“I heard.”


“Good. You’re our witness. Make sure it goes in the police report in case they give us shit at the hospital.”


“They won’t give you any hassle. Your doctor’ll clear it. So what’s going on at home that this is the better option?”


“My ex-girlfriend lives next door. Our families are close. She’s harassing me with public displays of affection with her new boyfriend every chance she gets. Today she attacked me because I don’t seem to be devastated enough for her liking. I’m not going back there. Everyone’s going to try to sit us down and get us to make up. Sorry about the paperwork this is gonna cause you.”


“Better this paperwork than having to come back to your place in a few hours because you had to check out. Don’t feel bad. Sometimes I want to put my gun in my mouth when my mother-in-law comes to visit. Not really, but you know what I mean.”


I nodded and told Emma I’d see her at the hospital. She promised to be there. That made me relax. I slung my backpack over my shoulder and followed the cop down to the the car where his partner was waiting. We drove in silence to the hospital and they put me into the care of the psychiatric intake crew. I wasn’t allowed to keep my computer or anything I might use to hurt myself.


Twenty minutes later, I was engaged in a deep conversation with Dr. Spencer about everything that had happened and how it had affected me.


She nodded a lot and let me talk myself out.


“Believe it or not, you’re doing okay,” she said gently. “Not great, but okay. You’re in control and until the police advised you that they were taking you home, you’d avoided doing anything self-destructive and advised people that you were safe and they should back off. I’ll have to talk to your mother to find out when she tasked the police with locating you. It could be that they were already on the trail before you assured her that you were fine. If that’s the case, I want to defuse that bomb before you put a match to the fuse.”


I nodded. “Promise me that you’ll let me know either way?” I asked. “I have an important decision to make and that could be the snowflake that starts the avalanche or stops it.”


“What decision is that?” she asked. “Thinking about moving in with your father?”


“No, I’m considering whether emancipation is the solution for me,” I said seriously. “Right now neither of my parents can provide a suitable living environment. My mother lives next door to two ex-girlfriends whose harassment has helped land me here. My father, well, we’re still looking for a Mommy for him, so I’m not thrilled with that idea either. Once the settlement for the whole dust-up with the hospital comes through, I’ll have enough legitimate income to float a household with a little help.”


“That’s a big decision,” she cautioned me. “Most parents take it personally.”


“I know, but what’s best for them isn’t necessarily compatible with what’s best for me. I’ll make them understand that. Going back to that house is not good for me. It’s quite frankly the worst environment imaginable right now.”


“I’ll speak with her about the stress at home and see if we can find an agreeable alternative to petitioning the courts. Do you trust me to talk to her freely?”


“I trust you with anything,” I told her. “I would have called you right away, but I figured you were bound by rules about contacting my mother and I’m not interested in hearing the peace-making bullshit.”


She nodded and patted my hand before getting up from the bed we’d been sitting on. She smiled at me before she slipped out of the room. “Fiance? I told you that you were falling for her.” She winked at me and closed the door.


I stretched out on the bed and sighed. It felt like a cloud. I knew that was the exhaustion talking. It was a relatively thin mattress and kind of hard, but I’d slept on a floor for weeks. This was Heaven.


I wasn’t sure how long I slept, but when I woke up, I felt refreshed and awake. Maybe that was part of what had been plaguing me. I opened my door and was grateful that it wasn’t locked. I’d been afraid that I was going to be locked in a cell during the nights at least. I went exploring and found a small common room with a few people in it. Two were playing cards, one was watching TV and the final occupant was doing a puzzle. None of those activities were particularly enticing, so instead, I wandered down the other way and found the end of the ward. The door was locked and there was a nurse’s station there with safety glass separating the desk from the hall.


“Excuse me, my name is Matt Russell. I was taking a nap. Has there been any visitors for me? My fiance told me she’d be here.”


The nurse checked a folder and nodded. “There IS a young woman.” She pointed to a door across the hall. “Just take a seat in there and I’ll call her up.”


I opened the door and the room reminded me of the visitor stations at prisons with safety glass dividing the room. I sat down and waited for the door to open. Emma appeared a moment later and smiled before sitting down. We picked up the phones and I apologized for getting her out into a place like this on a Friday night.


“Not our normal date routine, is it?” I asked ruefully.


“You’ve had a bad day. Don’t worry about it,” she said dismissively. “I got to meet lots of people tonight. Your mother had a screaming match with the hospital that nearly ended her up on that side of the glass when they told her that she wasn’t on your visitor’s list. She nearly swallowed her tongue when she heard I was on the list as your fiance. Your sister was nice though. She’s worried about you, but after I explained things, she was a lot more pissed than worried. She’s sure you’ll be fine once you’ve had some time.”


I nodded and chuckled. “She’s always in my corner,” I said. “Even if she’s usually there to make fun of me. Anyone else show up?”


“Lana and Beck’s mother. She asked to see you, but seemed to take it much better than your mother did. She just looked sad and left after we had a brief word.”


“About how Lana and Beck are doing?” I asked delicately.


She nodded. “She said they’re pretty upset. Not as upset as you are, but she said they didn’t realize they were doing anything wrong.”


“Yet another good reason to be here and not there. If I was there, there’d be an attempt to have a mumbled three-word apology smooth over 6 weeks of what they’ve put me through. I’m not feeling quite that generous tonight.”


She shrugged. “I don’t blame you. Personally, I think they deserve a punch in the face, but that’s just me.”


“I won’t argue with that assessment,” I said with a small laugh. “Anyone else give you any shit about the fiance thing?”


“Your sister asked if we’d set a date,” she smiled. “Mrs. Powers looked like she wanted to say something, but she got pretty choked up towards the end and had to go.”


“She was probably thinking that Lana or Beck would end up marrying me at some distant point down the road,” I supplied. “She does love me like a son. It would have been as happy a day for her as for the happy couple.” My lips twisted on those last words and I shrugged, trying to let go of the bitterness. “Enough about that though. What time is it?”


“Almost 10,” she said lightly.


“You should go,” I said gently. “I don’t want you to spend your weekend here talking to me through a sheet of glass.”


“I’ll come see you tomorrow,” she said. “I’m really sorry this has been such a shitty few weeks for you. Just remember, people still care. You just have to let them in.”


“I know they care. That wasn’t the problem. Some people, like you, have friendships with the girls, so I didn’t want to put them in the middle. Others had an obligation to inform my parents. My parents would have tried the shake and make-up bullshit. I could probably have put Lilly and maybe Patty on my visitors list, but I didn’t have a lot of time to think about it and you were the only one I felt comfortable with tonight.”


She smiled at that and we said our goodnights. I thanked the nurse and asked if it was possible to add names to my visitors list. She nodded and I added Lilly and Patty for tomorrow and asked if they could be informed by phone since it wasn’t too late for them to get phone calls. She made the calls for me and I thanked her again.


I wandered back to my room and slept. I’d forgotten what it was like to sleep.


Chapter 2


I woke to the sound of the door opening. An orderly left me a breakfast tray. The food here was a little better than I was used to from hospital food and I suspected that was deliberate. A slightly better class of food would keep the patients in a slightly better mood.


I was just finished when another orderly informed me that I had a visitor. I went out to the nurses station and was directed back to the room where Patty was waiting for me. She didn’t look like she’d slept well.


“Hi,” I said quietly when we’d picked up the phones.


“Hi, Champ,” she said, managing a weak smile. “How’re you doing?”


I shrugged. “You look like I should be asking you. I take it things at home are less than idyllic?”


She sighed and nodded. “Dan and I are very disappointed in the girls,” she said. “We love you like a son, so it’s still a family matter for us. It’s not just the girls we’re worried about, it’s you too. I know they’ve treated you very badly these past few weeks.”


“Six,” I corrected. “It’s been going on six weeks. Almost like they coordinated so that one of them was flaunting it if the other couldn’t be in my line of sight. I haven’t been sleeping since they left. I won’t even get in the bed. I curl up on the floor and try to nap. I can’t bring myself to get in the bed we shared.” I saw the tears start from her eyes and I frowned. “I’m not telling you this to upset you Mamma,” I assured her. “I just need you to understand how badly broken this is. It’s not damaged. It’s smashed beyond repair. There’s no fixing this.”


I took a deep breath and continued. “It’s ... It’s bad. If the cops had brought me home last night, you guys would have put the three of us together and tried to clear the air. I would have said all the things you expected of me and then I would have gone out to the garage for the drill. We can’t fix this. Not with a few words and a shame-faced look.”


“What do we need to do to fix it then?” she asked, eager for some plan of action.


“I don’t know that we can,” I admitted. “They’ve burned through all the love I had for them this past month and a half. They burned it into hate. The love’s still there, but it’s tainted. I can’t feel it without the pain. I don’t know why they even left. I don’t know why they needed to be hurtful and I don’t know what possessed Lana to come after me yesterday. I don’t think it matters. I can’t imagine an excuse that would make me nod my head in agreement. That leaves us in a shitty place. I can’t be there any more. I can’t come to breakfast. I can’t be at the backyard barbecues. I can’t join the Christmas toasts. I either have to leave or come between our family.”


“Don’t say that, Matt!” she begged me with tears in her eyes. “We can figure something out. Just give us time.”


“How is that fair to anyone?” I asked. “What are you going to do? Stop the girls from dating so that I don’t hear them giving their boyfriends a goodnight kiss? Are we going to split up the family breakfast so I don’t have to sit there awkwardly trying to make conversation. Do we build a privacy fence so that I don’t see the girls when they’re out tanning in the back yard?”


She hung her head. “What are you going to do? Move in with Donald?”


I shook my head. “I’m still considering what the right solution is. Emancipation is on my radar, but Dr. Spencer isn’t enthusiastic about it. Donald is no parent though. I can’t possibly float that even in my own head.”


“Oh, what a mess!” she moaned softly. “I don’t know what to do. I ... I don’t know. Is this really the best solution, Matt? You’re the resident genius. Are you sure that’s the way?”


I shook my head. “I just said it’s on my radar. I don’t feel like I can stay there. It’s too close to them. Our lives are wrapped up together. I can’t ask Mom and Lilly to split off. It’s not fair to them to have to move because I’m uncomfortable.”


“Just promise me that you’ll give it some time before you make a decision and we’ll sit down and talk about it,” she said reasonably.


“No,” I said immediately, seeing where this was going. “You’re talking about one of our family meetings where we all sit down and talk it out. If, and that’s a big if, I do decide to open the topic up to discussion, It will be you and Dan, Mom and me. Possibly Lilly, but Lana and Beck are not even to be told what’s going on until the decision is made. If the decision is that I move out, then they can be told the day I leave IF they see the moving truck and ask. Otherwise, you can break it to them afterwards. They’ve done so much damage that I don’t want to live any more. DON’T fucking put me in a room with them.”


Her face fell, but she nodded. “I understand,” she said numbly.


“I’m sorry it has to be this way, but I’ve tried to get through it and it wasn’t possible.”


“I know. I wish it was different. Maybe in time, a little distance will soothe some of those hurts,” she said hopefully.


“I hope so,” I told her truthfully. “I hate the way this has torn us all apart. I don’t see any other way out for us though. This way, Lilly and Mom can stay put and the 6 of you can be a family.” My voice hitched and I started crying. Saying it out loud had made it real for me.


Patty put her hand up to the glass and she was crying too. I shook my head and put the phone down, bolting from the room.


I was still a mess when Dr. Spencer came in twenty minutes later. She had Patty in tow and Patty came and wrapped her arms around me, crying bitterly with me. We wept on each others shoulders and I felt some of the poison in my soul shift. It didn’t exactly lift, but I felt something. It wasn’t better, but it was different. It was a start.


Dr. Spencer took the only chair in the room and calmly waited for us to cry ourselves out. When we were calmed down, she cleared her throat. “THIS is why I’m not a fan of emancipation, Matthew. It does as much damage to you as to your parents, cutting you off from the vital support of family. Your family loves you. Something happened that seriously damaged your dynamic with your girls and I want to get to the bottom of that. If we do that, we have a chance to fix it. It won’t be painless and it might not be pleasant, but it would certainly be preferable to the girls tormenting you endlessly or you having to cut contact with all the people you love.”


“I don’t know what happened,” I said for the thousandth time. “Everyone’s asked me already. I have near perfect recall. Don’t you think I’ve been through every conversation I’ve ever had with the girls trying to figure out what I said or did that wrecked things?”


“You assume you did something wrong?” she asked calmly.


“It’s a fair assumption,” I said bitterly. “Four women dump me at once and treat me like dirt for weeks afterwards. That sounds like I mistreated them, but I DON’T KNOW HOW!”


“Let’s set that assumption aside for now. What if it was an external factor?”


“Like what?” I asked. “What kind of science fiction mind ray are we going to discuss that would have the power to turn them all against me all at once?”


Dr. Spencer smiled. “I doubt it was anything quite so grandiose as a mind ray,” she allowed with a slight smile. “Such a device would be aimed by a person though, so let’s examine that. Is it possible that someone interfered with your relationships?”


“How?” I asked confused.


“It’s high school. Your suspect pool is the whole student body. You’ve read mysteries. Put the pieces together.”


I sat there, my mind racing as I started trying to put it all together. I saw entire days of school flash before my eyes, picking out details that I hadn’t thought were important the first time. “Marlene,” I finally said coldly.


“Lana’s best friend?” Patty said, surprised. “Why her?”


“Marlene had her sights set on dating Patrick Waterman when school started, but Patrick wouldn’t go out with her unless she could find a date for his brother Vance. She had her head together with Lana a lot that first week and that’s when it all went to hell. I don’t know what she told Lana, but that’s who stood to gain the most. Why it poisoned everyone else, I don’t know.”


“I think it’s time I had a talk with my daughters,” Patty said harshly. “I promise you, I’ll get to the bottom of this. We WILL bring you home.” She gave me one last hug and got up to leave.


When she was gone, Dr. Spencer sat with me looking at me curiously. “Matt, why did you let it go on so long if you knew you hadn’t done anything wrong?”


I shrugged. “I assumed I HAD done something wrong. It never occurred to me that someone had done this to me on purpose. Especially not for something as shallow as picking up a boyfriend.”


We were still talking an hour later when an orderly peeked in to tell me there was a visitor.


Lilly was waiting for me when I sat down. “Jesus, you look awful,” she said looking upset. “What’s going on? Patty got home from here and there’s been nothing but screaming coming from their house since she got home.”


“Good. Did the girls ever tell you why they left me?” I asked directly. “This is important, Lillian. I need to know. Now.”


The blood drained out of her face. I never called her Lillian unless it was life or death.


“They made me promise not to say anything,” she said softly.


“That’s the bottom line?” I asked gently and she nodded. “Alright. I’ll miss you Blue.”


“What do you mean, you’ll miss me?!!?” she blurted, her eyes going wide.


“I can’t come home. It’s not safe for me there. I checked myself in here because I’ll kill myself if I go back there with them there. I can’t ask you and Mom to pick up and move, so I guess this is goodbye. That’s what I told Patty. That’s what the screaming is about.”


“Oh fuck! What the hell is going on!??! Fucking talk to me!”


“NO! YOU fucking talk to ME!I don’t have any answers to give. Just after school started, all four of my girls flipped their attitudes and demanded the keys to their collars. Since then Lana and Beck have been trying to drive me insane, slutting it up with their boyfriends any time they see me. Yesterday Lana attacked me at my locker. I put a pencil in her hand and begged her to just end it and stab me in the throat with it. I meant it. If she’d done it, I would have thanked her and that would have been it. She could hate me or forgive me for whatever it is that I’m supposed to have done.”


“You honestly don’t know?” she said uncertainly.


I shook my head. “NO!” I screamed. “I’ve been over everything I’ve ever done. Every comment, every touch, every kiss. I didn’t do anything to deserve this. I thought I must have when all four of them closed ranks and left, but the most damning thing I could come up with was eating the last of the Oreo’s that week.”


“Shit!” she swore. “Really? You’re not sugar coating it?”


“What is it?!” I snapped. “Whatever it is, it’s already destroyed my life. I don’t have a home to go to, the women I love all hate me and I spent last night wandering the streets until I found shelter only to have the cops threaten to drag me back to the place that made me want to kill myself in the first place. I checked myself in here because it was the best option, so fucking tell me!”


“Marlene said that Tricia Saunders had to have an abortion this summer because you got her pregnant,” she whispered.


In that moment, I understood. The looks of revulsion on their faces made sense. Yet none of the four of them asked me. None of them obviously talked to Tricia since I’d never met the girl before the first day of classes.


“You knew the whole time? And it didn’t occur to you to tell them that I didn’t even KNOW Tricia before I got to high school last month?” I threw the phone at the glass and got up, ignoring the shock in her face, she was saying something, knocking on the glass. I turned and left the room.


I returned to my room. Dr. Spencer was still there waiting for me. “Are these rooms soundproof?” I asked calmly fighting to control the snarl in my voice.


She nodded. “They are. They’re not perfect, but they’re designed so that disturbed patients don’t interrupt the sleep of the other patients.”


“Can I have a few minutes?” I asked, holding the door for her.


She got up and took out her phone. “I’ll be right outside,” she promised.


I closed the door and shrieked in fury. I screamed in rage at the walls and balled my hands into fists, the sound dwarfing any other that I’d ever made with the sheer hate that I poured into it. I screamed until my face turned red and my head spun and then I screamed more until my voice was like the rest of me: broken. I dropped to my knees and my shoulders slumped as I wept bitter tears of loss. The truth will set you free, so the saying goes. Freedom is a terrible fate. To be free of the entanglements of family and home and hearth, I knelt there and grieved.


I heard the door click open and I didn’t bother to get up. There was nowhere to go, why bother.


“I take it your sister was informative,” Dr. Spencer said gently, settling herself on the chair again.


“Where do I go from here?” I asked, lost.


“Home?” she offered.


I laughed bitterly. “There’s nothing for me there. Someone told a lie about me and no one stopped to realize that it couldn’t possibly be true. They believed the worst about me without even giving me the chance to defend myself.”


“Care to share?” she asked.


“The story is that a girl had to get an abortion this summer. It was a girl I met for the first time last month.”


“That’s an unfortunate detail to overlook,” she allowed.


“Yeah,” I croaked, my voice still raw from testing the soundproofing.


“Are you going to be okay with this?” she asked.


“No. I have to decide what to do about it though,” I said. “I can’t live in a house where I’m not trusted or at least valued enough to be allowed the benefit of the doubt.”


“This is doing a lot of damage to your family. I would caution you not to overreact and damage it more,” she said delicately. “I know you’re angry and hurt. I’m not asking you to let go of that. I’m asking you to react better than you were treated. If not for their sake, then for yours.”


I nodded. “I think I’ve had enough of my family for one day. If Emma comes, I’ll see her, but I think I’m done until I can be civil. That’s the best I can muster for a long time, I think.”


“Civil is a start,” she said. “I’m going to talk with your sister and your mother. Would you like me to tell them anything?”


“No. Tell them whatever you think they need to hear. You know I trust you.”


When she left, I curled up on the tile floor and lay there. The bed seemed like too much effort right now.


Somehow I’d slept on the cold linoleum tile. When I woke, Dr. Spencer was back.


“What time is it?” I asked, my voice sounding worse instead of better from the nap.


“You were out for about an hour, assuming you dozed off shortly after I went out to talk to your sister and mother.”


“And how did that pleasant little conversation go?” I asked sourly.


“You were right that your mother would have tried to reconcile you and the girls if you’d gone home last night. I think I’ve mostly impressed on her how disastrous that would have been. Lilly’s revelation has made her slightly less charitable toward the girls. Lilly is understandably upset. She feels like that was a fact she should have caught right away.”


“No argument here,” I growled in my gravelly voice. I hauled myself up onto the bed and that was all the effort I could muster. I slumped sideways onto the bed and stared at nothing.


“Your mother has asked me to stop by your house for dinner. She wants me to explain to the rest of the family what state you’re in,” she said slowly. “How do you feel about me doing that?”


“It depends on what you’re going to tell them,” I said dully, still focused on nothing.


“That you’re suffering from prolonged stress, you’re well on your way to developing a persecution complex, with good reason, your recent experiences had left you in a paranoid state that causes you to doubt the trust you can place in anyone around you.”


“Thank you,” I said quietly.


“That’s hardly a diagnosis to be grateful for Matt,” she said, surprised.


“You know that not to be true though,” I said and I noticed at the edge of my vision, she was smiling a little.


“The student pays attention,” she said, amused. “Reason it out for me so I know you’re doing it right.”


“You characterized my trust issue as universal, but you know I absolutely trust you with my life. I also reached out to Emma yesterday when I was in need and the only reason I didn’t call you was because you’d likely have had to report to my mother and I wasn’t ready to face the house. Paranoia is an irrational belief that everyone is out to get you. Given my experiences this summer, that belief is quite rational. PTSD is a more accurate diagnosis based on the events of the past six weeks and even the six weeks before that. I don’t have a persecution complex because my belief wasn’t that people were picking on me, it was that I HAD actually caused this, I just wasn’t perceptive enough to recognize what it had been. The prolonged stress is the only part of that diagnosis that stands up. I think you could add chronic stress-related depression at this point though.”


“Duly noted, doctor, and well done,” she said, nodding with approval.


“Are Lana and Beck going to be there for this dinner?”


“I presume so. Did you want me to downplay the extent of the diagnosis?”


“Just the opposite. Invent something suitably awful related to sex.”


“How does sexual aversion disorder sound? It’s a powerful psychosomatic aversion to having sex,” she offered off the top of her head.


“Sounds like I probably DO have that. I haven’t had a sexual thought in weeks really. Use it, but keep going. Embellish all you want. Tell them my recent experiences with women have me questioning if I wouldn’t be better off dating guys and that’s causing a whole new crop of anxieties.”


“I have noticed that your flirting has turned rather infrequent,” she agreed.


“Sorry. With everything going on, I’ve had all my sexual partners turn on me at once. The thought of having sex actually makes me a little nauseous. I’m afraid that anyone I get into bed with is going to betray me now. If I lost you ... Every mind has it’s breaking point.”


“Well, I don’t have to embellish to tell them how much you’re coping with right now. How much of that burden falls to them to shoulder, I wouldn’t want to hazard a guess.”


“I was mostly handling the guilt from Miranda before this,” I said sadly. I remembered being proud of my progress when I’d gotten to school. “Now I just want to die because I’m in constant pain. It has nothing to do with guilt.”


“We’ll get there Matt. Don’t worry. For now, I’m going to go impress upon your family that they’ve created an environment where you don’t feel like you have a home to come back to and see what solutions they can come to.”


I nodded and she got up to leave. Just then an orderly came to tell me I had another visitor. I only had three people on my visitor list so it could only be Emma. I went out to the visit room and sure enough, she was there.


I gave her a wan smile and sat down, picking up the phone.


“Don’t take this the wrong way, but you kind of look like shit,” she said, concern showing on her face.


“It hasn’t been a good day,” I croaked.


“Jesus! You SOUND like shit too! What happened?”


“I finally got answers about why all four of my girls took off at once. Someone spread a rumor that I’d gotten a girl pregnant and bullied her into an abortion over the summer. I didn’t even know the fucking girl until last month and no one picked up on the fact that I couldn’t have been the father of her baby.”


“No one asked?” she sounded surprised.


I shook my head. “Oh Honey! That’s a TERRIBLE! How many people know?”


“I dunno. Half the school maybe? I bet it’s news to Tricia, but then I wouldn’t even trust that she’d had an abortion at this point. My sister knew though and didn’t tell me or stick up for me or remind anyone I don’t know that girl or ask the girls to take it easy on me.”


“So what are you going to do now?” she asked.


“That’s another good question. Dr. Spencer is talking to the family over dinner to give them a laundry list of mental disorders I’m developing as a result of this prolonged hostile treatment. I wish I could be a fly on the wall for that conversation. I’m sure she’ll give me a full report though.”


She chuckled a little. “Look I hope your situation isn’t too serious. What are you thinking about? Moving in with your dad?”


“I talked about Emancipation earlier. Just cut ties and go it alone. That’s one option that I’m considering. I guess it really depends on what happens with the dinner tonight. Dr. Spencer and I can brain-storm about what my best option is after she talks to them.” I paused and then switched subjects. “Look, I want to thank you. I don’t know that I would have gotten through the last 24 hours without you there to help me. First coming to get me and then coming to visit me. I really appreciate it.”


“You’re welcome. Other people would have been here if they could have seen you. I know your whole family was here last night. They were kind of pissed that they couldn’t talk their way in. It made me kind of feel important when they called me up. When I left, I could tell they wanted to ask me a lot of questions. They didn’t though, so don’t worry. They just introduced themselves and asked who I was.”


“You ARE important. Did you tell them you were my fiance?” I asked, smiling a little bit.


“No, I couldn’t go quite that far. They were too wound up. They’d heard though.”


“Shame. They could have used the shock.”


We chatted for almost an hour before she had to go. She didn’t look like she wanted to leave, but we were told that another patient had a visitor and needed the room. We said goodbye and I touched my fingers to the glass. She did the same tenderly and then we got up to leave. I felt a little better. Again, the poison shifted. This time, my chest really did feel lighter.


When Dr. Spencer returned a couple of hours later, I was in the common room, but got up to follow her down the hall to my room. “How was dinner?” I asked lightly.


“Patty can certainly cook,” she said with a smile. “I laid it on thick for them. They’re aware of your sexual aversion disorder, the distrust of women and it’s causing thoughts of changing sexual orientation. I didn’t go too far overboard and told them some things that were true.”


I nodded and ran a hand through my hair. “And how did the conversation go from there?” I asked.


“About like you’d expect,” she said noncommittally. “I told them you couldn’t come home as things stood now and they asked how long we were keeping you. Then I clarified that we weren’t keeping you, but home had become hostile enough that it wasn’t healthy for you to be here. That brought them up short.”


“Lana and Beck were there?” I asked reluctantly.


She nodded. “And Lilly. I brought up the lie that had broken you apart and Lilly admitted that you’d never had her over to the house, Beck said you didn’t know her through school. Your mother called Marlene’s parents on the spot and made sure that they knew what damage their daughter had caused. I don’t think they were pleased when they realized that they could actually be sued for slander. Then she called the girl who you were supposed to have gotten pregnant and talked to both her and one of her parents. I don’t think you’ll have any trouble on that front. As a matter of fact, the girl wants to talk to you when you feel up to it.”


“She’s probably had to put up with as much shit as I have,” I said bitterly.


“Possibly, but she may just want to say she’s sorry it caused you so much trouble. Talk to her. Listening to her might help you.”


“I will,” I promised. She was probably the one person at school I could trust right then, I figured I might as well make friends. “So did they come up with any solutions?”


“They did,” she said carefully.


“But you think their decisions are worse than the one that left me in a crying heap this morning,” I finished.


“I’m not gonna lie. You don’t have really good options right now. Live with Donald and live with Charlotte are the two front-runners. I don’t recommend you moving into the apartment where Miranda died. That would be disastrous. Unfortunately living with Charlotte right now isn’t much better. You’re living in a room you shared with your lovers. Lovers who abandoned you when the first rumor cast aspersions on your character. For the record, Encouraging a school aged girl to get an abortion? If it was true, would have been the best thing you could have done for someone you cared about. Enough about that though. You’re next door to two girls who have taken delight in tormenting you day and night these past six weeks.”


“Not to mention a sister that bought the bullshit and sold me down the river,” I added sourly.


“Her too. It’s up to you, Matt, but at this point, I think you’re stuck with Charlotte and the circus there. Believe me, I’m not happy to be the person to tell you that.”


“What about Harvard?” I asked “Does my participation in the study qualify me for student housing?”


“I wouldn’t be able to find out until Monday,” she said, considering it. “With the term started, the dorms are already full, but there are some faculty housing that Carl might be able to leverage based on your importance to the study. Let me call him Monday morning. You might be able to move in this week if everything goes well. He’ll still want you to stick with the high school grind, but he may be able to get you a workable alternative. You’d have to go home in the short term.”


I sighed and nodded. “It’s the best we’ve got. At worst, I can tell them all to fuck off and die in a grease fire until I can get out.”


“That’s the spirit. I don’t usually make these kinds of declarations, but your family really pisses me off right now. We just got through getting you through one crisis and they turn around and celebrate by creating another one.”


“Yeah, they’re good for a laugh, right? So does this mean you’re kicking me out tonight or tomorrow?” I asked, getting around to the point.


“Your mother is waiting outside if you feel like going home. Otherwise we can put it off until tomorrow.”


I shook my head. “Better to get this shit-show over with so I can at least get something done on my homework. The faster I get through high school and college, the faster I can put this all in the rear-view mirror and drive away from it.”


She nodded and got to her feet, leading me to the nurse’s station. They returned all the things that had been confiscated when I was brought in as potentially useful in committing suicide.


When Dr. Spencer led me out to the waiting area, Mom was standing there, looking worried, angry and hurt all at the same time.


“Remember what we talked about Charlotte,” she said sternly.


“Care to share?” I asked.


“I told her you’re not ready to talk to the girls. You might not ever be able to forgive them for what they did and that needs to be your choice.”


“I’m sorry,” Mom said. “I just don’t see what the big deal is. It was just a few weeks of teasing.”


“Is it the length of time that makes you confused or the nature of the torment?” I asked coldly.


“Well both, really,” she admitted.


“Rape takes less than thirty minutes. It scars for a lifetime. Trauma takes a heartbeat to inflict and an eternity to heal. As for the nature of the trauma, the worst torture the CIA uses is waterboarding. A dishcloth and a bottle of water and you can break all but the most hardened fanatic. No sticks, no hammers smashing toes, no drill bits. Just a jug of water and a towel. Seems far less intimidating when you see your waiter coming with it. When you’re drowning in a few ounces of Perrier? It’s a little more sinister.” My eyes bored into hers. I was in no mood to play these games. I was going to hack away at the roots of her argument as ruthlessly as I could.


“He said it. The girls abandoned him, replaced him and taunted him and then yesterday when it wasn’t breaking him visibly enough, Lana attacked him. I’ve talked with Matt extensively and the subtle kind of manipulative torment is his least favorite kind of treatment. They probably knew that too.”


“She didn’t ATTACK him,” Mom started.


I held up my arm where the gouge from the locker was still visible along with a bruise from the door slamming on my wrist.


“I’m sure it was an accident,” she said soothingly.


“Go home,” I told her, letting my arm drop. “I’m clearly not going to be safe in your home if there’s any chance that you like my attacker. Your family is waiting for you.”


I turned and walked over to the window. My room hadn’t had one, so I wanted to see the sky. It was a crisp night by the look of it and the stars were clearly visible. I liked nights like this.


I didn’t hear anyone walking away so I turned back to look. They were both waiting for me so I stormed back to them. “What the fuck is wrong with you?!!?” I yelled, startling her. “Those two miserable whores drive me crazy enough to end up in here and you DEFEND them?!!? And I’m supposed to go home with you after that? Are you really that retarded? No one can be that stone-brained stupid. I’m your son for fuck sake. What happened to all your brave talk when Donald walked out of ‘we’ll get through this’ and ‘we’ve got to stick together’, huh? I stood up for you to Donald! I told him that he didn’t get to pick between us and you can’t even stick up for me when you can SEE the evidence!”


“The girl said she knew you,” Mom said coolly.


“Of course she fucking knows me. The whole school knows I’ve got a list of special permissions, half the school knows I was dating Lana and Beck the first week and then got spectacularly dumped by both of them and she probably knows that I was named the father of her alleged baby. She probably gets nearly as much shit at school as I do. What’s your fuckin’ point?”


“She said she knew you from baseball. You said you didn’t know her.”


“The same baseball I attended with Beck every single fucking time I went to it? That baseball? You know what, skip it. I don’t owe you an explanation. I didn’t sleep with that girl, I didn’t know her, I sure as fuck didn’t tell her to have a fucking abortion and if any one of you pieces of shit had stopped and asked me about it when the rumor happened, I’d have said the same thing. If she played baseball and remembered me, great! I don’t remember her and I didn’t have anything to do with her or Beck would have narc’ed the living shit out of me all day long. So fuck off and tell the rest of them at home I said for them to fuck off too.”


I was shaking I was so mad. I wrapped my arms around myself to try to stop the shakes and paced like a caged animal, staring murder at my mother. In that moment, I felt hate for her.


“I’m sorry,” she said, not sounding sorry at all. “I’m just trying to make sense of all of this. How did this rumor start if there was nothing to it?”


“You want to make sense of it? Let me dumb it down then. You believed the word of a CUNT you never met over the word of your son who’s proven himself to be trustworthy in the past and put himself through HELL this summer. There it is. You want to know how it started? Lana’s best friend needed to pimp Lana out to her boyfriend’s brother to get him to go out with her so she came up with a bullshit story to break us up. It worked. As a matter of fact, it worked SO well that I lost Lana, Beck, Tabby, Collie, Lilly, you, Patty and Dan.” I counted off each loss on my fingers, raging at her. “I lost my whole fucking family because not one of you believed in me.” I was so sick of crying, so sick of being hurt. I couldn’t take this any more. “What are you waiting for? Just go! You don’t want me in your house. I’m a dirty fornicator. An abortion-peddler, right? Baby-killer. That’s what I am? Has the thought struck any of you that when I was supposed to be out convincing poor Tricia to get her abortion, I was hobbling around the house on crutches? I was also under 24/7 supervision.”


Her eyes widened realizing that I’d pointed out the one true unassailable argument. They were all witnesses to my innocence. She put a hand to her mouth, horrified by the accusations she’d just leveled against her only son.


“That’s right. When I was supposed to be whispering in her ear, I was selling my soul so that our family would live another day. You’re welcome,” I spat spitefully. I finally crossed the room and sat down as far away from her as I could get. I was too mad to be hurt. Hurt would come later.


I felt a hand on my shoulder and my stomach roiled. I looked up and she was there, that stupid horrified look on her face. “Matt honey, I am SO sorry.”


“You should be,” I said harshly. “Remember what I just said about trauma taking a heartbeat to inflict? How many heartbeats did that take? How badly scarred do you think I am after that?”


there were tears in her eyes and I didn’t care. I’d always bled for my mother’s hurts before. This time, she could bleed.


“We raised you kids together. When one of you says that another of you did something wrong, I have to take it seriously.”


“Like when I said Lana attacked me?” I asked pointedly.


“You’re right. This whole thing has been a mess. Just tell me what you need and we’ll do it.”


“Half the money and to never hear from any of you assholes again,” I said evenly.


She reacted as if slapped. “You can’t mean that,” she gasped.


“Fine, keep the money, just leave me with the drill and pay for the funeral,” I snapped coldly.


“Let’s all take a minute to breathe,” Dr. Spencer said before I could answer further. “Tensions are running high and we don’t want to set anything in stone that we might not be able to take back later.”


I didn’t know why Mom looked so shaken. She’d just spent ten minutes accusing me of being guilty of what they all punished me for. Why would it rattle her to hear I wanted to cash out and get clear of this bullshit.


“Matt’s very hurt right now,” she said gently. “He’s been abandoned and betrayed by the people he loves. You coming in and questioning him from a position of suspicion is only feeding his triggers. We have a lot of work to do. I think the most important thing to do over the next several days is to avoid pushing those triggers. The longer you can all go without a major conflict or blow-up, the more likely you’ll be able to return to normal. Right now you’re all one raw nerve. Aggression directed at Matt, especially female aggression is going to make matters worse. If there are problems, call me day or night and I’ll do what I can to help smooth things over.”


Mom nodded with sickening eagerness. I rolled my eyes and nodded reluctantly. “I’ll call WHEN there’s a problem,” I said quietly. I started to wonder which horror movie setup this was. I tried not to think about it because if this was the opening scenes, I could look forward to bonding with my mother and forgiving her for everything before watching her brutally murdered by a stuntman in coveralls and a Halloween mask. Right now I wished he’d hurry up.


“Good. Now get out of here and go home. I’m sure you’ve got a lot of catching up to do,” she told us and then walked away to the nurse’s station to complete some paperwork.


Chapter 3


The two of us walked to the car in silence and mercifully rode home the same way.


When we got home, I hesitated to get out of the car. I expected everyone was waiting to say their piece. I finally set my jaw and got out. Mom led the way and I soldiered onward. I wasn’t surprised when the living room was full. I was surprised when Tabby and Collie were there. I took it all in and walked across the room and down the stairs to the basement. I didn’t talk to anyone, I didn’t stop when someone called after me. I closed the door behind me and turned the lock before going to my desk and pulling out my laptop. I opened it up and logged into Skype. I opened up a chat window to Emma, ignoring the other message requests for now.


“Out of the big house a day early. Now behind enemy lines in hostile territory. Pray for your fiance =D”


She sent a quick message of a pair of lips and it made me smile.


“Lunch tomorrow?” I sent. “I could use the escape. The vultures are already circling.”


“Sure. Pick you up at noon?”


“Perfect! I owe you so much for this weekend.”


“At least three kisses. Good luck with everyone tonight.”


“Thanks. I expect a knock on my door any second now.”


“LOL. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Stay strong. You can sleep in to avoid them.”


“Night and thanks again.”


I logged out and shut the laptop. I looked around the room and considered what I was going to do when there was a knock at the door.


“Fuck off!” I demanded refusing to even get out of the chair.


“It’s Patty,” she said from outside.


I got up and unlocked the door to let her in. For a wonder, she was alone. “Managed to shake the rest of them? You’ll have to teach me how. I can’t seem to get them to fuck off.”


“You have every right to be angry. It all came out when Dr. Spencer was here,” she said. “You’ve been treated very poorly.”


“More than you know unless Mom was bragging about her handiwork upstairs.” It was half questioning.


She shook her head and took a seat on the bed while I pulled up the chair. I told her about the accusations I’d gotten from Mom and the last-ditch attempt to justify what had happened.


“This morning, the thought of losing my family put me into tears,” I said sounding like I was old beyond reckoning. “Tonight, I realized that I already have lost my family. Lana and Beck are always going to hold me apart from you and Dan now. I can’t ask you to choose and I can’t stay with them here. Mom wanted to believe the worst in me so hard, she fought to ignore what I told her. She finally had to face it when I pointed out that I was laid up with the ankle when I was supposed to be taking her around to abortion clinics. Lilly knew I didn’t know that girl and she never said a word. ‘Oops! I forgot!’ might be an excuse when you’re six, but she’s not six and she didn’t forget something small. I’m not safe here, Patty. I trust you and I trust Dan. The rest of them? Not in the slightest. If I knew how to use one, I’d sleep with a knife close at hand tonight.”


“I don’t think it’s all that bad,” she said dryly. “Maybe not all that far off, but not yet to the point that you need to arm yourself at night.”


“Six weeks ago, we’d have scoffed at the idea of the girls turning on me. Whose idea was it to have the four of them here to ‘welcome’ me home?” I asked dryly.


“Lana called them,” she told me. “They all feel terrible about what they did.”


“Zero fucks were given in the making of this statement,” I said flatly. “For six weeks they tortured me every chance they got and four girls that pledged themselves to me turned their back on me over a rumor. LET them feel terrible. I don’t wish them any harm, but they walked out on me. They don’t get to be the sympathetic figures in all this. They made me a pariah at the school. I don’t particularly care for their personal guilt.”


“I know and I don’t blame you, but they want to make it right.”


I got up and got a pencil off my desk. It was the cheap kind that you get for next to nothing at the start of the school year. “Break that for me,” I said, passing her the pencil.


She looked at me curiously, but dutifully snapped it in two.


“Now apologize to the pencil for breaking it,” I directed her.


She said the words, starting to clue in to what I was saying.


“Did that fix the pencil?” I asked, making my point.


“Of course not. People are different though. People heal.”


“People heal over time. The apology needs to be accompanied by good will on both sides. I ran out. The last scrap of it was to bare my throat to Lana and ask her to end my suffering in front of 50 witnesses that would swear I begged her to do it. That was her chance to make things right.”


“By becoming a murderer?” Patty pointed out.


“Not a murderer. An angel of mercy. I told her there was only one end to my pain. When I was suicidal over what happened with Miranda, it was the girls that anchored me. I couldn’t leave them. I loved them too much to put that pain on their hearts. I was strong enough to bear MY pain so it wouldn’t BECOME theirs. Now, I don’t have anything. They took that away from me. Lana believed a lie that couldn’t possibly be true. She spread it to the rest of the girls, my sister, my mother, the school at large. Yesterday was the end. There’s nothing left for me to hold onto. I have no friends, I have no lovers, I have no family. All I have left is the study. Carl and Victoria and Emma are the only three people I can depend on to be there for me. That’s really fucking pathetic. One of those three is paid to talk to me, one of them is hoping to make groundbreaking discoveries through me and the third is campus famous because of me.”


“Don’t talk that way, Champ. You still have your family. We still love you,” she said, pulling me into a hug.


“I love you too, which is why I’m telling you to choose Lana and Beck,” I said, my voice thick with emotion. I could feel my throat constricting and I swallowed reflexively to try to keep it from cutting off my voice. “They need you.”


“What are you planning?” she asked, taking my head in her hands to look at me, her expression terrified. “Do we need to call the doctor back?”


I shook my head. “Swear to me that it’s just between us. No one else hears it from you,” I said seriously and waited for her to agree before I told her. “I told Charlotte that I wanted half the money and to never hear from anyone again. I’m trying to get into on-campus housing. That’ll solve the problem of emancipation to some extent. I’ll still see people at the school. It’ll be a little harder for me to travel, but I’ll make it work.”


She sat and looked at me for a long time and frowned. “So she’s Charlotte now?” she said sadly. “I’d hoped it wouldn’t ever come down to that.”


“She accused me of everything all over again because the girl I was supposed to have been with remembered me from playing baseball. Doesn’t matter that Beck was with me in baseball. Doesn’t matter that I had a sprained ankle when I was supposed to be taking her to abortion clinics. Doesn’t matter that I never had her over to the house or that Lilly didn’t know anything about her. Someone she didn’t know said a thing and she believed it more than she believed me.”


Patty sighed and buried her head in her hands before running them through her hair. “What a perfect fucking mess. I’m going to kill them. Alright, I promise, I won’t tell anyone about your plans. In return, I want you to keep me and Dan in the loop. Tell us what you’re up to. We love you, Matt. If we can’t live like this any more, we still want to be involved. You’ll be on Dan’s commute to work. Let him take you for groceries or whatever shopping you need. Let us stop in to see you and make sure you’re doing okay. No one else has to know where you are or what’s going on in your life, but don’t shut the two of us out. We didn’t know what had happened.”


I nodded. “I’d like that. I might even let you bring Lilly occasionally.”


“She believed the lies too,” Patty pointed out. “Does that mean you might find it in you to forgive the others some day?”


“Maybe,” I admitted. “But more importantly, I’ll see the rest of them at school. She’d be completely cut out of my life and she’d be the only one. That’s not particularly fair that she be pushed out, but Lana and Beck see me on a daily basis.”


“Once you move out, I’ll let her know. I think she’ll like that. I also think you should know that we’re going to ground the girls for the rest of this year and Lana’s no longer allowed to have contact with Marlene.”


I shrugged. I really didn’t care. “That’s not for me to decide,” I said. “I’m sure they’ll be crushed over missing Halloween. It’s only a week away. They probably have costumes for the school dance already.”


“You saying you want me to wait until after the dance?” she asked, surprised.


“I had no desire to hurt the girls or punish them. I just want them to leave me alone. I don’t want them to apologize. I don’t have so many pencils that I can explain the problem to them all one at a time. I don’t want them to try being nice at school. I just want them to pretend that they don’t know me. Don’t touch me, don’t talk to me, don’t talk ABOUT me, just fuck off and leave me alone. If they want to undo some of the damage they did by telling everyone I didn’t actually do what they said, that’s fine, but after that, I’m dead to them and they’re dead to me. I suspect that’ll be punishment enough.”


“Well, punishment enough or not, we’re still grounding them until January. We’re also taking Lana’s car from her. She can ride to school with Charlotte or take the bus.”


“I’m sure that’ll be a pleasant explanation when she has to tell her friends they can’t have a ride,” I barked a laugh, not really finding it funny, but finding myself feeling a little better for knowing Patty was in my corner.


“Alright. I promise to stay out of matters with the girls and keep you informed. Who else is out there waiting for a crack at me?” I asked.


“They’re all still upstairs. Who do you want to talk to?”


“Dan. I’ll tell him the plans so that he’s in on the ground floor. Then probably Lilly if she looks to you like she’s holding together okay, if not, then I’ll talk to you again and listen to your advice on whether I should talk to the rest of them.”


She nodded and got to her feet, leaning over to kiss me. I didn’t even glance down her shirt as the neck opened up to give a view of her breasts. Sex was so far outside my thoughts right now that I would have had to be reminded it existed.


She slipped out of the room and a few moments later, I had a similar talk with Dan. I told him about the plans to move out and that I wasn’t telling anyone until I was ready to leave.


He took it in stride. “You’ve always made relatively good choices, Matt,” he said. “I wish there was a way to fix things with the girls, but I guess only time and distance have a chance to do that. They want to apologize. I don’t know if you’re ready to hear it. I know you’re not ready to accept their apologies. They hurt you about as badly as one person can hurt another.”


“Yeah,” I admitted. “They have. I don’t want to talk to them, but I promised Patty that after I talked to you and Lilly if she’s handling things okay, I’d talk to her again and see what she thought. Might be best to get it out of the way so it doesn’t happen at school. Personally, I’d rather light myself on fire than talk to any of them.”


“That’s probably true,” he said, dutifully ignoring the comment about lighting myself on fire. “Patty and I will make sure you’re doing okay. I know she’ll keep your kitchen stocked and we’ll check on you as often as you’re comfortable with. I hate that this is happening, but I suspected that we were going to get to this point, but I figured you’d have gone to live with Donald.”


“Dr. Spencer and I both recognized that living in Miranda’s old apartment would have been a disaster. That balcony is just too much temptation. Not that I have nearly as much keeping me off the ledge as I had, but I still have people I care about enough to not make it easy for myself.”


He clapped me on the shoulder and I could tell that he was feeling how awful this all was. We talked about the punishments for the girls and he confirmed that they were going to be told tonight when they got home.


“I doubt that either of them want anything to do with Marlene after learning how she’d lied and broke us up so she could essentially pimp them out to her boyfriend’s brother and best friend to cement her relationship. That might sound harsh, but it’s what she did. I personally really don’t care if you two punish them or not. It’s none of my business.”


“It’s pretty harsh,” he sighed. “But I think you’ve earned the right to harbor a grudge against them for this.”


He got up and I did too, hugging him to let him know I wasn’t angry with him.


A few minutes later, Lilly opened the door and came in. She looked miserable. Her eyes were red from crying and she was trembling like she was going to start again. I slipped my arms around her and the dam broke. She was weeping and sobbing and blubbering incoherently as she tried to talk and cry at the same time.


I soothed her and let her cry herself out before I sat her on the bed and took the chair again. I was hollow inside. There were no tears left. I just felt this gnawing hunger to end it.


“I’m so sorry, Matt!” she said, her voice constricted with emotion. “I didn’t even think about whether you knew Tricia or not. If I had, I’d never have stayed quiet. You have to know. I would have told them. I would have told you before it was too late.”


“I know,” I told her calmly. My tears were already wept and I was surprised at how calm I felt. “I’m disappointed, but I know you’d never hurt me on purpose. Still you believed it without asking me. That hurt me a lot. You didn’t cut me out of your life though. I guess that’s better than nothing. That’s why I’m going to tell you a secret. Patty knows and Dan knows. No one else can know. If you don’t think you can keep it from Mom or the girls, then you need to tell me and I’ll keep it to myself.”


“You’ve never kept anything from me in your life,” she said and then looked guilty because this was twice that she’d hurt me by keeping things from me. “I won’t tell,” she promised.


“I’m leaving,” I told her. “I’m looking into whether I can get into on-campus housing at this point at Harvard. I can’t live next door to them and after how Charlotte acted at the hospital, I can’t live with her. I don’t know when I’ll tell them. Maybe I’ll just be gone one day when they come home.”


“So she’s ‘Charlotte’ now?” Lilly said sadly.


“I’m afraid so,” I told her in detail what had happened and she broke down all over again. I moved over to the bed and held her. It was the first time I’d even sat on the thing since the girls left and my skin crawled. Finally when she was calmed again, I returned to the chair.


“Are you still mad at me?” she asked, watching me settle in the chair.


“No, but ... that’s the first time I’ve touched that bed since they left. I ... I can’t. Come here.” I held my arms out to her and she crawled into my lap, curling up against my chest.


“Where do you sleep?” she asked, confused.


“On the floor or in the chair. Too many memories in that bed. I can still smell them there. When I leave, I’ll probably leave them behind and get something else. I dunno. Maybe I’ll take them and just leave the sheets and pillows. I guess it’ll depend on what my new place is like. That’s the other thing I want you to know. You’re gonna get to see my new place when I move. Patty and Dan will bring you. No one else is invited. Just the three of you.”


“Not Mom or Dad?” she asked confused.


“Nope. I’m sure Charlotte’s going to have to see it to fill out paperwork or possibly I can get away with Donald. Of the two, Donald is higher in my good graces right now and probably for a long time.”


She nodded. “Did you really call Lana and Beck whores?” she asked, looking up at me.


I nodded. “I told Dan that Marlene had pimped them out so she could date Patrick. He said I’d earned the right to hold a grudge.”


“Wow. Things are never going to go back to the way they were, are they?” she asked sadly.


“No,” I admitted wearily. “All we can do is hope that what we end up with is better than what it was, even if it sucks right now.”


“Dr. Spencer said that you might start dating men. Is that true?”


“I dunno. Every woman I’ve ever taken to bed is sitting up in the living room. Patty’s the only one of them that I trust and I didn’t feel even slightly attracted to her when she was down here earlier. I don’t feel attracted to Dr. Spencer any more. I think I need time to let this calm down. Then I’ll figure out how I feel about girls.” It wasn’t untrue, but I felt that I stood a better chance of picking asexual rather than gay or bisexual. It wasn’t a stigma I attached to those labels, but I felt the same way about cocks that I thought gay guys must feel about pussies: a little grossed out by the thought of kissing one.


“Man that sucks!” she said, hugging me tighter.


“I know. Believe me, I know. I just don’t know that I can trust a girl to be with her that way. I may just give up sex altogether. At this point, I can’t even imagine what I’d jerk-off to. None of it seems to matter. But that’s not your problem. That’s not even my problem right now or at least it’s a problem I’m not interested in tackling.”


“Are we going to be okay?” she asked in a small voice.


“I think so. I trust you enough to want to stay in contact, letting you visit with Patty and Dan when they come. That’s more than Lana or Beck are getting, but they’ll see me at school so they’ll know I’m still alive.”


“I’m sorry,” she said again.


“I know. In time, it’ll be better. Right now, I’m giving you everything I can. I need you to believe that.”


“I do,” she said and hugged me tight again.


I hugged her back and then nudged her to get up. “I should probably talk to Patty again,” I told her. “Just remember, not a word except to Patty or Dan.”


She nodded and got out of my lap. She kissed my cheek and thanked me for understanding. She left the room with a bounce in her step and I smiled a little at what the others would think of that. I could imagine the four of them starting to feel hopeful at seeing her in such a different mood than when she came downstairs.


Patty came in and closed the door behind her. “Well, whatever you said to Lilly certainly had an impact. She’s practically bouncing off the walls she’s so relieved.”


I nodded. “I told her about the move and I told her that she could visit, that I thought we’d be okay eventually, but that right now I was giving her everything I could just to keep an open mind. I’m sure the girls noticed.”


“There were some cautiously optimistic looks passed back and forth between them. I think they might be seeing the light at the end of the tunnel.”


“That light’s been known to be a train,” I reminded her dryly.


“Planning on running them over?” she asked calmly.


“I haven’t decided,” I admitted. “I have no intention of ever taking them back and forgiveness is an uphill climb. I think I could manage to listen to them, but they’re not welcome in this room any more. If you think I should listen to them, we should do it upstairs.”


She nodded. “I think we should have it out. All of it. I think you should tell them you’re leaving even if you don’t tell them where you’re going and how you’ll manage.”


I finally nodded. “Alright, let’s get this over with.”


When we got upstairs, all eyes were on us. The living room was filled to capacity with the nine of us in the room. Chairs from the dining room were dotted around to make enough seats. I stood. I wasn’t part of the family any more. I wouldn’t sit with them.


“I’ve spoken with Lilly and Dan and Patty,” I said. “Patty thought it was important that we all talk in one open setting to clear the air. Would someone like to begin or should I?”


Lana stood up and I waited for her to start. She seemed to be in a hopeful mood, managing a small smile. I remembered every smile she’d ever given me and my heart broke all over again. How I managed to keep that off my face, I’ll never know, but I looked at her outwardly calm while I was silently glad I’d missed dinner.


“First, I want to thank you for agreeing to talk to us all. I know you’re angry and I guess you should be,” she dropped her head.


“YOU GUESS?!!?” Lilly bellowed in outrage. “He sleeps on the fucking floor because he can’t bear to even TOUCH the bed you shared and you GUESS he should be angry. YOU FUCKING WHORE! HOW MANY BEDS HAVE YOU BEEN IN SINCE YOU LEFT HIS!??!” She launched herself out of her chair and balled her hand up into a fist, swinging wildly at Lana before any of us could react.


I was there first since I’d been standing, but I could tell that Dan was there right behind me as we separated the girls. “Well, THAT escalated quickly!” I grunted as I pulled Lilly back across the carpet with her fighting to get her hands on Lana again. I sat her in one of the empty chairs and stood behind her, taking a handful of her hair to hold her in place in case she launched herself in another attack.


Dan got Lana back in her chair and she had a red mark on her jaw that was likely going to bruise tomorrow. I silently admired Lilly’s aim.


“Let’s try again. Who would like to speak?” I asked. No one volunteered so I nodded. “Very well, I will. I’m leaving. I wasn’t going to bring it up, but what just happened makes it clear that things are only getting worse. It’s become very clear that I’m the fracture point in the family. If there’s a chance to make things work, then I need to leave. With me here, Collie and Tabby both felt they had to go. With me here, Lilly just attacked Lana. Everyone in this room except Patty and Dan believed the worst of me. You didn’t ask me if it was true, you didn’t even stop to consider if it was physically possible or not. You just bought it and acted on it. For Collie and Tabby, that meant leaving. For Lana and Beck, it meant treating me to a front row seat to every kiss and grope they got from their boyfriends. For Charlotte, it meant accusing me all over again even after it had been proven to be a lie. For Lilly, it was keeping the secret and letting me suffer through that even though I’d never brought the girl home and I would have told Lilly if I’d been with someone before Lana. I never kept anything from my sister, a fact that I’ve had to remind her of several times this summer.”


I patted her shoulder comfortingly and took a deep breath before continuing. “So I have to leave so that all of you can find a way to be the family I’d hoped you’d be to each other. Patty and Dan will know where I’m going. So will Lilly. Don’t try to get it out of her. If you feel it’s important to know, ask Patty and Dan. They can forward your request to me and I’ll decide if you’re allowed to see me in my new home. If my answer is no and you show up at my door, I will be deeply, DEEPLY displeased. Once I’m out of the house, that will give you all a chance to normalize things and figure out how to move forward together.”


“Matt, that is not acceptable,” Charlotte said with her arms crossed.


“I’m sorry you feel that way, Charlotte,” I said, using her name deliberately. “It’s not open for debate though. I’ve made a decision that’s in my best interest and given the circumstances, Dr. Spencer has reluctantly agreed that it’s the best of several bad choices. My other options are to move in with Donald and flirt with the appeal of that balcony, stay here, surrounded by constant reminders of everything that’s happened. Eventually I’d find a knife or a bottle of pills or just step off a curb with my eyes closed. The only other option is to find a neutral place where I don’t have anything to remind me of the past three months. We can do this two ways. You can play along and stay in touch at school and possibly infrequent visits or I can petition for emancipation and you’ll get no contact. I know it’s a shitty choice, but it’s what we have.”


She was shocked to hear me use her name and I could tell she wasn’t the only one. Lana had tears streaming down her face, Collie looked sick to her stomach and Becky looked like she’d been hit in the face instead of Lana.


“Why are you doing this?” she asked in a whisper.


“Because one of us needed to. If I stay here, it will poison the whole family like it’s poisoned me. I can’t ask you and Lilly to move. This is your home. I can’t come between Patty, Dan and the girls. Just me being in this room has already led to one fist-fight. If I stay, we’ll all end up going our separate ways and hating each other for the rest of our lives. I give up my family so you can have each other. Patty knows how much that decision has cost me. She was there when I made it. I don’t think I’m wrong to say that it broke her heart when she saw me pay that price.”


“It still breaks my heart,” she said, wiping her eyes.


“Matt, think about this,” Tabby whispered, speaking for the first time.


“I have. You two haven’t set foot back in this house until tonight. You’ve been next door, but not here. When you came to us, I promised this was your home no matter what. You won’t come back while I’m here. Collie won’t either. This is one last service I can give to my family.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Does anyone else have something they’d like to say?”


“Don’t do this,” Beck said. “Punish us if you have to, but don’t do this.”


“This isn’t about punishing you,” I said simply. “If anything, it’s the exact opposite. Regardless of fault and circumstance, things are never going to heal while I’m here. It’s like a stab wound. Leaving the knife in the wound can block some of the bleeding and keep the patient from dying, but the knife has to come out before the wound can be treated and the patient healed. I’m the knife. I need to be pulled out before you can all heal. This is what’s best for me too. I can’t heal here. There’s too much hurt, too many memories, too much loss. I need a fresh start. You need a fresh start. It sucks, but it’s how it has to be. I’ll still see you at school, but I don’t think you should approach me any time soon. I know you want to smooth things over, but Lana once said some apologies take a lifetime. How long this one takes depends on the extent of the damage. I don’t know how deep mine goes. You need to take care of yourselves and each other before we see if there’s a chance to bridge the gap between us and make that,” I pointed to the family portrait, “a reality again.”


They were all pretty upset. The fight had gone out of Charlotte, knowing she was in the same category as Donald now. I hugged Lilly and then sent her up to bed in the hopes of avoiding another brawl. It wasn’t terribly late, but it had been an emotional day and I know I wanted to sleep.


I started for the stairs to try and find sleep myself when Collie surprised me by barreling into me, her arms wrapped around me, sobbing. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to hug her, but she wasn’t going to let me go. I finally patted her back awkwardly until her crying quieted. She finally let me go and I looked her in the eyes. “Welcome home,” I said, meaning it. Her face lit up like I’d given her a great gift. I took the opportunity to retreat down the stairs, leaving her standing near the top of the stairs. I stopped at the bar to get a bottle of water out of the fridge and then went to my room. I suspected Patty would come down to talk to me after everything upstairs calmed down.


I went to the desk and opened the laptop to see if Emma was online.


I checked Facebook while I waited to give her a chance to see the notification and I heard the door open.


I turned to find my four least favorite girls in the world standing there. They were also holding my four least favorite pieces of jewelry in their hands.


“To what do I owe the unexpected visit?” I asked, carefully not letting my gaze linger on the collars they were holding.


“We wanted to talk,” Lana said.


“I opened up the floor upstairs. I assumed you’d decided tonight wasn’t the right time when no one stood up the second time.”


Lana shook her head. “This is just for us. We wanted you to know how sorry we all are.”


I nodded. “I understand. I accept your apologies.” I turned my face back to the computer and changed my Facebook status from single to engaged without putting Emma’s name on the relationship. I figured that would get some attention eventually.


“Really?!!?” Beck said and I could hear the hope in her voice. Time to break another pencil.


“Yes,” I said, picking one up off the desk. “I accept your apologies. I understand that you’re sorry. Here.” I tossed her the pencil. She looked at it in confusion. “I want you to break it.” She did and I nodded. “Now apologize to the pencil. Please. Just humor me for a moment,” I said at her confused look.


“Pencil, I’m sorry I broke you.”


“Did that fix the pencil?”


Her face fell. “No!” she wailed, understanding that I hadn’t offered forgiveness.


I wanted to go to her, to hold her and the rest of them and tell them I forgave them and that it would be alright. I couldn’t though.


“We may get to the point of forgiveness,” I told her gently. “People aren’t pencils. We heal, but it doesn’t happen overnight. It takes time and patience and good will and love. I still love you all, but what’s happened has tainted that love. It’s like motor oil poured over a cake. The cake is still there, but it’s fouled by the oil. Time and work can clean most of that away. I want you to do something for me. I want you to take a piece of paper and write down everything that’s happened since this came between us. All the things you’ve done that would hurt me, whether I know about them or not,” I added, knowing that Lilly’s comment about how many beds they’d shared had a basis. I’d heard rumors too, but I’d been kind enough not to act on them. “You don’t have to show it to me if you don’t want me to know about some of them, but I want you to make the list and then I want you to take each of those and try to figure out what it would take for YOU to forgive that from someone else. If you decide to send me a copy of the list of bad things, we can discuss it. If not, then it’s up to you whether there’s too much there to ever reach forgiveness. Some things I may consider more serious than you would. Others I might think of as fairly trivial.”


“Was Lilly telling the truth about you sleeping on the floor?” Tabby asked reluctantly.


I rolled the chair over to the closet and opened it instead of speaking. On the floor inside, there was a pillow and a couple of tangled blankets that I’d been using for a nest. That seemed to sober them up.


Tabby in particular looked horrified by the knowledge that I’d been sleeping in the closet rather than the bed. “Why?” she asked.


“Smell is the most powerful memory trigger,” I told them, courtesy of my psych course. “What do you think those pillows and sheets and the bed itself smell like? I tried it for a few nights. I woke up happy, with my head filled with the scents of my girls. Your shampoos, your soaps, deodorants. When sleep faded and reality crashed back in ... Well, better to catch an hour or two curled up on the floor.”


I turned my face away from them and checked my computer screen while I wiped my eyes, cursing myself for getting emotional again.


I took a deep breath and spun the chair back to face them. They were all teary-eyed now. I had a little sympathy, but only a little. They were feeling reflections of the sorrow they’d inflicted on me. I felt better knowing that they felt that pain. It told me their apologies were genuine. Whether their regret reached as deeply as their spite had, only time would tell.


“You’re not going to take us back, are you?” Collie asked sadly.


“Is THAT why you all brought those with you?” I asked. They nodded. “I sent them back to you because they’re yours and because I couldn’t bear the sight of them. I’m surprised that any of you even consider it. You all moved on, got boyfriends and got on with your lives. I wouldn’t expect you to dump them.”


“We, uh, didn’t really HAVE boyfriends,” Tabby said sheepishly. “We got a little apartment together and just said we moved in with guys.”


“I see,” I said. “Add that to your list. To answer your question, I have no intention of touching those collars ever again. Whether I change my mind and relent is not something I can say. It depends on time, circumstance and whether we’re at a place where I can truly forgive what happened. Until I forgive that, it isn’t safe for me to accept any of you. There would always exist the chance that I would punish you in anger.”


They looked at each other and nodded, coming to a decision. “That’s fine,” Lana said softly. “You shouldn’t have stopped your sister upstairs. I deserved it.”


“Maybe, but that’s not what’s going to happen. Certainly not tonight. You need to go. Work on what I asked of you and then we can talk about it. That’s the first step. You need to tally up everything that went wrong. It’s easy to miss the enormity of it when you wake up every day feeling like they haven’t been punished enough for what they did to you. You all wronged me and you all went overboard in different ways. I’m ashamed of the measures you went to and I’m ashamed of how easily you believed the worst about me. I pledged to each of you to never give up on you and all four of you abandoned me the first time there was a word said against me. You don’t just need to gain my forgiveness, you need to get my trust back. That, I’m sorry to say, will be much, much harder. You should go though. You have no idea how much anxiety it causes to have you in here, especially with THOSE.”


They looked at each other and they seemed to understand that our relationship was the pencil. It was broken. Whether we could mend it or not was the question now.


They left and I buried my head in my hands. This day just wouldn’t end. I looked up and Patty was there. “How’re you doing?” she asked.


“I wish I was old enough to get really fucking drunk right now,” I told her, my voice trembling.


She came and turned my chair, rubbing my shoulders gently, trying to get me to relax. “I was a little worried when the four of them pulled out those collars and marched down here. I’m glad you didn’t let them put them back on.”


“No, I gave them homework instead,” I told her and told her about the list I wanted them to make and the counter list of what would earn an apology.


“I’ll make sure you see two of them,” she said firmly.


“There’s something else that you might not be comfortable hearing, but it may come up on the lists. If you were to read it there, you might blow a gasket. I think the girls have been swapping partners. Lilly’s comment about how many beds they’ve been in? There’s a rumor floating around the high school. Normally I wouldn’t put much stock in it, but Lilly wouldn’t have heard it from there, so it’s possible that the girls shared with her.”


Patty’s fingers tightened in my shoulders and I squawked in protest. “Sorry,” she said and patted me gently before returning to what she was doing. “I knew they were active with those boys, but I had no idea they were ... I’m going to kill them,” she declared, not for the first time tonight.


“I’m just telling you so that you don’t read a list of who they’ve been with and find out that way. I’m sort of dreading how many names are on the list. Given how angry they’ve been over this, it could be more than I could forgive.” I sighed. “If it was a matter of them doing it for the right reasons, I wouldn’t care if they fucked half the city, but to have sex with someone to punish me? Even if I’d HAD sex with that girl and gotten her pregnant AND encouraged her to have an abortion, that’s still despicable.”


She patted my shoulder and I glanced at the computer. There were a few “likes” for my status change, but not many. My Facebook had become pretty empty since the start of the year.


“Engaged?” Patty asked, surprised.


“It was the only way I could get Emma in to see me. You’re listed at the hospital as extended family. I asked her to marry me in front of the cop that came to get me. She said yes. Someone in the hall overheard and it’s probably already all over campus, so I might as well put it up.”


“So it was just a cover,” she said, half questioningly.


“It was, but I’m not certain whether I should retract the question or buy the ring. She’s been good to me the past couple of months. I care a lot about her. We see each other practically every weekend. She’s been the only person who’s been able to get me to laugh lately. Hell, she’s been the only person to talk to me every week since this happened. She’s brilliant, gorgeous, funny, sweet and energetic. We have so much fun together and she knows everything about me.”


“Well, engaged is a big step. Marriage is a bigger one. You sure about this?”


“I was sure about Lana. That went well for me,” I said sarcastically. “Emma keeps me on my toes, keeps me guessing. I can tell her things that I couldn’t talk to anyone else except Dr. Spencer about. I still find myself taken by surprise by her all the time. I’m starting to think that’s a good thing.”


“Just don’t do it to punish the girls,” she cautioned.


“I won’t. Maybe to protect myself from them, but not to punish them.”


“What do you mean by protect?” she asked.


“They came here thinking that they could put on the collars, I’d bust out the whips and after a round of beatings we’d be good. I think they still feel like they can write out a suitable punishment and carrying it out will make everything better. I want them to understand that things aren’t going back to the way they were no matter what. If I accept them back, it will be under very different circumstances. Honestly, I don’t want them back. They all pledged to be mine and then went off half-cocked the first time someone said something about me. I don’t need that shit. I have too many people who I can’t count on in my life.”


She nodded and patted my shoulders again. “Fair enough. Get some sleep Matt. Try to sleep in a little,” she said, glancing at the open closet door where my nest was waiting. She looked sad, but at least she contented herself with a knowing look and didn’t try to talk about it.


When she left, I stripped down and started my workout. I’d been doing this a lot while my mind wandered. It made me tired enough to sleep most nights, even if it only worked for a couple of hours. I finished when my arms were on the verge of collapse and put on a loose pair of shorts and a t-shirt. As an afterthought, I pulled on the sweatshirt Emma had loaned me. It smelled like her and I slept better than I had in a month, my thoughts on her and hope for once.


Chapter 4


I woke that Sunday morning, feeling refreshed and alive. I checked my messages, but there wasn’t one from her. Instead, there were a lot of questions on Facebook about the status change and a notification that Emma wanted me to confirm our relationship. I smiled and clicked accept, adding a link to her profile next to my relationship status.


I was about to go to the shower when I heard footsteps thundering down the stairs and my door was flung open. “You’re ENGAGED!??!” Lilly blurted out. “For REAL?!!? When? Who? How?” She took in my appearance and gaped. I was wearing a pair of gray gym shorts and a bright pink sweatshirt, after all. “What the fuck!??! When did you start wearing pink?”


“When my fiance started dressing me,” I said lightly. “I’ve updated my profile. She’s listed now.”


“Who is she?” Lilly wanted to know.


“Emma,” I said. “I proposed so that she could get in to see me at the hospital. I think we’re both comfortable keeping things like this though rather than back it off.”


“Wow!” she said, stunned. “Can I tell Mom?” she grinned impishly.


I laughed and nodded. “I’m gonna go get a shower. I imagine she’ll want a word with me when I’m done.” I pulled off the shirt and dropped it on the bed before I crossed the hall, stripping off before I got in the shower. I took my time and let the hot water sooth out the stiffness that comes from sleeping on the floor.


I crossed the hall with a towel around my waist and sure enough, she was there waiting for me. Beck and Lana being there surprised me though. I figured I’d have to have this talk more than once. I noted that Lana’s jaw was bruising nicely.


“Hello,” I said calmly before I dropped my towel and started walking around, getting dressed. I didn’t bother covering my nudity and I even decided to put on socks first, standing awkwardly so that they could get their cheap thrill since it was the only one they were getting.


I’d stepped into a pair of shorts when Charlotte broached the subject. “Engaged?” she asked tightly, clearly reigning in her temper.


“It’s on the internet. That means it must be true,” I said brightly picking out a fresh pair of jeans and putting them on. “Emma couldn’t have gotten in to see me as a friend. I asked her to marry me in front of the cop who came to collect me. Thanks for that, by the way. So not only is it Facebook official, it’s noted in a police report.”


“So it was just for the sake of getting her on the visitor’s list?” she asked, relaxing some.


“Yes and no,” I said, being infuriatingly pleasant. “She’s been a Godsend to me this past month. Friends have been hard to come by for a baby-killer like me. Aside from starting at a new school, it seems that I have a nasty reputation. Emma never stopped treating me well. I asked her because she needed a way to get in to see me. I put it on Facebook because she means a lot to me. Don’t worry, I don’t intend to pick a date until we’re both graduated and there’s a good chance we’ll call it off, but for now, we’re on the same page. I only put up the status. She sent me the message to confirm her as my fiance.”


I threw on a t-shirt and then pulled Emma’s sweatshirt on over it. The three of them had noticed it and they didn’t look best pleased about it. “What?” I asked, reading their glances.


“You asked us not to buy you anything pink,” Lana noted.


“Well, this isn’t mine. It’s hers. When she found me without a jacket on Friday, she put this on me.”


“And you’re still wearing it, why?” she asked.


“Because it reminds me of her. It smells like her.” That reference hit home and she looked a little less angry and a little more ashamed.


“I want to meet this girl,” Charlotte demanded. “Bring her for lunch.”


“I’m afraid I already made plans to go out for lunch, but we’ll see how the afternoon goes. Maybe when she drops me off.”


“You’re not hearing me,” she said testily. “I said ‘bring her for lunch’.”


I whipped my head around to face her and the girls suddenly looked uncomfortable. “I heard you perfectly fine, CHARLOTTE. I heard you make demands like a petulant child. You’ve pushed me far enough that Dr. Spencer would testify in an emancipation hearing. The fact that she’d do that should tell you that you need to check yourself. I will NOT be bringing Emma for lunch. On a day that tensions are not running at 120% of tolerance and we’re not on the verge of another fist-fight or screaming match, I will consider allowing you to meet her. Until I can be certain that she will be treated with dignity, respect and kindness, I will shield her from the harm that I believe may come to her here. Are we clear or are you LOOKING to make this a contest of wills?”


“I will NOT be spoken to like that in my own house, young man!” she said indignantly.


“Then let’s step outside,” I said calmly, but with a hard look on my face.


The girls looked like they wished they could be anywhere else but here at the moment.


Charlotte’s eyes flashed and she got to her feet, crossing the room and slapped me across the face.


Instead of retaliating, I looked back at her calmly. “You once told me to never stop standing up for what I believed in. I won’t let you harm that girl with even so much as a hostile attitude. You can hit me all day and it won’t change a damn thing. You can either change your attitude or you can keep this up. After that slap, I’m not convinced you should see Emma today, period. And if you keep it up, you might never see her. We could get married and have kids and the closest you’d get to them would be to beg Lilly to show you the pictures on her phone. As long as I’m concerned about how you’ll treat her, you’ll have to step over my dead body to get at her.”


She was furious and I wasn’t helping, but I didn’t care. She slapped me again and then stormed out of the room. I wished I had my phone, but it was in my locker at school.


I glanced at the girls and suggested that they go and explain to Charlotte that I wasn’t going to back down. I went next door to see Patty and Dan. I told them what had happened and that I thought things were going to get worse in a hurry. I used the phone to call Dr. Spencer and told her that things were deteriorating. I explained last night and this morning.


“Referring to her as Charlotte isn’t helping matters, but you’re probably right about keeping her and your young friend separated. Tensions are high and she’s grasping for some control by the sounds of it. You took that from her last night and now she’s trying to get it back. I’ll call Carl this afternoon and tell him to check on it first thing in the morning. He’ll contact you when he knows something.”


“Thanks, Doctor,” I said, sounding relieved. “I don’t know how much longer things are going to be safe here. She’s already degenerated into hitting me when she’s frustrated.”


“If she does it again, get out of there. Pack your backpack so you can grab it and run at a moment’s notice.”


“Sounds like you expect trouble from her,” I said, troubled by the way she was talking.


“Violence is never okay. It might be a slap now, but it’s a small nudge between swinging an open hand and swinging a granite paper-weight. Get out of there before one becomes the other.”


“Understood. I don’t have my phone today. It’s still in my locker. If I have to run, I’ll call you when I get to a phone and hopefully we can figure something out.”


We hung up and Patty and Dan looked distraught. “What did she say?” Dan asked.


“That it’s a small step to go from being mad enough to swing an open hand to being mad enough to swing a granite paper-weight.” Being in Patty and Dan’s house again made my skin crawl. I felt so uncomfortable that I wanted to bolt, but I mastered the urge to run.


“Charlotte would NEVER do that!” Patty said, horrified.


“Normally, no, but angered and embarrassed enough to be out of control? She was out of control enough to hit me twice this morning. What else might she do? I need to go. She wants me to pack a bag in case I have to get out of here in a hurry. I need to get money, clothes, I don’t even know what else.”


“Calm down. I’ll go with you. We’ll pack you a bag and bring it over here. It’ll be safe and we’ll get you set up with money well enough to keep you from worrying.”


She came with me and we took a large tote bag, filled it nearly to the top with money and then put a few days worth of clothes in on top and around the bricks of cash. We packed my computer and a few other necessities into my backpack and I felt a little better. Patty helped me pack an emergency bathroom kit with soap, shampoo, razors, spare toothbrush, shaving cream and deodorant into the side pouch of the tote. We hadn’t seen my mother or the girls, but they could be upstairs still talking to her. We moved the bags next door and she put them in the back of the front closet.


“I think when I go, I should plan to take a large enough share of the money to see me through indefinitely and just not come back,” I told her and Dan when we had the bags settled. I wasn’t happy with that contingency, but it was all I had to go on.


“Even if you only left a few million, it would be enough to do everything that you’d planned for. It would send Lilly to school and take care of household bills indefinitely.”


“I intended to put all the girls through school,” I reminded her.


“We weren’t certain you were still willing to do that, given what’s happened,” Dan said delicately.


“I wouldn’t hold any of them hostage for their college education,” I said, surprised that I hadn’t been clearer about that. “I hope you guys have been helping Tabby and Collie with their apartment and expenses. I never asked, but since they admitted they got a place together, I hope that they haven’t had to get jobs to support it.


“I’m glad to hear you say that,” Dan said, clearly relieved. “We’ve been making sure their bills are up to date along with their tuition. It’s all paid. We didn’t figure you’d object to it for this year, at least.”


“I’d intended that for all of us. If it makes you feel better, we can split it up and move half of it over here so you don’t have to worry about Charlotte going crazy.”


“I’d rather it went with you,” Patty said lightly. “Having it in the house is not something I want to have to think about.”


I nodded. “Then we’ll bag up what I’m leaving behind. I have a plan for how to move the rest of it. You know those large rolling toolboxes with the locks? We’ll pick up one of those.”


“That would work,” she said. “If you want, we can grab one of those later today.”


“Emma’s picking me up in a half-hour. Maybe I’ll see if she can stop by Home Depot to see what they have.”


“Alright. Want me to scout out next door and see how things are?” she asked lightly.


“Running interference would be appreciated,” I said. “I can see her storming out to the car to have it out with Emma in the middle of the street.”


“Good point,” she said and went to see where everyone was.


“That sweater is new,” Dan said quietly. “New wardrobe?”


“Borrowed from her. Maybe I’ll try out some of her other clothes to see what fits,” I said blandly.


“I don’t buy Dr. Spencer’s assessment that your sexual orientation is changing,” he said lightly. “Just between us guys. You’re straight as an arrow.”


“Yeah, I am. That was a little bit of invention on her part. Partly because she’s disgusted with this whole drama and partly because it was wildly inappropriate for Charlotte to pry into her diagnosis. I am pretty fucked-up. I have trust issues like you wouldn’t believe and I haven’t had a sexual thought or impulse since this all started. She called it Sexual Aversion Disorder, I think. I have chronic stress, depression related to that, insomnia, PTSD and a laundry list of other problems related to anxiety. I have enough wrong that she didn’t need to invent anything. She just wanted to see what the reaction was to certain things. I know that even if my sexuality was more flexible, you and Patty would love me the same as you always have. I think Charlotte might be having problems with the possibility of a gay son though. The pink sweater and the diagnosis from Dr. Spencer has her rattled.”


“That could be,” he sighed. “Things kind of blew up, huh?” he commented dully.


“Yeah. Teenagers tend to make a mess of things. It’s our defining characteristic.”


He laughed. “As much as things have been falling apart around you, you haven’t been making the messes. Mostly, you’ve cleaned them up. Patty told me that once Dr. Spencer got you to focus, it was less than a minute before you put your finger on Marlene.”


I nodded. “Until then, I’d been trying to figure out what I’d done wrong. I knew it must have been something because they all took off one on top of the other. If they’d just talked to me, we would have laughed about it and none of the past six weeks would have happened.”


“Live and learn. Communication is important.”


I nodded and we chatted about less important matters until I saw Emma’s Ford Focus come down the street. I said goodbye and then dashed across the lawn, hopping the picket fence and jumping in the car hurriedly, glancing at the front door.


“Hello, Bride-to-be!” I said sweetly, leaning over to kiss her on the cheek.


“You’re in a much better mood,” she said with a smile as we pulled away from the curb without incident.


“Why not? My knight in shining armor is here to rescue me from my family for an afternoon of being cutesy enough to make other people sick with the sweetness of it. What’s not to be happy about?”


She chuckled. “How did it go last night?”


“It was both good and bad. The girls showed up with their collars and expected I’d take them back and all would be well. My sister had a meltdown because she fucked up, then she punched-out Lana and had to be pulled off. Patty and Dan are good, but everyone else is aware that they’re not likely to make my top twenty favorite people.”


“Oh? And who IS on this list?” she asked playfully.


“You’re at the top,” I assured her. “Followed by Patty and Dan. Then there’s Dr. Saddler and Dr. Spencer. Scarlett Johansson because ... reasons. There’s a few other people, but those are the important ones.”


“I’m listed ahead of Scarlett Johansson?” she asked, surprised.


“She’s not a real redhead. That hurt her on the points spread. She’s maybe seventh or eighth. Besides, she doesn’t return my calls like you do.”


“I see,” she smirked. “So if she DID return your calls?”


“She’d jump to fourth,” I said with a nod. “Maybe third. I’d have to shuffle some things around. You’re still way out in front though.”


“I see. What did I do to get so many points on her?”


“Well, there’s that thing on Facebook that people are talking about,” I pointed out. “Remind me to tell you about THAT early morning drama. Then there’s the fact that you’ve been there for me all weekend and that you’ve made my day at least 25 times in the last 30.”


“So all that’s enough to put ScarJo out of the top spot?” she asked skeptically.


“It was enough for me to say no to four gorgeous women willing to do just about anything to get me to forgive them,” I told her seriously. “And none of them dye their hair. Tabby’s a natural redhead. Of course, if Scarlett were to crawl into my bed naked, that would make her a solid #2. She’d have to be willing to roll around with you too. Threesome or GTFO, right?”


She laughed. “So you’d kick Scarlett Johansson out of bed if she wasn’t willing to have a threesome with you and me?”


“I assume that by the time I ever have a chance to meet her, that you and I are going to be sharing a bed, so it’s just rude to crawl into someone’s bed and not cuddle up, right?”


“You certainly are sure of yourself,” she commented, looking at me sideways.


“I suppose I am, but I think I have good reason.”


“Oh? Do tell,” she challenged me.


“I put up the engaged thing, but I didn’t attach anyone’s name to it. You did that. We should probably talk about it a little. Not in a bad way, but I asked you under less than romantic conditions and you were well within your rights to back that up once I was released.”


“How do you feel about it?” she asked, looking at me sideways.


“The more I think about it, the more my reaction is to nod in approval,” I said. “When I asked, it was so that you’d have a way to see me in the hospital. It’s more than that though. You DO make my day. You’ve gotten me through the worst six weeks of my life and made me feel like I’m having good days even when I should be screaming. Like I explained to Patty last night, you’re brilliant, gorgeous, funny, sweet and energetic. You make me smile when I want to cry, you make me laugh when I want to scream. Friday I asked because you needed the status to visit me. Today I’m asking because I want you. Emmaline Robinson, will you marry me?”


She smiled at me and pulled the car over to the side of the road to park before she leaned over and kissed me deeply. “Yes,” she said sweetly. “But you have to give me my sweater back.”


I laughed. “You don’t want your fiance wearing pink?” I asked playfully.


“It’s not that,” she said with a chuckle. “I’m cold. That’s my only sweater.”


I quickly pulled it over my head for her even though I wanted nothing more than to keep it forever. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. Let’s go find a jewelry store and then get you some more sweaters so I can steal that one back.”


“You like wearing pink?” she teased, pulling the bulky sweater on again.


“Nah. Your sweater smells like you though. I got the best sleep I’ve had in a month wearing that last night.”


“You wore it all night?” she asked, looking at me strangely.


I had a t-shirt on under it,” I assured her, “and I didn’t do anything unwholesome with it. Just slept.”


“That’s kind of sweet,” she said, surprised.


“I haven’t been sleeping well. Drifting off to sleep with that on made me feel a little like you were there. It made me sleep more peacefully than I can remember since summer,” I confessed.


That earned me a much longer, deeper kiss. My head was spinning a little when she sat back. She drove us to the mall and we browsed through the jewelers looking at rings until she found one she loved. I pulled out my wallet and counted off $100 bills until it was paid for and then I took her hand and put it on her finger. For a wonder, they’d had it in her size and she felt like the fit was good. She kissed me and we left the store hand in hand. We spent the next hour or two shopping before we had a late lunch at Olive Garden. I got my trophy sweater back and she wore one that she’d picked out for me.


“So we need to rotate sweaters,” she said. “I want one that smells like you as much as you want one that smells like me.”


“I’m okay with that. I’m not limited to sweaters though. I’d wear your t-shirts.”


“Just shirts?” she said, suddenly flirty. “I could hook you up with some cute bikini panties.”


I laughed. “The reason we’re doing this is so we have clothes that smell like each other. If I’m smelling your panties, I don’t necessarily want to be wearing them. That’s a feat of gymnastics I can’t perform.”


She was taking a drink and snorted, coughing a few times at the thought of me trying to wear her underwear and smell them at the same time. “If you could do that, you wouldn’t need to marry me to lead a happy, fulfilling sex life,” she pointed out when she could breathe.


The tone of our relationship had changed today with me asking her to marry me seriously. I liked where we’d been, but I also liked where we were. We knew we were years away from setting a date and pulling the trigger, but I felt more strongly about her than I’d known even a week ago. “I love you, Emma,” I said out of the blue. It was the first time I’d said it to her. I know. It’s weird to get engaged without saying it at least once, but at the same time, I said it all the time when I told her she was smart and beautiful and sweet and the thousand other things I told her every day.


She grinned and told me she loved me too and then we kissed.


We finished our dinner and I convinced her to take me to Home Depot where we filled the back seat with a huge tool carrier on wheels and the padlock to secure it. I explained what it was for once we had it in the car. We went to a movie and I couldn’t tell you to this day what it was about. Afterwards, we went for a walk and I explained about this morning and my mother’s reaction to the news. “Just another example of how you turn a bad day into a perfect one,” I pointed out.


She grinned and kept looking at the ring as if to convince herself that it was really there. “You’re not going to catch a lot of Hell over this, are you?” she asked, concerned.


“Don’t worry about it,” I said soothingly. “I’m looking into alternative housing right now. Once I get the word, I’ll be out on my own.”


“Can you really do that?” she asked, surprised. “I thought you had to live with a parent.”


“There’s a few ways I can get around that and I’m weighing them all to see what one works best. I promise, when I know more, I’ll let you know what’s up. I may even end up closer to you.”


“Close enough for sleep-overs?” she asked with a smirk.


“I think your roommate might object,” I laughed.


“Don’t be so sure. You’re campus famous. Everyone knows who you are. It’d be different for her if you were just some kid she met on the street, but Epic? That’s a different set of rules. You’re probably the smartest guy on campus and that’s mileage you can use to pick up.”


I laughed. “We’ve been engaged two days and you’re already trying to set up a mistress for me? What’s my midlife crisis going to look like?”


“Wait ‘til I get you back to Malibu. You’ll be swimming in quim,” she assured me.


“That’s going on Facebook when I get home,” I chuckled. “Swimming in quim. Love it!”


We went back to the car and stopped by the high school. Thank God for football season because the school was open for the team to access the locker rooms and gym for practice. I got my jacket and more importantly, my phone. I took a picture of Emma modeling her new ring and then posted it online.


We pulled up in front of Patty and Dan’s and we split up our sweater purchases before we heaved the tool case out of the car. “Want to meet Patty and Dan? Lana and Beck might be home, but they know you. Just let’s keep things low-key. They spent a lot of time rubbing my face in what they were doing with their boyfriends. I don’t want them to feel like I’m doing that to them.”


She nodded and picked up my bag of sweaters while I wheeled the toolbox up the walk. I opened the door and poked my head in. “Hey!” I said, seeing Dan and Patty chatting on the sofa. I opened the door the rest of the way and Emma helped me get the toolbox inside. “I wanted you guys to meet Emma. Emma, this is Patty and Dan Powers.”


They were both thrilled to see us and Patty admired the engagement ring we’d picked out, kissing her on the cheek and hugging her tight.


“I know you kids only just decided this, but are you thinking about a wedding before or after graduation?” Dan asked lightly.


“Probably after,” Emma admitted. “He’ll probably have 10 degrees before I have my license though, so we’ll see.”


“Ideally, four years from now,” I suggested. “I’ll be 18 and she’ll be 22. I’ll be the designated driver at my own wedding.”


That made the four of us laugh. I was on a cloud.


Patty and Emma started chatting and Patty complimented her on her looks and assured her that I’d told them how beautiful she was, but they’d had no idea.


“She really IS uncommonly attractive,” Dan told me, clapping me on the shoulder. “She looks familiar somehow though. I can’t quite place it, but she reminds me of someone.”


Emma had overheard. “Probably my mom,” she admitted with a blush.


“Your mother’s from around here?” he asked curiously.


“No,” she chuckled politely. “I’m from Malibu. My mother’s Caroline West, the actress. I look a bit like her.”


Their eyes widened and with good reason. I hadn’t known that either. Caroline West was a Name with a capital N. I’d heard her talk about her father who was a special effects tech, but not her mother until now.


“That would be who you remind me of,” Dan said, recovering first. “Thanks. That would have driven me crazy until I figured it out.”


“So when we met, you had no idea I was a genius and I had no idea you were Hollywood royalty. That’s awesome,” I grinned and she looked like I’d taken a weight off her shoulders. She’d been worried how I was going to take the news.


“You didn’t know?” Patty asked, surprised.


“No, but I understand why she didn’t tell me. I can only imagine how many people tried to get close to her, thinking they could use her to get into the movie business through her mother.” I looked over at her and the look of relief on her face told me that I had it right as much as her nod did. “Me, I’m angling for her dad to make me awesome Halloween costumes,” I joked, grinning at her.


She slugged me in the shoulder, but had a grin on her face. “Keep talking and he might forget to pull you out of the plaster for your mask. Oops!”


We laughed and then I turned serious. “How are things next door?” I asked Patty delicately.


“They were touch and go for a while, but she’s calmed down. Are you thinking about making introductions?” she asked.


I nodded. “I’d like you guys to be there just in case she goes ‘full potato’. No one needs that scene.”


They got up and Patty called upstairs that they were going next door and for them to behave.


Emma looked a little apprehensive. “You sure about this?” she asked. “I don’t want to cause any problems.”


“You won’t,” I promised. “If problems start, we’ll make sure that it doesn’t get out of hand. It’s time for you to meet her though. If she never lays eyes on you again, then at least we did it once.”


We went next door and she was in the kitchen. “We’re back,” I said. “Emma, this is my mother, Charlotte. Mother, this is Emmaline Robinson, my fiance.”


She was polite, owing to the number of witnesses and I was told by Patty later that she had been reminded that I’d learned much more about how to kill without leaving a trace since matters with Miranda.


“You look lovely, my dear,” she said with a smile that only seemed a little forced. “Matt’s told us you were beautiful, of course, but it never ceases to amaze me how he meets such radiant young women.”


I made note of her new tactic and Patty and I exchanged a look that communicated our personal disgust at how she was behaving.


“Is Lilly upstairs?” I asked, breaking off her attempt to characterize me as a womanizer before she could get the ball rolling.


“Of course,” she said, her smile only slipping a little.


“Good. I’m gonna take Emma up to see her,” I said before she could go back to subtly trash-talking me. I took Emma’s hand, giving it a squeeze and led her upstairs. I knocked on Lilly’s door and she opened it a crack. Seeing me, she opened it wider. “Hey, Blue. I wanted you to meet Emma. Emma, this is my sister, Lilly, but you can just call her whatever color her hair is. That’s what I usually do.”


“Hi Emma,” she said and led us inside.


They gushed over the ring a little and chatted about how we’d met. That made Lilly’s day.


“I thought you wanted the ‘little boy’ jokes to stop,” I pointed out. “Now you’re never gonna hear the end of it.”


We joked and laughed and got along like Emma and Lilly had known each other for years. That made me feel good. As much as I wasn’t on the best of terms with Lilly after this whole bullshit fiasco, I valued her opinion and if she’d hated Emma, I’d have had serious reservations.


“Dinner is ready,” came the shout up the stairs. We went down to find a decidedly awkward situation. Patty and Dan had called the girls to come over to eat. She seated us together, directly across from Lana and Beck.


To their credit, they did a better job at it than Charlotte had. They asked about the ring and she showed it off with a proud smile. We chatted through dinner and Dan asked a couple of questions about her mother’s projects and movies her father had worked on. That got some attention and everyone was excited to hear that her parents worked in Hollywood and who her mother was.


“Fortunately Matt’s ugly, so you know he won’t be asking your mom to put him in movies. He might ask your dad to do something to cover it up though,” Lilly teased, getting some laughter.


“I think Matt’s too smart to do movies,” she said lightly. “He might want to try acting for fun, but he’s got a more professional career in mind.”


“And what do you think he’ll end up doing?” my mother asked a little too sweetly.


“Whatever he wants,” she said without hesitation. “He’s going to be the best in whatever field he sets his sights on. Whether he goes into Computer Sciences, law, medicine, engineering or counseling, he’ll be brilliant at it. Hell, he can already create art well enough to get it hung in galleries if he wanted. He could make millions as an artist for a hobby.”


“You have a lot of faith in him,” she said with a wan smile.


“It’s not faith. I’ve seen his gift. Did you know that he can do things that no one since DaVinci has been able to do? He can write in two different languages at the same time with both hands. That’s a level of ability that’s unheard of! I can’t wait to see some of the raw data from the study. It’s got the neuroscience department baffled. He’s already changing what we understand about the human brain.” She seemed to realize she was babbling and blushed. “Sorry. I just can’t believe how gifted he is. Doesn’t he talk about it at home?”


“Not really,” Patty said lightly. “Matt doesn’t normally brag about himself. We understand that he’s incredibly gifted, but he generally leaves it at the door.”


She nodded. “Well, take it from me, he’s more gifted than we can imagine and he’s only scratched the surface.”


We talked about more trivial matters and the rest of the meal passed pleasantly.


When we were done, Beck and Lana were sent back home and we slipped out the door with them to have a quick word.


“I just wanted to let you know that we didn’t know this was going to turn into a group dinner. We weren’t trying to rub your faces in it. I wanted Emma to meet everyone here. We didn’t do this to punish you on any level.”


Lana nodded. “We know. We talked about it this afternoon. You were right about how hard it’s been at school for you. I’m glad she was there for you.” She was very subdued, but sounded sincere.


Beck went a step farther. She hugged Emma. “Thanks for taking care of him,” she said. “We were kind of miserable to him. I’m glad he has you.”


We walked with them next door and I picked up the bag of sweatshirts and my backpack from the hall closet. The girls wanted to know about that. “Dr. Spencer’s idea. She said pack a bag that I could grab in a hurry if things turned violent again and to get out of there. Patty suggested I leave it here in case I couldn’t get to it at home.”


They nodded. “I thought you were gonna kill her this morning,” Beck said. “When you said, ‘let’s step outside’ I thought you meant it.”


“You said what?” Emma gaped at me incredulously.


I explained the exchange I’d had with my mother and that I’d suggested we step outside.


“You know that’s usually slang for ‘I’m gonna beat the shit out of you’, right?” she said, her eyes wide.


I shrugged. “I meant it more that I wasn’t going to stop telling her what I thought, but I’d rather she think I was willing to punch her lights out if it means she’s civil to you.”


“We talked to her for a while and told her that you weren’t gonna budge. Mom came in and sent us home, but I think she told her the same,” Lana told me.


I nodded and thanked them both for that and then returned next door. The adults were sitting in the living room talking and we waved to them before I led Emma down to my room. This was the first time she’d been in here and she looked at the double king sized beds and laughed. “Cute. That’s how you worked out room for five?”


I nodded. “We used zip-ties to anchor the frames together until I could build a frame for both mattresses. Not much point now, but it’s an interesting project.”


“Don’t toss out the idea yet,” she said with a smile and kissed me again. “You’ll eventually forgive those girls and let them back in. Right now you’re still hurt and you’re not going to give it to them for free, but when they’ve served their penance, you’ll take them back.”


I took her hand and wiggled the ring on her finger. “There may be a good reason not to do that,” I pointed out. “Forgive? Sure. Take them back the way it was before? I’m not sure there’s room.”


“You’re planning on giving up the Sorority for little old me?” she asked playfully, pushing me back onto the bed and crawling on top of me to kiss me deeply.


I groaned and kissed her back, feeling something I hadn’t since this had started: desire. Feeling her against me had awakened my need and I wanted her desperately. I kissed her back and let my hands roam over her back.


She cooed, feeling my hard-on press against her through our clothes. I flexed my hips, pressing against her more firmly and she pushed back, grinding gently.


I ran my hands down over her ass as we kissed passionately, loving the perfect curves of her twin cheeks. I was just working my fingers underneath the waistband of her jeans when disaster struck.


Her phone rang.


“Shit!” she swore softly and rolled off of me to dig it out of her purse.


“I don’t suppose we could ignore it?” I said hopefully.


“No, it’ll be my family. It’s three hours earlier in Malibu. They’re finding out from Facebook that we’re engaged.” She finally found it and answered. “Hi Daddy!” she said brightly, hopping back onto the bed and shaking out her hair to fan across the pillow when she laid back.


I couldn’t hear the other end of the conversation, but I’m sure she was getting grilled. I stretched out laying the other way so I could pull off her socks and start slowly massaging her feet as I listened to her side. She got a look on her face of such rapture that I knew I’d found something to pamper her with.


“Yes, I know it’s sudden, Daddy, and I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before. I’ve been seeing him since August. No, he’s really sweet and romantic, but not a total sap. Yes, Daddy, he’s a nice boy. No, we haven’t done anything we shouldn’t, but if you’ll call back in an hour or two, we could be,” she giggled. “No, I told him about Mom, but not till after he proposed. Yes I’m sure he didn’t know. He doesn’t care. I mean he cares, but he’s more interested in what you do. No, Daddy, he’s independently wealthy. I can’t tell you over the phone, but it’s like something out of a James Bond movie. No, I’m sure he’s not after money. Daddy, he has enough money to sign Mom to a six picture deal and not really miss it.” She made a cooing noise as I massaged her feet, making her wriggle while she talked to her father. “No, Daddy, he’s rubbing my feet and it’s better than chocolate. Yes, we’re dressed, well except for my socks. I met him at school. He’s a genius. Yes, I know Harvard’s full of them, but he’s on another level. He makes the geniuses look bad. He’s ... younger than me. He’s fourteen. That’s only four years Daddy. Remind me again, how old are you and Mom? Of course it’s different. His name is Matt, but you already know that from looking at my Facebook. Do you want to talk to him? You behave, Daddy. He’ll tell me if you’re not nice.”


She held the phone out to me. “Daddy wants to talk to you.”


I took the phone from her and lay back, keeping an eye on her, hoping she’d help me through this. “Hello, Mr. Robinson. I’m Matt. It’s nice to finally be able to speak to you.”


“I understand you’ve been making inappropriate advances toward my daughter,” he said sternly.


“Not at all sir. I’ve tried to be the model of propriety with Emma,” I said, suspecting that he was yanking my chain a little to see how I’d react. “In fact, when we met, she approached me. She thought I was lost and was offering to help me find my way.”


“You expect me to buy that?” he asked.


“Every word is true,” I assured him. “The whole story is a little more embarrassing though so I usually stick with that. The truth is that she’d thought that I’d wandered away from one of the day camps Harvard hosts for gifted children during the summer months. She approached me with the line, ‘Are you lost, Little Boy’. Not the most encouraging start from a romantic standpoint.”


He snorted a laugh. It was tiny, but I’d cracked his facade. “So how DID a lost little boy end up putting a ring on my daughter’s finger?”


“We talked. Your daughter is unbelievably gorgeous. She has to deal with guys talking to her in pickup lines or staring at her body all day every day. I talked to her like a person. When I first met her, she didn’t even tell me her last name, so I wouldn’t be able to look her up online unless I went to the extreme of Googling every Emma in Malibu. That would be super-creepy to do. So we had lunch whenever I was on-campus, dinner a few times, movies, normal getting to know you activities. We have a lot in common. I love the beach and love to swim. She’s promised to teach me to surf. We’re taking some of the same courses. We both love movies. We just hit it off.”


“Alright. How does a fourteen year old kid get into Harvard,” he wanted to know.


“There’s a lot of story there. The short version is that I can read 30,000 words per minute and I understand it all. Languages, history, math, science. I learn that fast. They scrambled funding together and wanted to study information processing in the brain. Part of the study is also how genius youth can be better educated to prevent the social maladjustment that usually comes from prodigies skipping several grades. So they’re testing out a system where I take normal courses for my age category and since I can do that work in about 7 minutes a day, I’m taking courses at university level at the same time.”


“So you’re actually in high school?” he blurted.


“I’m in both actually. I’m taking more than two full semesters of university courses, auditing them from a virtual classroom set-up so I can attend the lectures remotely. Keeping me in the high school environment helps keep me grounded. Taking the university courses keeps me from getting bored when I run out of things to do by 9:15. My goal is to have at least one degree in my hand when I cross the stage to get my high school diploma. I think I can have three or four.”


That got him to laugh a little. “Sort of a thanks for this, I’ve got better?”


“More of a thumb in the eye of the kids that picked on me for being smart. Sort of an ‘enjoy your McDonald’s job’.”


“I hope you do if you’re planning on supporting my daughter,” he said gruffly.


“I don’t plan on supporting her. When she graduates, she’s going to be a damn fine therapist. Best in the business. She’ll be making enviable amounts of money herself. I even told my therapist that she was in for stiff competition.”


“You’re in therapy?” he said, his tone changing and Emma looked dismayed.


“Part of the study requires that I have a therapist to monitor my mental and emotional health for strain related to the program. A friend of mine had a teacher in high school that literally burned her brain out on her own intelligence. They want to make sure that we find a balance that lets me advance as quickly as possible, but doesn’t risk that outcome. Since the study is the first attempt at this kind of arrangement, we’re sort of working without a net.”


“Oh,” he said, sounding more relaxed. “I guess that makes sense. So what are you studying?”


“I’m taking the same degree that Emma is, Psychology. I’m also taking the courses for mechanical and electrical engineering a few at a time.”


“That’s a pretty random spread, isn’t it?”


“Maybe, but I plan to take Mechanical, Electrical and Computer engineering degrees before I start going into the higher sciences. Like I told my therapist, there’s a ton of scientists working on raw science with no clue how to use that to make the world better. Engineers take those ideas and find a practical use for them. That’s where I want to start.”


“Welcome to the family,” he deadpanned. “I’m a Mech-E. That’s as close to poetry as you could spout to me.”


I grinned. “Thanks!” I said. “I’d be lying if I didn’t also say I thought it would be awesome to build my own James Bond gadgets, but that’s the kid in me.”


“Now you’re just making me teary-eyed. Give Emma the phone back and I’ll let her know you pass muster.”


“Okay, just a sec.” I held out the phone to her. “He wants you,” I told her and went back to massaging her feet, making her sigh with contentment.


“Hi Daddy! Well? You do? I like him too. I know he’s too young. We’re not getting married tomorrow. Four years or when we graduate and leave school. We might decide to go to grad school. If we do, then we’ll see if we’d rather get married first or later. Honestly, when he turns 18, we’ll probably do it. That’s still four years from now. That’s plenty of time for Mom to get used to the idea. Okay. I’ll tell him. Alright. Love you Daddy. Bye!”


She hung up the phone and then lay back, wriggling her toes and moaning softly. “You have three hours to cut that out,” she warned playfully. “Daddy wants me to tell you that you’re invited to come home with me for summer break. He likes you. Talking about engineering was pretty smart since he does a lot of that in his job.”


“It was the truth,” I said and leaned down to kiss the tops of her feet gently.


“Worshiping at my feet already?” she asked with a giggle.


“Well it’s the only naked skin I have to work with. If other parts were naked, I’d worship them too,” I teased.


She laughed and reached down to casually run her hand over the bulge in my jeans. I’d gone soft when we were on the phone with her father, but she quickly had me breathing hard as she stroked my length with her delicate fingers. “Now THAT is respectable,” she said admiringly and sat up suddenly to pull her shirt over her head. I was amazed at her deep tan.


I sat up and pulled my own shirt off. My tan was okay, but hers was a thing of beauty. There’s a certain look to a natural tan that a tanning bed just can’t quite reproduce. I leaned forward to kiss her again and we slipped our arms around each other, moaning softly. I marveled at her skin and longed to taste it. I broke the kiss to move my lips to her neck.


She cooed and sighed with delight, her hands playing across my back, her fingernails lightly scratching me before she groaned in frustration. “We can’t do this tonight,” she whispered to me. “I have a paper I need to finish tonight and we both have early classes. I want to stay more than you can imagine, but we need to stop.”


I lifted my lips from her neck reluctantly and nodded. She reached for her shirt, but I grabbed it first and handed her mine with a smirk. She grinned at me as I pulled hers over my head. The cut was made for a woman, but I’d spent the last three months following the training program the Bruins trainers had put together for me so I had pecs to at least partly fill it. I still didn’t feel right wearing a pink t-shirt that declared ‘I make this look good’.


She grinned and pulled my shirt over her head, pulling her hair out the back of it with a glamorous flip. She bounced off the bed and announced that she needed a sweater, opening the closet. She looked through the ones I had hanging there and pulled out one before she noticed the pillow and blankets.


“What’s this?” she asked curiously.


I grimaced a little and explained. “You know I said that I wasn’t sleeping well? I sleep better there than I do here. Scent triggers as I’m waking up tend to fuck with my head. I’ve washed all the sheets twice, but the smells are in the pillows and the mattress.” I looked at the spot where she’d been laying. “I think I’ll give it another try tonight though. I think I might have a better time of it now.”


She came and kissed me thoroughly, wrapping her arms around me. “Saturday, I am going extra scenty and we are going to roll around in this bed until I’m all you can smell in here,” she promised. “If you need a booster before the weekend, you just say the word and I’ll come over to study. Well, I’ll study. You’ll already know the whole frigging thing.” She grinned and kissed me again before leading me back upstairs.


Patty grinned when she saw that we’d traded shirts and winked at me. She was always my biggest cheerleader. We pretended like we didn’t notice the switch. “It was nice meeting you all,” Emma said pleasantly with a winning grin on her face. “Thanks again for having me for dinner. I really appreciate it. The dorm food isn’t bad, but it’s nice to sit around a table again like back home with my folks.”


“You’re very welcome, Dear,” Charlotte told her with a smile that seemed more relaxed than it had been earlier. “I hope we’ll see you again.”


“I’m sure you will,” she said lightly. “I’m thinking of having Matt tutor me in stats. He gets it and I still struggle. I need to get back to the dorms though. I still have a paper to finish before bed tonight.”


I walked her out and held her door for her, getting a kiss in return and a promise of much more on the weekend.


When I got back inside, Patty was shaking her head. “You’re slipping Matt. No screaming? No shower at the end of the night? I expected better.”


“I think I gained more than I missed out on tonight,” I said certainly.


“Well your wardrobe is certainly going to turn heads if this keeps up,” she smirked and took a sip of her coffee.


“Maybe, but her father welcomed me to the family and invited me for the summer in Malibu,” I said casually, sprawling in the love seat.


Patty sputtered, choking on coffee. “That was fast. How did you manage that?”


I told them about the phone call. “He actually said ‘welcome to the family’ when I told him about taking engineering and how important I thought it was.”


“That was the first time you’d talked to him?” Dan asked curiously.


“The notice that we were engaged was the first time he KNEW about me,” I said.


“So you went from ‘who the fuck are you?’ to ‘welcome to the family’? You’re my hero,” he told me solemnly.


I laughed. “I was just honest with him. If I’d been four years older than Emma or there was a chance I was trying to break into the movies or get at their family money then he’d probably have been a little more surly.”


“That’s probably true,” Patty observed. “You’ll probably pick up some points on the back end when she tells them that you understood why she doesn’t tell people about her mother.”


“Maybe,” I allowed and got to my feet. “I think I’m gonna try to get some sleep. Night folks.”


I went downstairs and stripped down for bed. I laid the shirt over the back of my desk chair and smirked. I planned to wear it to school. I turned in and breathed in a pleasant new scent from my pillow. I shivered with the memory of her hand teasing my length and fell asleep contentedly. My bed was my own again.


Chapter 5


I woke Monday morning and stretched, yawning sleepily. I checked the clock and grinned. I’d slept the whole night. I bounced out of bed and went to the bathroom to get ready to face the day. I shaved, brushed my teeth and then jumped in the shower. I went to get dressed and put her shirt on to round it out before going upstairs.


Lilly was eating cold cereal at the kitchen table and I plopped down, pouring myself a bowl. She looked up and frowned at me. “Isn’t that the shirt that Emma was wearing last night?” she asked suspiciously.


“It is indeed. She wore mine home last night.”


“Kinky. Is that the only clothing you’re trading?”


“You’ll have to check for yourself,” I told her. “The jeans are mine and so are the socks.”


“I’ll live in suspense,” she told me sarcastically.


“Are we not having a good Monday morning?” I asked playfully.


“No I’m not. I was up half the night.”


“Anything bugging you?” I asked.


“Seriously? You’re leaving. What do you THINK is bothering me?”


“I’m sorry, Blue. It’s not because of you. You’ll be able to come visit and we’ve got Skype calls and I’ll try to visit when I can. I just ... Well, you were here through it. I want to give you guys a chance to shake it off.”


“I know. It’s just not gonna be the same,” she sighed.


“Things change, Lilly,” I said sadly. “Why don’t you give Donald a call and talk about it some. I have to talk to him this week myself. Want me to arrange dinner for the three of us?”


She thought about it, but shook her head. “No, that’s okay.”


I nodded. “Okay. It’s not gonna get any easier though. Just don’t let it go to the point where it starts getting harder.”


She thought about that while we ate and shrugged.


“So where’s Mom?” I asked, trying to scale back on using her name even though I still used it in my head.


“Upstairs in the shower. She had breakfast early and went up to get ready.”


“I guess meals can get back to normal after I leave. At least that’s something to look forward to, right?”


“I don’t particularly want to eat with them,” Lilly said darkly. “You shouldn’t have pulled me off Lana.”


“She said the same thing. I wanted to ask you about something. You asked Lana how many beds she’s been in. What’s up with that?”


Lilly grimaced. “I don’t want to say,” she told me sourly.


“Look, I’ve heard the rumors that she’s been traded back and forth too. I just want to know where you heard it and what you know.”


She sighed. “They’re not rumors Both of them have been with at least 12 guys. They told me that themselves.”


“At least? They don’t KNOW?!!?”


“Of course they know, but after they started listing off names, I stopped listening.”


I sat there, staring at my cereal, wishing I hadn’t asked, wishing I hadn’t heard the rumors, wishing I didn’t have that mental image in my head now. “Thanks for telling me,” I said dully. “I guess it’s a good thing I’m not touching them. God knows what they could have caught.”


“No kidding,” she muttered in disgust.


“Let it go, hon,” I said gently. “They both raved about how good sex with me was. Going from that to normal boys would suck. Imagine finding the best restaurant in the world and then it burns down. You’d look for a replacement restaurant and you’d keep looking ‘til you found a good one.”


“Not exactly the same thing. It’s not like you can get gonorrhea from the silverware at a bad restaurant.”


“Did they?” I asked, horrified.


She shrugged. “I dunno. I stay away from skank cooter. You should too.”


“Colorful as always, Blue,” I laughed. “I gotta go though. I’ll talk to you later.”


“You’re not driving in with Mom?” she asked.


“Nah. It’s a nice day out and she needs to drop you off. I suspect that Lana and Beck are riding with her too since Patty told me they’re taking Lana’s keys.”


“Yeah. That came up yesterday,” she confirmed. “Lana’s gotta be pissed about that. That’s her booty barge.”


“She’s grounded until New Years anyway. She’ll be dumped by next week.” I got up and got my backpack, throwing a couple of energy bars in the side pocket since I knew I’d never make it to lunch without them. I kissed Lilly and took off out the door before the next confrontation could start.


I ran the distance to the school so that I could be there when Tricia Saunders arrived. I saw her about fifteen minutes later and I stood up from where I’d been sitting on the low wall around the school grounds.


“Hello,” I said. “I don’t know if you know who I am or not,” I started, but she nodded and cut me off.


“You’re Matt. I’m Tricia,” she said quietly. She was pretty, but carried herself in a very shy manner. She bowed her head and let her mousy brown hair fall across her face like a screen.


“I know. You’re in a couple of my classes. Look, I found out about the rumor about you and me over the weekend. I just wanted you to know I didn’t start it. I’m really sorry if you got hurt by it.”


She looked up and cocked her head to one side. “I didn’t get hurt. I was sorry you got hurt by it. I heard that Lana Powers was your girlfriend over the summer and that she dumped you because of that.”


I nodded. “Yeah. She and her sister were both close to me for years until this. They ended up really hurt by it too,” I said, thinking of what Lilly said this morning. I wasn’t going to get emotional, I promised myself.


“Teasing you seemed to make them feel better,” she said bluntly and it made me laugh a little.


“I guess it did, but it really only made them forget how much it hurt them. I was actually dating both of them over the summer. When they heard, they believed it was true and dated other guys to try to hurt me for what they thought I did.”


“I heard about what happened on Friday,” she said. “Is that how you found out about the rumor?”


“Yeah. My sister finally told me.”


“That must be awful,” she said. “Finding out that everyone else knew before you did. I thought you knew. Otherwise I would have told you.”


“It’s okay, Tricia,” I assured her. She had a way of speaking without all the layers of bullshit that people normally used. I actually did like her. She reminded me of Carl. She did just remind me that this had gone down exactly like my parents’ divorce had though.


“I heard you talked to my mother the other night,” I said gently. She was still very shy and I wondered if she talked to much of anyone at school.


“Yes, she found out about the rumor over the weekend too. She wanted to find out whether it was true.”


“She never told me what you told her except that you remembered me from baseball,” I said, thinking of how she’d taken that as proof that I’d done it.


She shrugged. “I told her that I’d never done that with a boy. My dad was a little surprised when I told him why she’d called.”


“I can imagine. It’s not every day you get accused of having an abortion,” I nodded.


“Oh, it’s not that,” she said lightly. “I’m not very popular. He would have wanted to meet the boy I was going to have sex with. When I told him it was a rumor, a lie, then he calmed right down.”


“I’m sorry you got dragged into this,” I said sadly. “I know you said it didn’t hurt you, but that still must have been embarrassing to have to talk about it with a perfect stranger and your dad.”


“It’s okay. I didn’t mind helping you out. It sounded like you had a very bad weekend. I’m sorry I didn’t say something sooner.”


“I’m not angry or upset or anything at you, but why didn’t you? If you knew, why not clear your own name?” I asked curiously.


She shrugged and made eye contact for the first time. “No one notices me. It was kind of nice to be noticed for once. People thought I’d had sex and that was kind of nice too. I never have, though I’ve thought about it if someone had thought to ask me.”


“I’m sorry I never noticed you at baseball,” I said sincerely. She was a very timid girl, but I got the sense that she didn’t have a mean bone in her body. She’d be the kind of girl that raised flowers for small children to pick and she’d feed stray cats because she couldn’t bear the thought of them starving. I liked her and I kicked myself for not noticing those qualities before.


“You apologize a lot,” she pointed out. “Why is that?”


I chuckled. “I’m apologizing to you because you deserved better. If I’d taken the time to talk to you at baseball, I might not have gone out with Lana at all.”


That made her eyes go wide. “I thought you loved her though?” she asked. “I heard some of the girls talking in the bathroom that you’ve been in love with her forever.”


I shrugged. “I was, but look how that ended up. The first time she heard a rumor about me, she believed it and broke my heart. If I’d been dating someone else, I wouldn’t have even talked to her this summer.”


“I never thought about it like that. Does she know that it was a lie now?”


I nodded. “I had a sprained ankle at the time I was supposed to be talking you into getting an abortion. The girls were making sure I had someone with me full-time in case I needed something. They never thought about it until I pointed out that they would have been in the room for any call I could have made to you. I think that made them feel stupid.”


She nodded shyly. “I wish they’d just asked me. I would have told them I’ve never been with a boy. It was a silly rumor”


“It’s done now,” I said lightly. “All we can do is move on. Don’t worry about it.”


“Does that mean you’re going to make up with the Powers sisters?” she asked curiously.


“No, I understand that they’re sorry and that they got taken in by a lie, but I’m still very hurt. They’ve done a lot of things just to cause me pain. That’s going to take time to forgive and even then, there’s no way I could forget about it and go back to the way things were.”


She nodded. “I understand. I wondered if you were going to make up with them after I talked to your mother.”


“We all talked. They live next door to us and our families have always been close. It wasn’t a fun chat.”


She nodded, but said nothing for the moment so I decided to change topics.


“Are you going to the Halloween dance on Saturday?” I asked curiously.


She shook her head. “I almost never go to the dances.” She got a faraway look in her eyes and I got the sense that she wanted to. She was too shy to ask anyone and too shy to get noticed.


“I hadn’t planned on it either,” I confessed. “I didn’t have anyone to go with.”


“Me either,” she said with a shrug.


“Do you have a costume?” I asked, probing.


She shook her head. “I normally just pass out candy at home, but we only got 4 kids last year. There’s not much trick ‘r treating any more.”


“Let’s get costumes and go,” I said suddenly. “We’ll get costumes that match and go together.”


Her eyes got really big when she thought about it. “You really mean it?” she whispered and my heart went out to this girl who’d been overlooked by everyone, me included.


“Absolutely. Would you go to the dance with me on Saturday?” I asked solemnly.


She looked like I’d given her diamonds and I suppose from her perspective, I had. She threw her arms around me and chanted “Yesyesyesyesyesyesyes!”


I grinned and put my arms around her. We hugged tightly and I was really glad I’d come early. “I guess now we have to figure out costumes,” I pointed out.


She let go of me and scrunched up her nose. She was actually more than pretty when she wasn’t busy hiding. “I dunno. Maybe we could go looking after school?”


“That sounds like a good idea. I’m gonna make a call though and see if I can get a head start. My girlfriend’s father does special effects for movies in California. He might know a good place to get costumes out here.”


“You have a girlfriend?” she asked, tilting her head to the side.


I nodded. “It’s really complicated, but she’s okay with me seeing other girls. If you’re not comfortable going to the dance with me because of her, I understand,” I explained gently.


“So would that make this like you mentioned you were dating both the Powers sisters in the summer? Or would we be going as friends?” she asked. She didn’t seem upset, but sometimes it was hard to judge a girl’s moods.


“It depends on what you’re comfortable with,” I said. “I would like to take you as my date, but if you’d prefer we go as just friends, I’ll be happy to be your friend too.”


I’d said the right thing. She grinned at me. “Is your other girlfriend coming with us?” she asked brightly and we both laughed.


“Let me call her and find out,” I said, relieved.


I called her phone and talked to her for a few minutes, explaining about the dance and asked if her father might know someone out this way he’d recommend for costumes.


“So let me get this straight,” she said and I could hear the amusement in her voice. “You’re calling your fiance to ask her father to hook you up with costumes for you and your girlfriend to go to a costume party?”


“Well, that and to ask if you wanted to come with us. I know it’s a high-school gig and you’ve probably got a huge college thing you can get into, but I wanted to spend the night with you too.”


“Nice save,” she said dryly. “Get four tickets. My roommate just broke up with her douche-bag boyfriend and she needs something to do. I’ll text you after I talk to Daddy.”


“Thanks, Babe. You’re the best. Love you.”


“I love you too. Just remember, I’m the head of the Sorority now.” She giggled and hung up.


“Done,” I said, putting away my phone. “Let’s go to the office and get the tickets.”


I turned toward the school and realized that we were the center of attention. We’d been the target of rumors since start of term and here we were together. They expected something dramatic and I was used to showing off for a crowd, so I looked at her. “You trust me?” I asked with a mischievous smile.


She looked at everyone gathered around and then at me and nodded. I pulled her closer and give her a slow, soft kiss. I felt her stiffen and then throw her arms around me again. When I let the kiss go and lifted my head, her eyes were as wide as saucers.


I brushed her hair back from her eyes and smiled at her. “Was that your first kiss?” I asked softly, for her ears only. She nodded and I kissed her again lightly. “Not your last though.”


I wrapped my arm around her and walked her into the school, leaving a growing wave of chatter in our wake. We went into the office and I asked the secretary for four tickets. She asked if it was for couples or for singles.


“Well, it’s for me and three dates. What’s the policy for that?” I asked and the secretary arched an eyebrow.


“I think in that case, the parents hang you from a tree and bury the body face-down,” she said dryly, clearly having heard it all before.


“Then you should charge extra for THOSE tickets. Don’t offer the couples discount. If people find that romantic, they’ll shell out full price for momentarily live entertainment,” I deadpanned back.


That made her smirk. She was old enough to be jaded at the things kids said. “Thirty dollars,” she told me. Tickets were normally $10 or $15 for a couple. I slid over two twenties and told her to put the change in the office coffee fund.


I led Tricia to her locker and waited for her to get her books. She was still a little stunned by the morning’s events and the kiss I’d given her. When she was done, I took her hand and we walked to my locker where I got my books sorted out and hung up my jacket. I pulled out my phone, set it to silent and then slipped it into my backpack.


“Matt!” a voice behind us snapped as we were walking away to class. My mother was striding toward us and she didn’t look pleased. “What’s this I hear about you?”


“I don’t know. What have you heard about me?” I asked innocently.


“That you marched into the office and announced you had three girlfriends,” she said, starting to warm up her temper.


I nodded. “I asked for four tickets for the Halloween thing on Saturday. I asked Tricia Saunders to go with me and then I called Emma and asked if she wanted to come. She said her roommate needed something to do and asked if I could make it a party of four. By the way, this is Tricia,” I said, introducing her. “Tricia, this is my mother. You spoke on the phone the other night.”


“How do you do Ma’am,” Tricia said politely. That seemed to blunt her anger some.


“So, you’re taking Tricia?” she said.


“It would be impolite of me not to take the mother of my baby, now wouldn’t it?” I said bluntly clubbing her with the rumor they’d all believed.


“That’s not funny, Matt,” she scolded me.


“You’re right. It’s not funny. It wasn’t funny yesterday or Friday or the first day that it got spread around, but people still believe it. I’m not going to avoid her because of a stupid rumor and I’m not going to let the people who believed it get in my head. After I talked to her this morning, I decided I like her. I asked her out and she said yes. She knows about Emma and Emma knows about her. We’re going to go looking for costumes once Emma asks her dad who he’d recommend for costumes in Boston. I have the tickets and we’ll make all the arrangements through the week.”


She looked at me sternly and shook her head. “You’re not just doing this as a reaction to everything?”


“I came in early to talk to her and tell her I was sorry this had hurt her reputation. I found out she’s a sweet girl that no one pays attention to. I asked her to the dance because I like her. Not out of pity or to punish anyone or as a ‘fuck you’ to the people who believed the rumor. If I was going to do that, I’d have suggested we get her a maternity wedding dress and we’d have gone as a shotgun wedding.”


That made her cringe. “Alright,” she relented, surprising me. “Lana and Beck have heard. They may want words with you.”


“I’ll keep a few warmed up for them,” I said sourly. “I get my temper from you. Just keep that in mind if you get a call that I’m in the office later.”


I swear, she almost smiled at that. She told Tricia it was nice to see her again and that she’d see her in class.


“What just happened?” she asked, surprised.


“My mother and I haven’t been getting along lately. The weekend was hard on us. She believed the rumors too. This might actually have been the first glimmer that things might be okay between us.”


“Was it really that bad?” she asked, surprised.


I nodded. “Worse. Our families are close enough that we just consider ourselves one family. When me and the girls exploded, everyone was in the middle of it. I may have to move out because none of us are getting better. My sister punched Lana out on Saturday, my mother hit me on Sunday. Everyone’s hurt and angry and raw. That’s why she warned me that the girls were probably going to want a piece of me before the end of the day. They won’t come after you, but there may be some awkward shouting later.”


“I’m REALLY sorry I didn’t put a stop to this long ago,” she said, getting more distraught.


“You didn’t do anything wrong. I know who started this and I may shave her vagina with a belt sander to thank her for it.”


That made her shudder and squeeze her legs together in sympathy. “OW! That hurts just to think of it!”


I chuckled and kissed her cheek before dropping her off in class.


Beck was in my first class, but she’d had her seat moved to the other side of the room after the rumor had started. She gave me an unreadable look, but stayed in her seat, letting me take mine.


Everything stayed like that until lunchtime when I sat in the cafeteria, eating fries which were the only thing that the kitchen staff managed to make more appealing than hospital food.


I usually ate alone, my reputation making whatever table I was at the worst spot in the cafeteria historically. Today though, Lana and Beck sat down across with me with serious expressions on their faces. I looked up and blinked. “You want to know about this morning,” I said simply.


“That’s one way of putting it,” Lana said coolly.


I nodded. “I came in early to talk to Tricia. I wanted to apologize for whatever trouble this had caused her and assure her that I hadn’t started it.” I finished off the last of my fries and pushed my tray away so I could lean on my elbows. “She’s nice. She’s painfully shy and she’s been overlooked by absolutely everyone in the school, including me. Once I talked to her, I realized that she was someone I like. I asked her to go to the Halloween dance. She’s never been to a dance, never been on a date, I don’t think. I gave her her first kiss outside the school this morning and took her in to buy tickets for the dance. I didn’t do it to get back at either of you. She’s ... special. I don’t mean that like she rides the short bus. I mean it like she’s the kind of person that has a spare afternoon and asks herself what she can do for someone else.”


“So it’s a pity date?” Beck asked. “That’s not like you.”


“It’s not a pity date. I asked because I like her. If we develop into friends, that’s cool. She knows about Emma though and Emma’s coming to the dance with us. We might end up dating or we might decide that we make better friends. Either way, she’s a nice person and I want to get to know her better. Marlene couldn’t have picked a less deserving person than her to spread lies about.”


They both looked a little chagrined about that. “She picked you,” Lana pointed out. “You didn’t deserve it either. You’ve never done anything mean in your life.”


“Except Miranda,” I said and then it hit me. “That’s why you believed the rumor”


I let that implication hang in the air. They blamed me. Those events made it possible in their mind that I would force a girl to have an abortion. I hadn’t said it with any anger or heat in my voice. I accepted their blame. I agreed that I deserved it.


They looked horrified by that connection so I clarified. “Neither of you would have cared if I’d fucked another girl. The thought that I might not have been a virgin that first time probably pissed you off, but it was the abortion that made you rage. The thought that I could advocate the murder of a child before it had taken its first breath revolted you. Miranda made you wonder if I might have been capable of it. It’s fine. That’s how you felt. It’s not for me to question how you got there. I just didn’t realize that connection until right now.” I was disappointed in them, but it was done. They weren’t my girlfriends, they weren’t even friends. They were neighbors who knew me well.


“Neither did I,” Lana admitted. “Matt, we can get past this. I know we can.”


“I’m sure we will,” I said in a detached way. I was emotionally exhausted. “Where we’ll be when we get to the other side is the question.”


“Together,” Beck said firmly.


“We’ll see,” I said, allowing for the possibility. I didn’t invest the words with much conviction though. “We have other rumors to discuss,” I told them, firmly changing topics, “but that is most definitely not a discussion for school.” I wish Tricia had the same lunch period, but I had first lunch and she had second. With her here, I’d have likely avoided this conversation.


They both looked uncomfortable. “I guess,” Beck said reluctantly.


“I haven’t seen Marlene today. She laying low?” I asked.


“Her parents took her out of school,” Lana said. “It’s on her Facebook that she’s being sent to live with her uncle in Alaska. I guess they took your mom’s threat to sue for slander seriously. I guess she’s pissed. She hates the cold. There’s already snow on the ground there.” She had a vicious smile on her face.


“Let it go,” I told her firmly. “That attitude is what broke us. A two minute conversation in September would have erased six weeks of pain for all of us. Just let her go. Write her a letter, explaining how you feel and then block and delete her on everything and forget about her. Otherwise, she’ll just keep doing damage.”


She looked like she wanted to cry, but nodded. “Don’t take it too hard,” I said. “No one else took the high road. It’s not like older and wiser minds guided you.”


I checked my phone and saw a text from Emma that she’d pick me and the new pledge up after school. I smiled at that and answered her quickly that we’d be there.


“We can’t make this right, can we?” Beck asked.


“I don’t know. It’s going to take a lot of time and a lot of effort. I understand that Patty has laid a pretty heavy punishment for all of this,” I said gently. This was the longest conversation the three of us had gotten through since the breakup.


They nodded. “We’re grounded until January. Right home after school except for practice, no dating, no car, no phone,” Lana listed off. “She said she wants to see the lists you want us to make.” Neither of them looked happy about that.


“I’ll talk to her about that. Those lists are between you and me. She wanted to make sure I saw them, but I need her to understand that decision has to be yours, not hers. Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I’m sure there’s things on that list that you don’t want your mother reading about. I have no interest in humiliating you.”


“Why not?” Beck asked. “After everything we did, why shouldn’t you?”


“Because after everything that’s happened, I know how it feels to be humiliated. I wouldn’t wish that on you,” I said gently.


That upset both of them and they started crying. I reached across the table and gave their hands a squeeze. They bolted from the room and again, I was the center of attention. I pulled out my laptop and opened it to check my lecture schedule for the afternoon. I had three classes including psych. I looked forward to that. Once in a while I’d see Emma at the beginning or end of the class as she took her seat or left the room.


Facebook was boring, but I searched for Tricia Saunders and sent her a friend request. That would give me a contact point. It was a start. I checked Skype and found the same thing. Most of the people I kept in touch with would be in school. I went through my backlog of messages from the weekend and they were almost all from the family including Tabby and Collie.


I decided I wasn’t answering those questions again. I’d already talked to them all on Saturday.


Chapter 6


I got a sinking feeling when I saw my mother come into the lunch room and look around. I closed my laptop and packed up right away, knowing that she was about to collect me for something. She saw me get up and waited by the door for me.


“What’s up?” I asked, knowing she’d be enjoying her lunch in the faculty lounge if there wasn’t a problem.


“Lana and Beck are being taken home for the afternoon,” she said. “I don’t know what you said to them, but they’re hysterical.” She wasn’t accusing me this time, just letting me know what was happening.


“They came to talk to me about Tricia,” I said. “We talked. I explained it to them that it wasn’t a punishment and that I actually like her. We talked about Marlene. They said she’s on her way to Alaska. I told Lana that she should let go of the spite she was feeling about her getting sent away. I reminded her that spite had made them act instead of talking to me. We got to the bottom of their actual problem. The abortion. Things with Miranda made them believe I was capable of THAT,” my mouth twisted distastefully on the last word. “I also told them I’d talk to Patty about one of the things she was going to punish them with because it’s not a matter for her. I told them I have no interest in humiliating them and Beck asked why. When I told them why, they broke down and bolted from the room. That’s where I lose track of what happened.”


“What reason did you give them?”


“I told them after everything that’s happened to me that I wouldn’t wish that on them,” I said.


She nodded. “They feel incredibly guilty,” she said with a sigh.


“I know. It’s part of the reason I’m looking for a new place I can go. Living next door, I’m still tormented daily and they’re still reminded how much pain they’ve inflicted. I know that pissed you off and that’s why you blew up over Emma, but we’re all on the verge of losing our minds living together like that. I don’t know what else to do.”


“Forgive them,” she said quietly, providing the answer.


“Don’t you think I WANT to?!!?” I blurted. “I’m terrified of them. They didn’t just hurt me, they brutalized me in this building for weeks. Do you KNOW what it’s like to face malevolence like that?!!? You remember that look on Jake Collins face? I saw that EXACT same look on both of their faces for the past six weeks. I cringe inside every time I come around a corner because they took every chance to flaunt their boyfriends in front of me or do something else to express how much they hated me. Speaking of which, they’ve been with close to thirty guys between them since I got kicked to the curb. That’s not a rumor They told Lilly how many guys there were and the list was long enough that she zoned out.”


That brought her up short. “Are you sure?” she asked.


“You heard Lilly when she punched out Lana. ‘How many beds have you been in?’ That same rumor is going around the school here. I brought it up to them and they couldn’t look me in the eye. I don’t know how many or what the circumstances were, but yeah. I’m sure. I already told Patty that they should be checked for anything and everything that they could have contracted.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “This isn’t easy for me either,” I pointed out. “This is the second time in three months that my life has been fucked and nobody bothered to tell me what was going on until it was too late. Lilly sits on secrets. I’ll never trust her again. She’s only too fucking happy to spew mine all over the place, but tell me something I might need to know? Fuck that noise.” I was keeping my voice low, but the tirade spilled out of me in a low, growling hiss.


“I’m in a constant state of paranoia wondering who’s hiding shit from me and which of you is gonna stab me in the back next. It sucks. It fucking sucks. Home is a battleground, Mom. I want it to be anything else, but I’m under siege from you, Lilly is a spy for everyone but me, Lana and Beck went from loving me to hating me to needing my forgiveness and I don’t know which of those is the purest emotion from them. I don’t live with trust. I tried to downplay it and make everyone think that it was for the family to heal, but that’s only part of it. I feel like I’m in Invasion of the Body Snatchers. I don’t know who’s on my side any more and the more I think about it, the shorter that list gets. I don’t know if you get what I mean or if I’m just pissing you off more, but I swear to you, I’m not trying to cause more harm. I tried to talk to them calmly and now they’re a mess. You’re pissed at me for Emma, for Tricia and for deciding I need to get out. I throw myself into books to get away from my life and now, for the first time in over a month, I raised my head and tried to take a breath and it feels like I’m being pushed back under water.”


“You should have said something more,” she said and felt like she was genuinely starting to realize that home was only a short step away from barricading my door and sleeping with a gun under my pillow.


“I did!” I hissed, my eyes frantic. “I begged and pleaded with them to tell me what was wrong. I cried for someone to clue me in. Until this weekend, I was convinced that I’d done something wrong, that I’d caused all this. If ANYONE had come to me when this shit had started, I could have fixed it in two minutes. But no one did. You and Patty and Dan had the authority to sit them down and wring it out of them, Lilly ALREADY knew. They shared it with Tabby and Collie and neither of them said a fucking word. How was I supposed to get it through to any of you that I didn’t know what was going on? I was the ONLY one that was up-front and open. It took me putting myself on suicide watch for anyone to act. Dr. Spencer and Emma were the ONLY ones that didn’t know and stayed in my corner through all of this.”


“That’s not true. Patty, Dan and I-”


“Were in neutral corners hoping we’d work it out,” I cut her off. “We’re your kids. You couldn’t pick sides, but you gave this car-wreck a full tank of gas.”


She gave me a hard look, her lips compressed to a thin line, but she finally nodded. “You’re right. Where do we go from here?”


“I go away and you all become a family again,” I admitted. “This is a shitty situation. I know what you all want from me. You want me to take the girls back. To hug them and kiss them and snap their collars in place and tell them all’s forgiven. That would fix all this shit. That would pull the girls out of their tail-spins, it would put them back in my bed, it would let Lilly off the hook, it would ease the strain on you and Patty and Dan and everyone could go back to the way it was before and forget this ever happened.”


“Except you,” she finished for me.


“Except me,” I agreed. “I’d be miserable and living a lie all day every day to create happiness for everyone around me. But it wouldn’t create real happiness. It would be a lie too. I wouldn’t trust any of you again. I’d know in the back of my mind that if things got shitty, you’d all leave me to clean up the mess while you cut me loose. That’s what you pulled me out to ask me to do though. Clean this up and make it right for the girls.”


She had the good grace to look embarrassed. “At least think about forgiving them,” she said, pleading.


I didn’t have any words for this turn of events. My mother had just asked me to whore myself out to put smiles on Lana’s and Beck’s faces and probably Tabby’s and Collie’s faces too.


“I want you to think about what you just asked me to do,” I said quietly. “You just asked me to throw away my own well-being to wipe away the tears on their faces.”


“I’m asking you to help put our family back together,” she snapped.


“And what would you have me tell Emma? Hmm? Or Tricia? How would you like me to explain it to them? ‘I’m sorry. I have to go back to my girls. They ruined my life and they’ll do it again the first time someone says something bad about me, but they’re sad, so I guess I gotta do what I gotta do. The thought of touching them makes my skin crawl, but it’s all in a day’s work for me.’ You think they’ll understand that? You’ve met Tricia. She’s in one of your English classes, so you’ve officially spent more time with her than I have. Being tossed aside like that would crush her. I only met her today and I know that.”


“Then what do you suggest, if you’re so smart?!!?” she growled.


“Oh yes,” I said sarcastically. “When imperiled fall back on Matt’s intelligence and then later use it as justification to blame him for something else. I ... have ... been ... wronged. You’re just not getting it. You’re asking a victim to bear the sentence for the crime. You’re asking me to throw away my happiness to make everyone feel better.”


“That’s what adults do,” she said bluntly.


“No, adults are supposed to balance their happiness with what’s right. Everything was perfectly fine while I was miserable for 6 weeks. Now I start putting my life back together again and I’ve gotta come quick because there’s an emergency. I’m sorry if this sounds petty and spiteful, but you’re asking me to do something that will hurt me, destroy what I’ve been able to rebuild of my life and block me from recovering so that the people that destroyed me won’t be sad. Either I’m missing something or I need to go to Donald’s tonight and risk playing hopscotch on that balcony. Which is it?”


“Beck’s talking about hurting herself,” Mom said quietly. “She said she deserved to die.”


I was shaking I was so mad. “What did we JUST finish talking about?” I demanded. “Do you people know how to understand a fucking word of English? I just finish telling you that secrets tore us all apart and then you stand there and stonewall me with your VERY NEXT BREATH. What would make you think that was alright?!!?”


“We’re scared, Matt,” she said and she sounded tired.


“So am I!” I hissed, trying not to draw a crowd. “I spent this summer being responsible for the life or death of our whole fucking family and I got us through it, but look at the price I paid. I lost EVERYTHING. You all look at me and see a monster, a murderer. Now you’re standing here telling me I need to be responsible for Beck’s life or death and we both know whatever I pick, however it turns out, I ... lose ... everything ... AGAIN! Answer me this: when they first broke up with me, how many times did you ask THEM to forgive ME? Did you even ask ONCE? Beck’s not the only one that wishes they were dead right now.” I slumped against the lockers and let myself slide down to sit on the floor.


“Don’t talk like that, Matt,” she pleaded and I laughed bitterly, looking at the floor.


No, no. She couldn’t have me die. She needed me to put Beck back together and after that, Lana would need to be fixed and I was sure Collie and Tabby would have their own crises. It wasn’t going to end. I closed my eyes and saw pavement rushing toward me. I thought I could even feel the wind on my face. It was nice. I buried my face in my hands and wished I could be there now. I lowered my head and breathed deeply. I was still wearing Emma’s shirt and that filled my head with the aroma of her laundry detergent, her soap, deodorant and the pleasant scent that was just her. It soothed me and my shoulders sagged as I let myself get lost in that memory of her. I clung to that lifeline even as I saw the pavement in my minds-eye.


I could tell she was waiting for me to give her what she wanted. I pulled out my phone and texted Emma, asking if she had afternoon classes. She messaged back right away and told me she was free. I looked up and found her with the quietly hopeful look on her face that I knew would be there. “Go get me excused for the afternoon. Then meet me in the cafeteria. I have to talk to Tricia. We have plans for after school.” My voice was hard, edged with cold rage. “And I want to know which of you had the genius fucking idea to do this to me instead of taking her to get professional help.”


She stared at me like she didn’t understand. “You didn’t even think to take her to the hospital?” I roared, incredulous. “I was there two days ago for this very issue and NONE of you thought this might be something you might want to consider? Unbelievable. Get out of my sight! Go!” I heaved myself to my feet and walked back to the cafeteria just as the bell rang. I fought my way through the press of bodies heading back to class and waited for Tricia to appear. When I saw her, I went over, kissed her on the cheek and told her I had an emergency at home, but I’d be back to pick her up when school ended so we could go look at costumes and she could meet Emma.


“You’ll like her,” I promised. “She’s as sweet as candy.” I gave her a hug and another quick kiss and then I walked back to the door to meet my idiot mother. I was not in a charitable mood at the moment. I explained to Emma what was going on and asked her if she could meet me at home. She said she was on her way and I told Mom that.


“Are you sure that’s wise?” she asked.


“I don’t give a shit if it’s wise,” I snarled harshly. “I’m not going to sacrifice my life to fix this. Someone should have thought to get her professional help. I have a full-time therapist. It should have been obvious.”


She didn’t have an answer for that. We drove in silence and we parked in the driveway finally.


“Mom,” I said quietly when she was about to get out of the car.


She stopped and looked at me.


“Do you have any idea what you’ve done to me? It was monstrous of you to put Beck’s life on my conscience. Whatever good you think will come of this, so much more damage came of it. I martyred my soul to rid us of Miranda. I lost Beck and Lana and Tabby and Collie because they know that I’m capable of murder and they recoil away from it. They love me, but part of them can’t bear the thought of what I could do. Today you held a gun to my head to get me to agree to undo every inch of the progress I made to claw myself out of that hole. You made me choose between my recovery and Beck’s. When I put her back on solid ground, you’ll ask me to do the same for Lana and then again for Collie and then again for Tabby and for Lilly and then you’re going to try to anchor me here to all of them to hold it all together. Does that bother you? Do you understand how much damage this is doing to me?” My voice was dead, the words toneless.


She nodded and I could see hurt in her expression. “If I lose Emma or Tricia...” I said, trailing off. I didn’t say the words, but I took out a pencil and repeated my favorite gesture, snapping it in two symbolically. I placed the pieces in the cup holder in the center console and opened the door. “Go back to school. You have a class to teach.” I got out and closed the door behind me. I dropped my backpack off in my room and when I came back upstairs, Mom was gone and Emma was parking at the curb.


She took one look at me and swore. “What now?” she asked. I filled her in on Beck’s meltdown and how they put it all on me. I told her about the connection I’d made back to Miranda and why they believed the worst of me. “That’s awful. You didn’t have a choice. They can’t hold that against you.”


“Evidently they can,” I said wearily. “I need you here. I have to go in there and stab myself in the soul repeatedly. When that’s done, I have the feeling I’ll need to be close to you.” I plucked at her shirt which I was still wearing. “This is all that’s gotten me this far, believe it or not.”


“Scent triggers,” she smiled sadly. “What did it remind you of?”


“Just you,” I said softly. “Nothing specific. Hugging you and catching the scent of your hair. Rubbing your feet while you talked to your father. The first time you kissed me after I gave you that sketch at lunch. Things like that. It soothed me when I started feeling overwhelmed.”


She nodded and kissed me again. “You want me to go lay on your bed while you talk it out?” she asked helpfully.


“Yes! I had the best night of sleep ever last night. I’d planned to tell you that later.”


She gave me a hug, squeezing me tight. “I know this is hurting you. Don’t lose yourself. I’ll be waiting.”


She let herself into the house and I went next door. The living room was empty so I went upstairs. They were all curled up on Beck’s bed. Lana and Patty were rocking her back and forth. They were surprised to see me. “What are you doing here?” Patty asked.


“Charlotte didn’t tell you?” I asked, not really surprised. I rolled my eyes and crooked a finger, stepping out into the hall.


I waited until she had the door closed and explained to her what had happened with the girls and what my mother had done, leveraging my conscience to get me here to fix this.


Patty looked at me blankly for a few moments, processing what I had said. She finally wrapped her arms around me and hugged me. She was at the end of her rope, I could tell. I hugged her back and while we stood there, I remembered what I’d promised the girls scarcely an hour ago.


“Listen, you need to back off on those lists,” I told her. “I told the girls to do that mostly for them. It was a way for them to add up everything that they did to get back at me. When you’re angry, it’s easy to go overboard when you lash out a little every day. That list makes them look at it all at once. It’s not for your eyes. It’s not even for my eyes if they don’t want me to see it all. I’m going to tell them not to show it to you and I want you to promise to keep out of it. Okay?”


She nodded. “If you can fix this, I’ll agree to just about anything under the sun, Champ,” she said softly.


“If this goes wrong and I lose Emma over this,” I said softly, scared by the prospect, “that’s not going to be a problem. Even if I don’t end up in a grave, I’ll never be right again. Just pray that I’m smart enough to get us both through this maze without having to face that. She’s next door waiting for me right now.”


She squeezed me tight and told me that she loved me before letting me go. She went downstairs and told me to shout if she needed me.


I took a deep breath and filled my head with Emma’s scent before I returned to Beck’s room. She was clinging to Lana and both of them looked miserable. I climbed onto the bed and I wanted to run from the room. Different scent triggers were killing me. I breathed through my mouth and climbed up next to them, wrapping my arms around them slowly. At first she must have thought I was Patty, but she quickly jerked in surprise and twisted around to look at me. Her face was miserable and she collapsed into my arms, sobbing miserably for a long time. Her sobs reminded me of the screaming I’d done in the soundproof cell at the hospital.


I did the only thing I could. I let her cry herself out. When she was calm, I stroked her hair and cuddled her while she caught her breath. Lana was close, but was watching us carefully like we were made of glass. She’d been disconnected from me for weeks, but she’d been told why I was in the hospital over the weekend. She had to know how hard this was for me. I just kept that part of myself separated for the moment, comforting Beck because her need was more immediate than mine. I knew my comfort was waiting for me next door and I could do this because of it.


“Feel like talking?” I asked finally.


“No,” she said miserably.


“I think we should,” I said. “Too much of what’s gone wrong happened because we didn’t talk.”


“You mean WE didn’t talk to YOU,” she said glumly.


“Blame isn’t as important as solving things,” I said mildly. The truth was that she was right. I’d pleaded for them to talk to me, but they’d been so convinced of my guilt that they’d shut me out. “Mom said that you were talking about dying,” I prompted her.


She shrugged. “I deserve it,” she said simply.


“Why? Because you believed Marlene? Everyone else did too. Do they deserve to die too?”


She shrugged again. “I dunno.”


“I don’t think they deserve to die. I don’t think anyone deserves to die. Certainly not you.”


“But I was such a bitch. I can’t make it up to you.”


“Not if you’re dead. You remember when things happened with Patty and me and I ended up in the hospital?”


“Yeah,” she said, confused that I’d bring that up.


“Well she’d done something to hurt me, but we got past it. Things are different between us, but we managed. She still remembers what happened and there’s times I see her look at me with regret and I know she’s thinking about that night. We keep at it though. One day at a time until she doesn’t get that look in her eyes any more.”


“You don’t remember that night though,” she wailed trying to point out the difference.


I took her hand and slipped it under my shirt, guiding her fingers to the incision from my surgery. “I still feel it though,” I told her.


“Does it still hurt?” she asked, her brow creasing.


“Some,” I admitted. “Some days it burns. Others it feels like there’s something sharp in the scar tissue. Other days I don’t really notice it. You need to give it time, Honey. This hurt will scar over too. Right now it’s fresh and we need to be gentle with it. Today we connected the dots and it was kind of a shitty revelation that it all goes back to Miranda. I wish it wasn’t that way, but I understand. You didn’t treat me very well, but hurting yourself won’t fix it. Making it up to me, if that’s what you want, will take a long time. It took six weeks before it all blew up. It might take six months before things feel normal between us, but you have to have a little faith that we’ll get there.”


“I’m your best friend!” she protested. “I should have believed in you.”


“And I’ve loved Lana forever and she didn’t doubt I’d betray her,” I pointed out. “And I poured my heart out to Tabby and she didn’t and I swore to Collie I’d never give up on her and she didn’t and Lilly’s my sister and she didn’t. You’re not the only one who gave up on me. Older and more experienced women did too and until this weekend, I thought I must have done something. I knew that you wouldn’t have shut me out without a good reason.”


“So even through everything we did, you never gave up on us,” Lana spoke for the first time. “You believed we were doing the right thing even if you didn’t know why. That makes me feel worse.” She was crying now too and I pulled her over to us, wrapping her up in a hug with Beck while they wept all over again. We spent another hour sharing things from the past six weeks. I told them that I’d talked to Patty about their lists and she wouldn’t try to get them to show her.


“I think you should talk to her a lot. She can help you. She’s been right where you are right now. She thought she’d destroyed everything. She understands, I promise.”


“Will you come talk to us?” Beck asked in a small voice.


“Of course,” I said. It was the last thing I wanted to do, but I had no intention of letting either of them commit suicide if I could help it. “I’m sure Tabby and Collie would come talk to you if you asked them too.”


They both hugged me tightly. “Are you feeling better now?” I asked and they both nodded a little. “No more thoughts of hurting yourself?” I nudged Beck.


She shook her head. “Not really. I still feel awful, but I know that if I did something bad, you’d end up being hurt by it.”


“I would,” I agreed. “I think I’ve had enough hurt for a little while, so just hang in there. Right now, that’s what you can do to try to make it better.”


She nodded and I hugged them both again. “I want you both to know one thing. If I’d stopped loving you, it would have stopped hurting me. It hurt as much Friday as it did that first day.”


They got a little weepy over that and then I told them I had to go. They asked where and I told them I needed a costume for Halloween.


They nodded and I told them I’d come see them later. On impulse, I kissed them both on the top of the head before I left. I told Patty that I thought they’d both be okay and gave her a quick rundown of what we’d said.


“How are you doing?” she asked.


“If I said I felt like you’d expect, would you be relieved or horrified?” I asked carefully.


“If you have to prepare me for the answer, then I suppose I’d feel horrified for you. I know you weren’t ready for this. I’m sorry Charlotte pushed you into this.”


“She didn’t push me, she prostituted me,” I said, feeling more filthy and used than when I imagined I could feel Miranda’s blood on my hands. “She forced me to make a choice between Beck’s sanity and mine. It’s funny. When we started out the day, I thought we were making progress. When lunch started, I was kind of hopeful that things would calm down and she and I could work things out.”


Patty’s eyes got wide when she heard me talk about what had happened like that. “Matt, honey,” she said, wrapping me in a hug, “I’m sure that she didn’t mean it like that.”


“No, I’m quite certain she used it to try to force me to reconcile with the girls. Just don’t tell them that, okay? It’s not their fault. I’m gonna go. I’ll check on them later.”


She watched me leave, but there was nothing left to say. I went next door and went to my room where Emma was waiting for me. I crawled onto the bed with her and hugged her tightly, needing the closeness. I didn’t have any words. She didn’t ask for any. She could tell I was raw. We just cuddled until we needed to go pick up Tricia from school. Fortunately, I was feeling a little calmer by then.


When we got there, I went in to meet Tricia at her locker. I got there just before the bell and Tricia smiled at me shyly when she came up. I held her bag and slung it over my shoulder when she’d dug out what she needed for homework.


I explained about having to go home to talk to Beck because of what happened at lunch. She listened attentively while we stopped at my locker so I could tuck a couple of books under my arm.


“You’re really nice,” she commented. “Not many people would take time out like that to help someone who had caused them problems like they had.”


“I try to keep it in mind that they’re victims too. They were told that story to get them to break up with me. Now they’re sort of dealing with the reality that they were tricked by a close friend of theirs and they did a lot to hurt me because of that lie.” I led her out to the car and got in the back so that the girls could meet.


They hit it off after I made the introductions, with Emma asking her questions to draw her out and Tricia feeling a little less shy now that she was spending a little time with us.


I asked her if she needed to call home to let them know she’d be late and she shook her head. “Nope. It’s just me and my dad. He’s still at work right now.”


Emma drove us across the city to an industrial park and parked in front of a large building that looked like a warehouse. She led us inside and it was a workshop of some kind.


“Hello! Charmaine? Mark?” she called out.


A second later an older man with slightly mussed hair peeked out between two rows of shelves and smiled over the tops of a pair of glasses that he immediately shifted to the top of his head. “Emmy! Is that you?” He came to greet her and gave her a warm hug. “I haven’t seen you since you were ten! Let me look at you! You look lovely! Your dad said you’d be by today looking for costumes. A little late in the season, but I know we’ll make you look like a movie star.”


“Hi Uncle Mark!” she grinned and hugged him back. “It’s just Emma now. Did Daddy brainstorm with you about what to do with us?” she asked.


“Not really. He just said that you were looking for costumes for four. What did you kids have in mind?”


Emma looked at us questioningly. “Aliens or superheroes?” she asked us.


“I can’t pass up superheroes,” I said with a grin. All boys love superheroes and I’d been no exception.


Mark gave me a critical eye and nodded. “You’ve got a good build. I think we can do something for you. It’s too late to do much of a Batman. The armor would be custom pours, but I bet we could give you a movie quality Captain America if you want.”


“I’d love that. Totally!” I gasped.


“Good, then you come with me and the girls will get kitted out by my wife, Charmaine.” He led me back through the rows of movie props to an open area where he had me strip down to my underwear so he could get detailed measurements. It was a little embarrassing, especially when his wife walked by and gave me a smile and a wink before disappearing to get the girls and lead them past me to another area to be measured. I tried not to feel their eyes on me as I turned crimson, but I smirked a little too as Emma winked at me.


It was an educational experience. Mark made a cast of my head to make a helmet to fit my head specifically.


“It’ll be sturdy enough for you not to have to baby it,” he assured me. “It should stand up to a little wear and tear if you need to reuse the costume before you grow out of it.”


I asked a lot of questions about prop-making and costuming. I thought it was fascinating and told him I thought it was about the coolest job imaginable.


“There are days it sucks,” he told me confidentially.


“I’m sure, but someone in this field came to work one day and painted a naked Jennifer Lawrence blue,” I pointed out.


“Those days are rare,” he laughed, “but yeah. They’re amazing when they happen. Emmy’s dad tells me that you and she are a thing,” he said, changing topics while he made notes about my hands for the gloves. “You seem a little younger than her. How’d you meet?”


“I am a little younger than her, but we go to school together. She’s in a few of my classes.”


“You go to Harvard?” he sounded surprised.


“Yep. Psychology, Mechanical Engineering and Electrical Engineering.”


“You’re taking three degrees?” he was baffled.


“I’m a little ahead of the curve,” I admitted, “but I want a full grounding in engineering before I start looking into high sciences.”


“How long are you planning on going to school?” he asked, spreading out my fingers on a grid mat and snapping a picture of the size of my hand against it for size comparison.


“My scholarship runs at least five years, so if I can push this pace for the next four, I should be able to finish all three degrees and start work on another before we have to decide if my scholarship will extend or if I’ll need to start paying for school.”


“That’s a lot of schoolwork,” he commented.


I shrugged. “It comes easy to me. I speed-read and so far college professors are lazy. Lectures boil down to assigning readings in a lot of cases.”


He laughed at that. “Wait ‘til you start getting labs. Those are more complicated than lecture. Fall asleep there and you could end up on fire. You taking any chemistry?”


“Probably in the summer if I can swing it. I may take off to Malibu for part of the summer. Emma promised to teach me to surf.”


“Her dad didn’t seem to hate you. How’d you manage that?”


“We talked about my interest in engineering. I told him at least part of it was that I wanted to build my own James Bond gadgets and props. That and I told him the truth about things. I didn’t try to bullshit him. He doesn’t strike me as someone that puts up with that kind of thing.”


“That’s an understatement,” he said and straightened up. “Alright, go back and Char will start fitting you.”


I grinned and thanked him for doing this. I was about to head off when I hesitated and looked at him shrewdly. “So did I pass?” I asked with a knowing smile.


“Pass?” he asked.


“Her dad asked you to check me out, right? To make sure I was good enough for her.”


He looked at me for a moment. Then nodded. “How’d you figure it out?”


“He made a point of telling you we were together,” I said. “I don’t think he’d have done that if he didn’t want you to get a read on me and figure out if I was a creep. It’s also what I’d do if I had a daughter I wanted to look out for.”


“I’ll be sure to tell him how smart you are,” he said with a chuckle.


I nodded. “Like I said, it’s the kind of thing that I’d do in his position. He trusts you to tell him straight, but he also trusts that your view is close enough to his that he can relax if you tell him I pass inspection.”


“True. I’ll tell him not to play poker with you,” he said dryly.


“Thanks,” I grinned and then went back to find his Charmaine and found her with the girls, their heads together. “Hi,” I said as I approached. “Mark’s done with me for now. What costumes are you girls getting?”


“You’ll find out Saturday,” Emma said with a cryptic smile. “But you’ll be happy.”


I nodded and grinned, willing to be a good sport about the surprise. “So Mark’s waiting for the girls. He sent me back to you for fitting,” I told Char.


“He got everything he needed?” she asked, surprised.


“He said he’ll tell her father not to play poker with me. Other than that, I think he was impressed,” I told her. “For the costume, he made a cast for the helmet, took pictures of my hands, measured me completely and took my shoe size.”


She blinked at the poker comment, but smiled slightly. “Emma, honey, your boyfriend’s a menace.”


“Why?” she asked, looking back and forth between the two of us.


“Your dad wanted them to get a chance to feel me out to see if they got a bad vibe off me,” I told her calmly. She looked like she was starting to get angry so I decided to head her off. “Totally understandable,” I reminded her. “If he was local, he’d want you to bring me to dinner so he could do it himself, but he’s across the country, so he asked people he can trust to give him straight answers.”


Her face softened and she nodded.


“Why don’t you girls go to Mark and he’ll do some work with you while I spend some time with Matt,” she suggested, firm, but friendly. When they were gone, she looked me over like she was weighing and measuring me. “Alright, strip.” she said finally.


I was again down to my underwear and under her watchful gaze. She measured me in much greater detail than Mark had and when she was done, she nodded to my clothes and we chatted while she looked up a few things on a laptop and then started pulling bolts of cloth, starting to lay them out on a table where she cut out shapes with a practiced hand.


“These’ll be a bit loose for three reasons,” she told me as she held the forms up to my chest to check them. “First, the costume is meant to move around easily. It was loose fitting in the legs especially. Second, we’ll be adding an under-suit to it. That’ll give it a little bulk so it’ll look more like armor. Third, you’re not done growing. I’ll add a little extra so that you can use the costume again down the road.”


“Thanks!” I said. “I really appreciate this.”


“Even the interview?” she asked, fixing me with a very direct look.


“I don’t resent it,” I told her. “He’s a father. She’s his daughter. I felt the same way about her not telling me who her mother is. I could have freaked out about it, but I understand the reasons she had to keep it from me.”


“She told you?” Charmaine was surprised. She worked quickly while we talked threading an industrial sewing machine and stitching two of the pieces together. “That’s a little disconcerting.”


“She didn’t tell me until after we’d been together for a couple of months,” I said. “It was after I gave her the ring.”


She considered me for a moment and frowned. “You didn’t know? Really?”


I shook my head. “She told me her dad works in special effects, but never really talked about her mom. When I took her home, it got brought up that she looked familiar, then she mentioned her. I’d already heard from her that Hollywood and California in general was filled with no shortage of people looking to use anyone to their advantage. Land of Opportunists. I put two and two together and figured that having a famous mother made her a target for a lot of false friends.”


“That’s why Mark and I moved out here,” she admitted. “There’s still plenty of work on the east coast and we do nearly as well as we did in LA, but the cost to live here is so much lower that it’s worth the change.”


“I think Emma misses it,” I said, glancing in the direction she went. “I KNOW she’ll regret it once winter stops being fun,” I chuckled. “I think that once she has her degree, we’ll be moving somewhere warm, sunny and coastal. She wants to teach me to surf and I can’t wait.”


“You’re a little young to be moving out on your own, aren’t you?” she asked skeptically.


“We’ve still got nearly four years before we graduate. Then she’ll probably want to get her Masters and maybe PhD to push her to the top of her field. If I can convince her to brave the winters here while she does that, I’ll be able to complete most of my plans and the rest can be done out there If I need to move to be with her.”


“It’s that serious? You’ve only been together a few months,” she pointed out and I was starting to get a sense of what she was doing, cutting out shapes that looked like the stripes on the American flag.


“Maybe, but we aren’t rushing things. It’s not hormonal. Part of it is that we were both sort of out of our elements when we met. She’d just gotten to Boston and didn’t know anyone. I hadn’t expected to be in university this soon let alone Harvard of all places.”


“How did you end up there?” she asked lightly, still working.


I told her about the study, the speed-reading and the scholarship. “I’m taking three degrees right now and if I can take some courses during the summer, I’ll finish all three in four years. I could probably do more, but the lectures are the most tedious part.”


“Interesting. What do you want to do after college?”


“Honestly, I think what you guys do is probably the coolest job imaginable, but I haven’t decided. I’m going to try my hands at everything I can to see what I’m passionate about. I may take a few years to take random courses to get a peek at other disciplines. Dr. Spencer suggested I’d make an outstanding therapist once I finished the degrees, so I’m concentrating on that to start. Dr. Saddler would love for me to go into medicine, either as a surgeon or in deep research. They’re the two doctors in charge of the study.”


I see. So no plans, but every opportunity,” she summed up.


“Yeah, I guess. It really depends on where I end up and what I can make a living at. Getting into special effects won’t be much of a career if I end up in Montana for some weird reason and I doubt there’s much call for aerospace engineers in Boston.”


“I suppose not,” she allowed with a small smile. “Sounds like you’re set on following Emma where she wants to go. Won’t your family object?”


I frowned at that. “My family’s kind of in transition right now. My parents are divorcing. I’m sure they’ll be upset about it, but we’re already drifting apart.” I didn’t see any point in telling her about all the rest of the problems and just left it at that.


“I’m sorry to hear about that,” she said gently.


“Don’t be,” I said with a shrug. “I understand the reasons behind it. I didn’t at first, but now I do. If they’d stayed together, we all would have missed having several people in our lives that have made a big difference, Emma included.”


She gave me a thin smile and nodded. “Alright, I think I’ve grilled you enough for one day. We’ll want you to come back on Thursday with Emma so we can do a fitting and see if there’s any alterations that need to be done. Think you can get away?”


I nodded and thanked her again. “Do I get to know my final grade?” I asked with a small smile.


She returned it. “I’m far less trusting than Mark is, but I’d say between her and you, you’re doing okay. Do yourself a favor and go out to see her father this summer. If you have to skip taking summer courses, do it. He’ll want to see you for himself.”


I nodded. “I’d rather spend the summer with Emma if I can,” I said simply.


“Good answer,” she said gruffly and sent me back to where Mark was chatting with the girls.


We were reminded again to come back on Thursday for fittings and then we were on our way. I was surprised that it was nearly dark when we left. “I didn’t realize we’d been in there that long,” I said as we climbed in.


“Yeah. Fitting takes a while,” Emma said. “How’d you do with Char?” she asked with a grin.


“Okay, I think. She encouraged me to spend summer learning to surf with you which I’m totally okay with. I might be able to work something out with Carl to take some of my courses the same way I’ve been doing while we’re out there.”


“So you’ll be going away for summer?” Tricia asked, turning to look at me.


“Nothing’s set in stone yet, but Emma’s dad wants to meet me,” I said. “What are your plans for the summer?”


“Oh, I usually go visit my grandparents in Florida since Dad’s still working and he doesn’t like me hanging around with nothing to do. Last summer I couldn’t because Granddad had to have hip surgery, so I was in baseball all summer. That was nice too. I heard that you got hurt and had to drop out. That must have stunk.”


“Yeah, it was pretty boring,” I admitted. “It turned out okay though.”


We chatted back and forth until we dropped Tricia off. When we got to her place, she groaned. “Dad’s home. Oh, boy.” She didn’t sound like she was looking forward to getting a lecture for worrying him.


Chapter 7


“Want us to come with you and explain where we were?” I asked, trying to be helpful.


She thought about it and nodded. “Would you?” she asked, relieved.


Emma nodded and shut off the car. We all got out and approached the house. We were met at the door by a frantic father who’d obviously heard the car doors. “TRICIA! Thank God! I was worried half to death. Where were you?”


Mr. Saunders was a slightly overweight man in his middle years. He was wearing a suit and looked like he was just coming down from a panic attack.


I could see she was struggling so I stepped in. “I’m sorry, Mr. Saunders. It’s my fault. We asked Tricia to go to the Halloween dance on Saturday and we were out getting costumes. We’ll have to go back on Thursday for final fittings. We would have called, but we didn’t realize that it would take so long.”


He fixed me with a hard look. “And who are you, young man?” he asked sternly.


“Dad!” Tricia warned him sharply, but I figured we’d earned a little of his ire.


“My name is Matt, Sir, Matt Russell. I know Tricia from school.”


“Matt ... Matt...” he repeated then looked at Tricia. “This is the boy that was saying he’d gotten you pregnant?!!?”


“He never said that Dad. I told you it was a rumor He didn’t start it. He didn’t even know about it. People just avoided him at school. He was very nice to me today. He found out about it on the weekend and wanted to apologize to me for any harm it caused.”


I don’t think her father bought that at all. The look on his face was much harder when he turned it on me.


“And what do you have to say for yourself?” he demanded.


“A girl at school started the rumor because I was dating her friend over the summer. She wanted to hook her up with her boyfriend’s brother so she told her I’d treated Tricia terribly so that she’d break up with me. I lost most of my friends because of it. The girl that started it got pulled out of school by her parents. I heard they’re sending her to school in Alaska. If she told you about it, then I guess this has been harder on her than she wanted to let on to me and I feel bad about that. Not because I did anything wrong, but because I don’t like people who pick on others. Even if the rumor was true, it’s no reason to treat her like she did something wrong.”


“So you’re just a victim?” he sneered, disbelievingly.


“He’s thinking about suing his family for emancipation because of this,” Emma piped up for the first time. “They believed it and didn’t bother to tell him. He had no idea. He begged for someone to tell him something, but everyone just clammed up and blamed him. I was around to hear about it and I heard some of the reactions from the other side, but no one would tell me because I wasn’t turning on him.”


“And you are?” he asked sarcastically.


“Emma Robinson. I’m in Matt’s classes at Harvard and his fiance,” she said evenly.


“Harvard! Right! He’s a high school kid. Are these the lies he tells?”


I shook my head and dug out my wallet. I pulled out my Harvard ID and handed it to him. “Yes,” I said before he could start. “I’m aware they can be forged, but what idiot goes and gets a fake ID to prove he’s underage? I’m taking part in a pilot project that studies how genius level youths can be better educated to nurture not only their intellectual gifts, but their social development and emotional health. I take my courses at the high school, but I take university courses through virtual classrooms.”


I paused to let that sink in before I delivered the next blow. “Also, the rumor that I was supposed to have defiled your daughter and convinced her to have an abortion to cover it up? I was laid up with a concussion and sprained ankle when that was supposed to have happened. If I’d known about the rumor any sooner than this weekend, I would have killed it as harshly as I could. The whole mess has hurt a lot of people. I get it. You’re pissed. She’s your little girl. The person responsible is on her way to Alaska for the rest of her high school career and I’m told she despises the cold, so that’s about the best we can hope for as punishments go. She left all her friends and her boyfriend behind and now she’ll be going to a new school in a new town in exile.”


He looked at me with a hard look in his eyes, but he wasn’t spitting mad. I think that’s the best we could hope for. “We’ll talk about this later, Patricia,” he said to her, handing my ID back. “Watch yourself!” he snapped at me.


I looked at him blankly as I took back my ID. I was really getting sick of this bullshit. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I finally shrugged and promised Tricia that I’d talk to her at school before we retreated to the car while they went inside, Tricia looked like she was fuming before the door closed.


“Well, that went well,” I said and she leaned over to kiss me. “Thanks for sticking up for me,” I smiled at her. I knew it was going to be a long time before I was through hearing about this damned rumor. Part of me hoped that Marlene got mauled by a bear when she got to Alaska.


“You get that a lot?” she asked, wondering how the teachers were treating me.


“I don’t notice for the most part. I don’t talk to many people at school. I just listen to my lectures and listen with half an ear to the high school work. Most of it is so easy, it’s like being in preschool, so I just spend my days attending the lectures as they’re happening. That’s how I can attend fourteen courses this semester. While the teacher is droning on about quadratic equations, I’m doing advanced engineering math. When the rest of the class is learning what a neuron is, I’m studying what neurotransmitters are out of balance in different disorders. It’s a little like rolling a tank into a bumper-car arena. So I pay so little attention to the adults that teach at high school that I’d barely notice if they hated me. They aren’t marking me down though.”


“His reaction isn’t unique though, right?”


“My own mother believed it right up until I pointed out that she was my alibi for it. My sister believed it enough to stab me in the back over it. Four women that I cared a great deal for all believed it so much that they collectively made a decision to abandon me. I’m getting used to people thinking I’m something they scraped off the bottom of their shoe. Except you. You never treated me like anything except me.”


She smiled at me and we chatted about happier subjects until we got back home. “Want me to come in?” she asked.


“I do, but not tonight. I expect my mother’s going to want to talk about today. That’s likely to make it worse.” I leaned over and kissed her. “I love you. I’ll message you online or text you if I need to vent.”


She told me she loved me and then I got out and went inside.


Sure enough, she was waiting for me. “You missed dinner,” she said, sounding irritable. “I thought you were going to talk to Becky.” She was looking at me darkly.


“I did,” I said simply and passed her on my way to the kitchen. I made myself a sandwich since there didn’t seem to be any leftovers. I assumed they’d eaten next door. They frequently did.


She came into the kitchen. “Don’t give me that. You left her to take off with other girls!”


I turned and looked at her. “I told you I wasn’t going to give up Emma and Tricia for this. You told me it was an emergency and I came home to fix it. Be fucking thankful I didn’t call Dr. Spencer and walk away. I told you that whatever good came of today, you’d done ten times as much damage to me. I pulled her up out of the hole she was in. She swore she wasn’t going to kill herself AND I left her to talk with Patty because she understands how bad guilt like that can eat at you.” I was aware I was shouting. “Why are you really mad? You actually thought I was gonna jump back into bed with them to make it all better? I told Patty you’d treated me like a prostitute. I hadn’t realized how literally that was true.”


I turned and grabbed the biggest butcher knife in the knife block and put the point to my throat. “If I slit my own throat right now, would you care that your son was dead or that you couldn’t use me to get the girls back to normal?” I demanded, staring at her with the point touching my throat.


I could see Lilly come down the stairs quietly. Her eyes were wide and I know she’d heard at least enough of the conversation to know what was going on. She wasn’t the only one shocked. Mom’s eyes flickered from the knife to my eyes.


“Matt,” she said carefully, trying to recover from this precipice. “No one wants you to be hurt.”


“No, I believe that’s true enough. You don’t WANT it. The problem is that you don’t care. Something comes along and it’s a choice between me being hurt or something else happening then you pick me getting hurt. You’re my mother. You’re supposed to protect me. The past two months it hasn’t been anyone here that’s kept the knife out of my throat. It’s been Emma. Today you demanded I throw her away for the people that put the knife here in the first place and now you’re angry that I didn’t. I don’t trust you any more. None of you. You’ll put this knife back here any time you need something. I’m a tool to you now. So I’m not letting you choose any more.” I lowered the knife and then dropped it in the sink with a clatter.


“Emma’s kept me sane and alive through all this. I need her. Stop trying to push me back to Lana and Beck or you’ll be sorry.”


“Don’t threaten me Matt,” she said warningly.


“That’s not a threat. It’s a prediction. I’ll choose Emma. If people kill themselves in despair because of that, well ... You already think I’m a monster. I guess I’ll have to live with that.”


“No one said you were a monster Matt,” she said.


“Yes they did. They said it with every look of disgust. They believed the rumor because of Miranda. They translated my actions there into the possibility that I could do the same thing to an innocent child. Whether I deserve it or not, that’s why it got believed.” I looked at the sandwich in my other hand and threw it across the room at the trash. I couldn’t stomach another bite.


I zipped up my jacket and headed for the door. “Where do you think you’re going?” she demanded.


“I promised them I’d check on them when I got back,” I said. “Congratulations. You raised a good little hooker.” I slammed the door behind me and crossed the lawn. I took deep breaths and tried to calm my temper. Lana and Beck didn’t need my anger, though they might feel better if I were to punish them.


I let myself in and tried to smile at Patty and Dan when I came in.


“I know that look,” Patty said, getting up and taking my jacket. “Sit down. We can’t send you upstairs like this.”


I nodded and told them about the fight with Mom.


“I’ll talk to her,” Patty promised.


I shrugged. “That’ll work for a little while. Then she’ll lose track of it and start at me again. She doesn’t get how bad this is. It wasn’t a fight and some harsh words. It took weeks of tormenting me every day, dozens of different guys and it wasn’t just them. Everyone helped. Lilly knew the whole story, you guys and Mom had weeks to get fed up and force them to tell you what happened, Tabby and Collie are supposed to be older and wiser and neither of them talked to me. I had NO chance to recover, but now that everyone knows it wasn’t my fault, I’m supposed to just flip a switch and turn all that off? Not only that, but she’s pissed that I kept my plans with Emma and Tricia for this afternoon. I dropped everything because Beck needed me, but once she was stable and talking, I left her with you to keep her from back-sliding. Emma got me through the last two months. I don’t know what I’d do without her and I don’t want to find out.” I knew I was babbling at the end, but I was wound up tighter than a cheap watch.


“No one’s asking you to break up with her Matt,” Patty said gently.


“Mom’s furious with me for ‘taking off with other girls’,” I told her sourly.


“Let me talk to her. You go say hi to the girls and I’ll go next door.”


I nodded. “I can’t begin to describe how pathetic it is that my mother needs to be brought to task like this,” I said. I took a moment to shake it off and then went upstairs to see the girls.


I knocked on Beck’s door and waited for her to answer. She gave me a sad smile and I wrapped her up in a hug. I couldn’t hate her. As much harm as she’d done to me, she was my best friend, or had been. I still had no idea what she was to me any more.


“How’re you doing?” I asked, sitting down on the foot of her bed to talk.


“A little better,” she admitted. “I dunno. I don’t feel like hurting myself, but I still feel like I deserve it, you know?”


I nodded. “When I felt like that, I concentrated on fighting that feeling because of you and the other girls. I knew that it would end my pain, but the pain wouldn’t go away. It would just multiply and move to you four.”


She nodded. “Yeah. I know if I killed myself, I’d only be hurting you and I don’t want to do that any more. I’m really sorry for everything I did Matt. You have to believe me.”


“I do. I know you’re sorry, Honey. Have you been working on your list?”


She nodded and pointed to her desk. I glanced over and there were pages of notes. “I cried for a while when I was done. It was so much. I hadn’t even realized how much I’d done.”


I nodded sadly. “That’s what I wanted you to see. It’s easy to lose track of it when you space it out. When you pile it all up at once, it makes for a different picture. Did you want me to read it or are you still working on the other list?”


She frowned. “I don’t know how to start that list,” she admitted. “I know what you said, but I don’t understand what you want.”


I took her hand. “I wanted you to look at each thing on that list and imagine someone did the same thing to you. Concentrate on how you’d feel and then imagine they’re sorry. What would it take for you to forgive that one thing. What would they have to do to get you to nod and tell them that they’d made it up to you and everything was good. Then move on to the next item and fill out the whole list. That’ll give you an idea of not only what you did, but how deep that would have hurt you.”


She thought about it and nodded. “I think I can do that. Is it okay to ask you for help with some of it?”


“Of course. I’ll sit down with you and talk through any of it that you want. I meant what I said about that list though. If you did things to hurt me that I don’t know about but you don’t want me to read about them, you don’t have to show it to me.”


“No, I have to. You need to know. That’s part of it, right? I have to tell you everything or it doesn’t mean anything.”


“If that’s part of what you need to feel better, then we’ll do it. Just you and me though. Just like I won’t share Lana’s list with you if she shows it to me.”


“She will,” Beck said softly. “We talked about it. Most of the stuff that’s on my list is on hers too.”


I nodded. “Are you gonna be okay to come to school tomorrow?” I asked gently.


She nodded. “Can I sit with you at lunch again?”


“Yes. I think that’s a nice gesture.”


She looked confused, so I explained. “It’s no secret what everyone thought. Yesterday was the first time anyone sat at a table with me since this started. You know that. You frequently watch me in the lunch room.” She nodded glumly at that. “I wouldn’t mind having some company once in a while. It’s been kind of lonely.”


She started to cry a little. “I guess I need to add that to my list,” she said miserably and I pulled her into a hug again.


“It’s okay, Honey. Don’t cry. You put it on your list and then start figuring out how to start working on the other side of it. I’ll be here for you as much as you need.”


“You’ll help?” she asked, surprised. The change in Beck this week was disturbing. She was timid and meek where she’d always been fearless and adventurous.


“Of course I’ll help,” I told her. “I’ll make some time for you tomorrow right after I get back from my tests if you want.” I still had to run the weekly battery of tests with Carl.


“Please,” she said, sounding small.


“Okay. Tomorrow after the tests, I’ll come right here and we’ll work on it together. Remember, I’m only interested in you making the list based on how you’d feel. I might not be as hurt by some things, but I might be more hurt by others. Overall, the list should probably balance out, but we’ll see.”


She nodded and once she was calmed down some, I went to see Lana.


She seemed to be holding together slightly better than Beck, but I worried about her too. “How are you?” I asked when we split up from our hug. I sat at her desk, facing her bed and she curled up on the bed.


“I dunno. I guess about the best I can be. I fucked everything up,” she said glumly.


“Like I said, you weren’t alone. Marlene started it and no one you talked to stopped and said that it didn’t seem right. Have you talked to Tabby or Collie about it?”


She shook her head. “I can’t yet. I feel so ashamed. I told them all. They all made their decisions based on what I said.”


“That much I’d guessed,” I told her gently. “Marlene was your best friend. I couldn’t see her bringing it to Beck to spread it. Look, no one’s blameless in all of this. Everyone could have done something different and changed the outcome. If anyone had come to me or if you’d stopped and questioned the details, things would have been different, but you had three resources that let you down. You had your best friend who betrayed you with the lie in the first place, you had my sister who never objected that it wasn’t something I’d do and you had my best friend who wasn’t telling you any different or standing up for me. I’m not making excuses for you. You chose to believe it, chose to spread it, chose to bring the rest of the school into it, chose not to talk to me about it. I’m just pointing out that there were others who weren’t helping you make better choices.”


She nodded and her shoulders slumped. “I still wrecked everything,” she whispered and I knew she was bearing a lot of the guilt internally.


“Alright, you feel like it’s all your fault?” she nodded. “How are you going to fix it?”


“What do you mean? How can I fix this?”


“Think about it like Hurricane Katrina. Afterwards, everything was destroyed in New Orleans, right? They didn’t have magic. They had to pick it all up, one piece at a time. The first step is to clean up the mess. Then you figure out what’s damaged and what’s destroyed. The destroyed has to be discarded to make way for something new. The damaged can be rebuilt, but you need to clear away the rubble first.”


“I don’t even know where to start.”


“That’s why I’m here. I told you I’d be here for you. I’ll help. Lists are going to be a big part of the process. You remember that show ‘My Name is Earl’?” she nodded. “Well, same idea. A lot of people got hurt over this. You have to figure out who and how to help them recover. One of the people you need to put on that list, but won’t think to, is you. You got hurt and you need to recover too.”


She nodded, reluctantly, but she did. “So who do I help first?”


“First, I think we need to concentrate on cleaning up the mess. There’s still a lot of people out there in the school that believe the rumor. They’re like fires that pop up in the wake of a disaster. They continue doing damage after everything calms down.”


“I’ll make sure that everyone knows,” she said quickly.


“That’s a start. They need to stop believing it though and they need to know the truth,” I said. That would be harder, but there were ways to kill the spread. “I’ll leave it to you to figure out how best to go about that. Just make sure you don’t put yourself in a new jam to get out of the old one.”


“What do you mean?” she asked, concerned.


“I just mean that they don’t need to know intimate details, but you can tell them that I was injured for most of the summer and that I couldn’t have done it. You can tell them Marlene said it to break us up, but telling them why she wanted you single leads back to the other rumors that we still haven’t talked about.”


She looked down and I knew that she was ashamed that I knew. “I take it those rumors aren’t false?”


She shook her head and she was crying. I got up and went to her, holding her close. She struggled at first, telling me she didn’t deserve it, but eventually collapsed against me and let herself cry on my shoulder. I stroked her hair and let her cry herself out while I whispered encouragement to her that it would be okay.


“Do you want to talk about it?” I asked gently.


She looked at me with haunted eyes and I looked right back. “You’ll hate me,” she protested, looking like she wanted to cry again.


“No, I won’t. I know the general idea, but I don’t know how it happened or when or who,” I told her.


“Not tonight. Please?” she begged and I nodded.


“Okay,” I allowed gently. “But soon. If you leave it too long, it’ll hurt worse to tell it. I also want you and Beck both to go get checked for anything you might have caught, including pregnancy. The Pill isn’t 100% effective. If someone you were with was sick, we need to know as soon as possible. I’ll talk to Patty if you want, to set it up.”


She nodded. “Okay.” She sounded miserable, but she agreed.


I hugged her as tightly as I could. “I don’t hate you Lana. I love you, both of you. We’ve hurt each other so much though that we need to heal before we can do anything else.”


She bawled on my shoulder for a long time, tears of loss and relief, shame and hurt. I kissed her cheek before I left and went back to Beck’s room to tell her the same and give her a kiss before I went downstairs. Dan was there, but Patty wasn’t, obviously still home with Mom. I sat down on the couch and put my head in my hands.


“Bad?” Dan asked.


I nodded without looking up. He got up and busied himself with something before he put a glass down in front of me on the coffee table. I recognized the tumbler. It was from his treasured bar set. The amber liquid in it must be from the small bar he used one shelf of the bookcase for. I looked up at him questioningly.


He had another glass in his hand and he was sitting back. “Some days need to end with a drink,” he said simply. “You’ve shouldered a man’s burdens. It doesn’t seem right to hold you to a boy’s rules. Just this once.”


I picked it up and took a sip. It had a sharp taste, but it dissipated warmly across my tongue. He nodded in approval. “Most kids would have gulped it and coughed most of it all over the place. Just sip at it. Patty tells me you’ve had a lousy day. She said it wouldn’t have been so bad if you hadn’t pushed what you needed to one side to do for our girls. Thank you for that.”


I shook my head. “Mom forced me. She told me Beck was going to kill herself if I didn’t. There really wasn’t anything else I could do.”


He nodded. He already knew that. Patty would have told him. We drank in silence and I sighed. “She wants me to drop Emma and take Lana and Beck back. Probably Tabby and Collie too.”


“I don’t think she wants you to break up with Emma,” Dan said gently. “We all want you kids to stop hurting and find your way back to each other, but that doesn’t mean giving up someone who makes you happy.”


“Doesn’t it?” I asked. “You all expected me to marry one of the girls someday. To either find my voice with Lana or for Beck to find hers with me and live happily ever after. If I buckle to this nudge, how easy will it be to nudge us a little further until we’re there? I see the dominoes and you might have no intention of pushing us that far, but my mother? I don’t honestly think I’m even a person to her any more. If someone in the family needed a kidney, she’d gladly yank it out of me.”


“That’s harsh,” he pointed out.


“But can you honestly argue that it’s wrong?”


He grimaced and took another drink. “I think it’s an extreme scenario, but no. She’d expect you to march to the hospital and give up the kidney.”


I nodded. “If you lived in a house like that, wouldn’t you sleep behind a locked door and keep a gun under your pillow?” I asked, taking a slightly larger drink experimentally.


“I might, at that. Let Patty talk to her and see if she makes any headway,” he suggested. “She might bring Charlotte to her senses.”


I nodded and we contented ourselves with our drinks and thoughts separately while we waited.


It was almost an hour later when Patty returned home. She looked like she’d fought a battle as she dropped onto the couch.


“How was that?” I asked, taking another sip of my drink. I felt that pleasant warmth all the way down my throat now and my head seemed to be tingling faintly.


“You know how it went,” she said, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “She’s convinced that you’re just being stubborn and that you should stop your childishness and get over it.”


I nodded. Normally that would have raised my temper, but the medicinal power of whatever we were drinking had me feeling a little more relaxed about it. “Make sure they take the kidney from this side,” I told Dan, pointing to the same side I had the previous surgery. “At least that way the other side stays pretty.”


“What are you two talking about?” Patty asked.


“I told Dan that I didn’t think I was even a person to her any more. If someone needed a kidney, she’d expect me to give one up. She’d never think to inconvenience precious Lilly to even see if she was a compatible donor.”


“You blame Lilly for that?” Dan asked.


I shook my head. “Not for that, but she knew about the abortion rumor and wouldn’t tell me. She keeps secrets from me all the time. This one caused untold misery. I’m sick of her deciding what I can and can’t know about my own personal life.”


“Have you asked her why she didn’t tell you?” Patty asked.


“Nope,” I said simply. “Don’t care. After she kept it secret that Donald was cheating, she swore never to do it again. Three months later, she shares a secret she’s been sitting on for 6 weeks. It’s just what she does now. I’ll never trust her again. How could I? Every secret I tell her gets broadcast. Anything she hears about me is practically protected by the NSA.”


“Tell her that then. Talk to her. Put her in her place rather than growling about it behind the scenes. That’s what you hate about her, right?”


I thought about it and nodded. “Yeah. You’re right,” I said and slugged back the rest of the liquor. Dan made a strangling noise, but the warmth in my throat just extended down to my core. I took a deep breath. “I might as well do it now.” I got up and went to get my jacket, shrugging into it.


“Just sit down and eat something after you get home,” Dan advised, worried that the booze was going to hit me like a wrecking ball.


“Sure,” I said and said goodbye before slipping out and crossing the lawn.


Chapter 8


Mom was sitting on the couch when I came in. “Can we talk?” she asked as I was hanging up my jacket.


“Wait your turn,” I said. “I have to go wreck Lilly’s day first.”


Her eyes widened and she followed me upstairs. I knocked on Lilly’s door and waited for her to answer.


She opened the door and looked at me. “Yeah?”


“Don’t worry. This won’t take long,” I assured her. “Three months ago, I found out Mom and Dad were getting a divorce. You knew way before that. You never told me. That crushed me because I never kept a secret from you in my life. You swore to me that you’d never do that again. Six weeks later, you found out the rumor that Marlene made up. You kept it from me. I will NEVER trust you again. I will never tell you anything about my life ever again. You could have stopped all this damage if you’d just kept your word to me. I’m going to make sure everyone in the family knows that if they tell you anything about my personal life, they’re dead to me. I’m sorry if that hurts, but you destroyed me twice by keeping secrets. You don’t get a third chance to ruin my life. I know we talked about this in general, but the more I have to be involved in this, the more I find out that hurts me worse. I’m angry and hurt and you could have stopped it at any point. Once the girls started telling you things that disturbed you, you should have come clean.”


I nodded and turned back toward the stairs, seeing Mom standing there, shocked. “I’m ready for our talk now,” I said to her. I’d been perfectly calm the whole time I talked to Lilly and I walked away as the sobbing started behind me. I wasn’t cleaning that shit up. Mom could choose between talking to me or talking to Lilly. I knew she’d choose Lilly. She always chose Lilly.


I went downstairs and made another sandwich. I called next door and told Patty what I’d said to Lilly and that Mom was comforting her now.


“Are you going to forgive her for it eventually?” Patty asked.


“I’m sure I will eventually. Will I relent and trust her again? Not a chance in Hell. With the lives she wrecked by sitting on this? Mine, Becks, Lana’s, Tabby’s, Collie’s, Tricia’s. How many people would have to be miserable and suicidal before she spoke up? I put myself on suicide watch. Lana and Beck could have ended up with AIDS, which you still need to take them to get tested for. I talked to Lana and she agreed. She’ll help with Beck and so will I if necessary. But that’s six lives that were derailed because of a secret and that was the second time she kept a secret that left me in pieces.”


I ate while I talked to her.


“I can’t tell you the right thing to do, but consider giving her a chance to redeem herself. She’s younger than you. She’s also very close to the girls. If they swore her to secrecy...” She trailed off, hoping I’d come to understand the dilemma that put her in.


“They did. I’d already sworn her to transparency,” I said. “I’m not going to shut her out of my life. She’s my sister, but she’s broken my trust too badly for me to dust off the pieces and make it whole again. I could put it back together, but it would be smaller, more delicate, imperfect.”


“I know. Just work on it with her.”


I heard footsteps upstairs and told her I’d think about it, but had to go.


Mom came downstairs a moment later, her eyes full of fire. “How DARE You do that to your sister!” she raged, incensed.


I went to the fridge and poured myself a glass of milk instead of answering her. I closed the door and took a drink while I considered my answer.


“What exactly did I do to my sister?” I asked her to clarify. “I went upstairs and told her that she’d broken her promise to me, that she’d kept things from me that I needed to know AGAIN and that it had broken my trust. A trust that I had generously restored after the last time. I didn’t yell, swear, break her belongings or hit her. I told her I was setting boundaries and that I was going to enforce them. I let her know that I wasn’t doing it out of spite, but out of self-preservation. Have I missed anything?”


“It was cruel and vengeful!” she accused.


“No cruel and vengeful would have been to tell her a new rumor to see how fast she’d spread it so that I could accuse her of doing it three times. Cruel and vengeful would have been to pretend forgiveness while I sharpened the knives for the betrayal I expect from her now.”


“You know she’s been weeping up in her bed while you’ve been having a snack?” she spat.


“Lana and Beck have been weeping all day because she sat back and watched us all go up in flames together. People could have died. I was suicidal and I still am, Lana and Beck could have AIDS as we speak. If this had cost Tricia even one friend, she would have gone to pieces. Which of us DESERVED those fates? Tricia and I have been exiles in our own school. It’s bad enough that it’s our first year there, but no one wants to be seen with a confirmed baby-killer and his girl. I’m sick of being responsible for taking all the shit in this family. You didn’t stand up for me when this shit hit the fan, but as soon as the tables turned and other people were hurt, all of a sudden you wanted to get involved and help mend fences.”


“You ungrateful little bastard!” she spat.


“Ungrateful! For what? You’ve heaped responsibility for the survival of our family on my head all summer long, yet you don’t seem to want to support me when I need it in any way. I’m polite and respectful unless people are treating me like garbage. If you feel like I’ve been out of line it’s because you’ve treated me SO badly that spending the winter sleeping on park benches seems like a far safer place than staying here where you can lay hands on me for anything you happen to want to blame on me. You’ve treated me like a disposable resource for far too long. I’m the equivalent of a tampon applicator to you. Just a convenient way to get things just the way you need them.”


I drank the rest of my milk and then put my glass in the sink.


“You have been nothing but trouble all summer!” she shouted at me, enraged. “You used to be a good boy, but now you’re so full of yourself that you don’t think the rules apply to you. Well you’re in for a rude awakening.”


“Hold that thought for a moment.” I picked up the phone and called next door. “Patty, I need you and Dan and that tool box.”


“Toolbox is filled and locked and in the basement here,” she told me. “I did that this morning first thing.”


“Was there much overflow?” I asked, watching mom.


“None,” she said, letting me know that the furnace room where we’d been storing the money was empty.


“Okay. I still need you two though. I don’t think it’s safe for me here any more.”


She hung up and a moment later, they let themselves in. Mom was fuming, but refused to back down.


“What’s going on?” Patty asked.


“Mom’s decided that I’ve been nothing but trouble all summer and that I used to be a good boy. My problem is that I don’t think the rules apply to me and she’s threatened me with some vague consequence she refers to as a ‘rude awakening’. I’m also apparently an ungrateful bastard.”


My mother blew her stack. “Do you have any idea what this monster said to his sister just now?!!?” she yelled.


“Yes,” Patty said. “He told her he doesn’t trust her because she’s wrecked his life twice in the past few months. He called me as soon as he came downstairs. I was the one that told him to tell her that. It’s how he feels and rather than telling everyone else, he needed to tell her that he was angry and hurt. So? I also told him to give her a chance to redeem herself in his eyes once the hurt dies down.”


“He spreads nothing but misery! Becky, Lana and now Lilly are all devastated by him!”


“And he was in misery for how long? And THAT was okay? He’s right. Once he started turning things around, then all of a sudden it was a family issue. When it was Matt that was suffering, we were on the sidelines hoping they’d figure it out and patch it up. I’m not proud of that, but to blame him for shit they caused? Get a hold of yourself Charlotte. If you can’t do that, then don’t be surprised if he calls his therapist and reports you. This is abuse.”


“Get out!” she snapped, furious. “Get out of my house.”


“Matt honey, let’s go get your clothes,” Patty said, ignoring her. “It’s probably for the best if you came to stay with us for a few days while this blows over.”


“You will NOT be taking him! He is staying here and answering for what he’s done!”


I thought about saying something witty, but I went with Patty anyway. I grabbed as many clean clothes as I thought we could carry. I had a hockey bag and started filling it and then I grabbed my pillow and blanket from the bed.


“We’ve got bedding at home Honey,” she said gently and I shook my head.


“I’ll explain when we’re out of here,” I promised. I emptied out the floor stash which I’d been using to keep a supply of run-money in case shit went sour. Something I’d learned from Miranda. I stuffed it in the hockey bag and then we went upstairs. I dropped my stuff by the door and Dan and my mother were still discussing matters in less than friendly terms. “Stall her,” I asked and went upstairs to Lilly’s room. I knocked and I could easily hear mom yelling for me to get back downstairs.


Lilly answered the door looking like she’d been crying. I put a hand on her shoulder and she finally looked up at me. “I’m gonna be spending the next few days with Patty and Dan until I can figure shit out,” I told her. “That’s not your fault. Mom’s lost her mind over this. I don’t know why. If she starts working you over, come next door.”


She shrugged. “Why? You hate me,” she said simply.


“I don’t hate you, Lilly,” I told her. “You’re my sister and I love you, but you proved that you can’t stop keeping secrets from me. You tell people my business, not because you want to hurt me but because you think they need to know. It hurt me a lot that you didn’t tell me about this until it was too late for me to fix it. Maybe there’ll come a day that I can trust you again, but right now, you’re not in my corner and THAT hurts too. Mom’s gone crazy because I’m finally starting to tell people how bad they’ve hurt me. Maybe she’s worried that I might come around to tell her she’s hurt me somehow and she can’t handle what she thinks I might say. Maybe she really feels like I’m not entitled to feelings when bad things happen to me.”


She grimaced when I was done talking and nodded. “I know. I should have told you,” she whimpered. “Lana was so sure though. She didn’t want me to tell you and when she told me what it was, I...”


“You remembered what I’d done to Miranda and talking a girl into getting an abortion didn’t seem so different,” I supplied for her.


She started to cry again and I hugged her. “I’m sorry!” she wailed and I put my head down sadly. I held her while she cried and knew that I was done with this family. There was nothing left for me here. My mother could barely stand my existence, my sister thought of me as a murderer first and a brother second, Lana and Beck had both done unspeakable things to me to pay me back for something that hadn’t even happened.


“I know you’re sorry, Lilly,” I told her. “Maybe some day you’ll think of me and not see a monster. Once I’m gone from next door, you should get out of here and go there too. They love you. You’ll be safe there.” I gave her another tight hug. “I love you, Lilly. Take care of yourself.”


It was goodbye. Whether it was forever, I couldn’t say at the time. I let her go and stepped back to smile at her as tears started to spill down my cheeks and then I turned to go. Downstairs, Mom decided to take one more chance to rage at me.


“What did you do to her?!!?” she demanded loudly.


“What are you afraid of,” I asked quietly. “Worried I killed her too? Or worried I went up there to make her a woman like I never did for you?”


Patty and Dan were unprepared for her to launch herself at me like a wild animal and they were both shocked when she shrieked and charged me, swinging her fist as hard as she could.


I’d seen her coming. I knew what I’d said had set her off. I could see the fist from a mile away, but instead of putting up my hands or ducking out of the way, I stood my ground and leaned into it.


She knocked me back into the stairs and she piled on top of me, swinging wildly with both hands as Patty and Dan came to their senses and dragged her off. She kicked at me with her feet and struggled to get at me again. I felt the side of my face and nothing seemed to be broken. I’d be bruised tomorrow, but that was tomorrow.


I struggled to my feet and I heard feet on the stairs. I looked up and Lilly was past me in a flash. “STOP IT!” she screamed at her mother. “JESUS FUCKING CHRIST! WHAT’S WRONG WITH YOU?!!?”


She was barely coherent, screaming at me and ignoring Lilly. She’d ignore Patty and Dan too if they weren’t holding her back.


I suddenly had a bad feeling, like things were about to go from this to worse and I put a hand on Lilly’s shoulder. She looked at me and I looked back at her. My expression got her attention. “Go upstairs and pack. Just what you need for a few days. Get your stuff from the bathroom, clothes, schoolbooks, whatever you need. If you need help, I’ll come, but it needs to be fast.”


She paled and then bolted for the stairs.


“Matt?” Patty said and I shook my head.


“Just a feeling like things are about to get out of control,” I said. I pulled out my phone and called Dr. Spencer. It was late, but she’d said any time.


When she answered, I told her what was going on and that we were packing to get out of here. I told her that my mother was in such a state that I wasn’t leaving Lilly with her and asked her if she had a better option or next door with Patty and Dan.


“How bad ... Never mind, I can hear her in the background. Yeah, get out of there. I’d say it’s not safe for you anywhere near her right now. I wouldn’t say you’re safe anywhere she knows she can find you.”


“I don’t want want to involve authorities if I can help it,” I told her.


“Then your only other alternative is Donald, I’m afraid,” she said. “She’s obviously turned violent. Has she hit you?”


“Yes, she has,” I told her. I trusted Dr. Spencer more than anyone else I knew except maybe Emma.


“Call the police and then Donald,” was her advice. “She needs to be taken into custody.


“She’s a school teacher. If I do that...” I left that hanging in the air.


“Fuck her,” she said flatly. “In her current condition, she can’t be allowed near children.”


“Alright. You want me to call you back when I do that?”


“No. The 911 dispatcher will want to keep you on the line so best call your father first. I’m on my way.”


I hung up and dialed his line. “Dad,” I said, knowing that would set her off all over again. “Mom’s deranged. She’s attacked me. I need you here now. Lilly and I aren’t safe in the house with her.”


“I’m on my way,” he promised and hung up.


She redoubled her efforts to reach me and screamed that she was going to kill me. Fortunately, that was the first thing the 911 dispatcher heard. “I need help,” I said into the phone. “My mother’s gone crazy. She beat me up and she’s threatening to kill me. I called my father and he’s on his way, but I need someone here now.” I gave my address and he asked if I was in immediate danger.


“Yes. I have neighbors here holding her back, but she’s nearly broken free a couple of times.”


She roared in rage and managed to slip their grasp and attack me again. The dispatcher was calling out for me in the professional, but urgent voice they cultivate. They got her under control again and I picked up my phone. “She just attacked me again. They’ve got her subdued again, but only just. I didn’t know she was that strong.” I groaned and picked myself up again, feeling my jaw tenderly.


A few minutes later, police had arrived and ambulance was just pulling up when I went outside to talk to the police. I told the dispatcher they were here and hung up. I called Dr. Spencer and told her what had happened. She was already on her way here and asked me to inform the officers on the scene.


The next two hours were exercise in chaos. Statements from me, Lilly, Dan and Patty, Donald arrived in the middle of it only a few minutes behind Dr. Spencer. She’d already contacted the hospital intake to expect her for evaluation. She spoke to the officers and they contacted dispatch about the order, confirming it. EMTs wanted to check me over, but found nothing broken, bleeding or otherwise medically serious. They left the scene and we continued to talk to the police over the matter. Lana and Becky had come over when they had seen the police lights flashing from their bedrooms. They were shaken and kept shooting looks at me. I found out why later when I looked in the mirror. My face was starting to puff up where she’d hit me.


The cops finally had their notes completed and they took mom to the hospital. Dr. Spencer had spoken with her under supervision and had called ahead to order sedation and restraints.


“How are you feeling, Matt?” Dr. Spencer asked.


I touched my cheek gingerly. “Swell, Doc,” I said with a wry smile.


“At least she could have hit you in the mouth,” she shot back. “Think of all the needless suffering that could have been prevented.” She smiled and patted me on the shoulder. “You sure you’re doing okay?”


“I’m pretty far from okay,” I said. “My mother threw a fit and attacked me twice in the past hour and a third time yesterday. I found out what cost me all my girls and it was something I could have stopped if I’d known about it when it started, people are falling apart all around me and every conversation I have feels like I’m trying to dismantle a bomb while blindfolded and driving on a dirt road.”


“Do you know why your mother acted like she did?”


“She’s been agitated ever since we got to the bottom of why the girls left me. She’s trying to get me to forget about the past six weeks, welcome everyone back home and dump the one person that got me through this.”


“I see. I’ll be having some lengthy conversations with her over the next few days to get to the bottom of things. I may ask you for some insights during our session on Wednesday.”


I nodded. “Call if you need me outside that. Or text me if I’m in class.”


“I will. I should go. I need to sign off on her treatment in person and I’m hoping to speak with her briefly before the sedative puts her completely under.”


She said goodbye to everyone and then she was off to look after my mother instead of me for once.


I sat down and flinched a moment later in surprise when someone touched an ice pack to my face. I looked up and Lana was sitting down beside me. “At least let me help,” she said softly, her expression worried. I nodded and leaned back, slumping with exhaustion.


“Patty, I need a favor,” I said, trying not to move my jaw while Lana held the ice to it.


“Right now, Champ, you name it and it’s yours,” she promised.


“I need Lana’s keys. I have a lot of legwork to do the next few days. I know no one else is available.”


“So you need Lana and her keys,” she clarified, her eyebrow arched.


I nodded. “Consider it a work-release program. I have to make notifications at the school, contact the lawyer for my lawsuit against the hospital, I have tests at Harvard tomorrow after school, Dr. Spencer on Wednesday and god knows what else.”


“You could ask me,” Patty pointed out.


I shook my head. “I want an adult here. God only knows what she’s going to do when she gets released. Assuming she gets released. We might not get a lot of notice when she does.”


I hadn’t noticed Beck sliding onto the couch on my other side until she touched a second ice pack to the other side of my face. I was starting to feel like I was being boxed in, but I put up with it. I ignored the amused looks from Patty and Dan. I took out my phone and sent a text to Emma to let her know what had happened.


“Long day. Mom turned into the Hulk and hit me in the face a lot. She’s gonna be spending time where I was on Friday night. I hurt.”


She replied almost right away. “R U OK?”


“Bruised, battered and a little broken, but getting ice packs to keep swelling down. Call you tomorrow after classes. Love you.”


“Luv U 2. Want me there?”


“ALL THE WANTS! LOL. Only if you don’t have to get up early though.”


“OMW! C U soon!”


I put away my phone and smiled a little. The thought of spending the night with Emma was worth a beating. At least I didn’t have any friends that would tease me about being beat up by my mom. I laughed at that and then had to explain the joke to everyone.


I looked up at Donald and smiled. “Thanks for coming so fast. I know this wasn’t exactly great timing. I think there’s something we all need to talk about though. I’ve been considering legal emancipation the last week or so. Things have been deteriorating around here and I can’t live with Mom any more. I would have considered living with you at least temporarily, but being in Miranda’s apartment is just too much for me. We need to find an arrangement that works for everyone.”


He nodded and shrugged dismissively at the mention of showing up so quickly, but he looked surprised at the emancipation. “That’s a big step,” he said slowly. “It’s kind of a one way ticket.”


“I know, but my alternatives are stay here and live in an MMA gym, or move in with you and spend a lot of time staring straight down from that balcony.”


“Still not ready to let that go, huh son?” he said sadly.


I glanced at Lana and Beck and sighed. “No one seems to be ready to let it go,” I said glumly. I explained what had happened and how Miranda had made the rumor plausible for everyone.


“But that’s ... You didn’t kill ... And she would have...” he sputtered, not making sense of it.


I shrugged. “I’m not complaining. It’s how everyone felt. I doubt they held a meeting to discuss the matter, so they each reached the same conclusion. It is what it is. We’re working on it. I did engineer things so that someone else would kill her. I guess I can’t fault anyone for thinking I’d do it again.”


He frowned. He obviously didn’t agree, but didn’t want to start another fight. “I think you’re being too hard on yourself, but we’ll talk about it another time,” he promised.


“There’s another thing you should know,” I told him and he looked wary of what the news might be. I smiled. “This one’s not terrible news. You’re going to get to meet Emma.”


“Another young woman in your life?” he asked, amused.


“The only one at the moment. She insists that’s temporary though. She thinks she’ll have plenty of company soon enough. I asked her to marry me though and she’s said yes.”


“You what?!!?” he blurted. “Are you out of your mind? Your fourteen. No wonder your mother tried to knock some sense into you.”


“Classy,” I told him sourly. “She’ll be here soon. I texted her what happened and she wants to see me for herself to make sure I’m okay. And thank you. I hadn’t realized I was fourteen. I’m glad we cleared that up. I’m aware that I’m too young to get married. Which is why we’re not setting a date for several years. We each have years of college ahead of us. Right now we’re tentatively looking at the summer I turn 18. We’re aware that a lot can happen between now and then.”


“Not to sound indelicate, but does this girl know about the money?” he asked.


I laughed, finding that hilarious. It took a long time before I got control of myself. “Sorry,” I said. “It’s just funny because that was the first question HER father asked HER when he found out about me.”


“Her family is wealthy?” he asked, surprised.


“Her mother is Caroline West, the actress. They’re wealthy. She does know about the money and Miranda and the whole sordid business. She doesn’t care. She says that there’s so many people like that in California that one less is a blessing. She’s helped me a lot the past couple of months, been there for me when I needed it.”


He shrugged and seemed to accept it. I did notice that Lana and Beck looked decidedly guilty when I mentioned that Miranda’s death didn’t bother Emma.


We chatted a little more and Lana and Beck continued to ice down my face. “I suppose we should talk about sleeping arrangements,” Donald said uncomfortably.


“I think Lilly and I can manage for a night without a babysitter,” I said dryly. “Emma’s 18. She can tuck us in and make sure we don’t burn down the house. Besides, Patty and Dan are next door. If there’s an emergency, we can get help in a hurry.” I gave him a knowing look. He was concerned about the appearances of him leaving us alone. “Stick around, meet Emma and then head back to your place. In the mean time, spend a little time with Lilly. Tonight’s not an ideal way to put the two of you in a room together again, but since you’re both here, talk.”


He nodded and Lilly looked slightly less resistant than she would have a few hours ago. He helped her take her bag back upstairs to unpack it.


Patty gave me a knowing smile and a nod to tell me she approved.


I looked at Lana and Beck. “How are you two doing?” I asked gently.


“Are you kidding?” Beck asked. “You got beat up by your psycho mother and you’re worried about us?”


“Yep,” I said simply. “I know how I’m feeling. Not so sure about you guys. You looked kind of down when I was telling Donald about Emma.”


Lana sighed. “We should have been more like her. If one of us had been practical enough to not care about Miranda then we would have had someone who questioned the whole thing.”


“Why didn’t you tell Emma?” I asked curiously. “You had her number, but you never let her in on it.”


Lana shrugged. “I guess we never figured she was one of the girls. She was your friend. It just never crossed my mind to bring her in on it.”


“Did you figure she’d tell me?” I asked.


She shrugged. “Maybe. I dunno. I just never really thought about it.”


I nodded and shrugged. “Hardly worth agonizing over now,” I said lightly, making her smile.


A few moments there was a knock at the door and Patty answered it to let Emma in. She was carrying a bag with her and put it down by the door to come take a look at me. “Oh my God! Did she do all this?”


I nodded and smiled. “It looks worse than it is,” I promised.


“Tell me you at least gave her the same treatment,” she said, looking angry as she took an ice pack from Beck and dabbed gently at one of the swollen spots.


“Never even tried to,” I said.


“Why not?!!? After she did this, the least she could have done is take a couple of shots of her own.”


I shrugged. “She wasn’t in her right mind and she’s my mother. I really don’t have any desire to hit her.”


“Fine,” she said. “I’ll do it for you.” She leaned in and kissed me lightly and I laughed.


“No hitting,” I said and took her free hand in both of mine. She and Lana were still icing down the worst of the swelling and Beck sat quietly watching.


“Does it hurt much?” she asked.


“A little, but nothing like getting shocked with defibrillator paddles,” I admitted.


“You’ve had your heart stop?” she asked, surprised.


I nodded. “It was a long summer. I took a blow to the chest and it knocked my heartbeat off-rhythm.”


“Some day you’ll have to tell me how that happened,” Emma said sympathetically.


I nodded and promised I’d tell her all the interesting things sooner or later. “Speaking of which, you haven’t met my father yet. He’s upstairs with Lilly. Let’s go see him and then we can all start looking for sleep.”


She nodded and moved from in front of me so that I could get up. I led her up to Lilly’s room where I was relieved that Lilly and Donald were talking calmly while she unpacked her hastily put together bag.


I knocked on the door-frame. “Hi. Everyone still in one piece?” I asked lightly. Lilly smiled a little and nodded. She included Emma in the smile. “Dad, this is Emma. Emma, this is my father, Donald.”


He blinked and then got up from Lilly’s desk chair and came to greet her. “Matt said you helped him get through things lately, but he never mentioned that you were beautiful. He sometimes forgets things like that.”


“No he doesn’t,” she said giving me a dazzling smile. “He just thinks how I look is less important than how we treat each other. You should be proud of him. He’s confident and outgoing without being arrogant and pretentious, intelligent and creative without being snide and superior, caring and open without being spineless and gullible. He’s also normally better looking,” she joked with a slight giggle.


Donald was instantly charmed by her. I could tell he understood what I saw in her. He thanked her for the praise, but insisted that he couldn’t take credit for me. I’d developed into my own person from an early age.


We made some small-talk and then I told them that I wanted to lay down. We said goodnight and went back downstairs where Patty, Dan and the girls were getting ready to leave. I hugged them all and asked Patty again about loaning me Lana for errands I had to run.


“Okay, but only back and forth to school and where you need to go. She’s only driving if she’s with you,” she relented.


“Agreed. I’m sure she’ll appreciate having the car back on even a limited basis and I appreciate being able to do what I need to get done.”


They said goodnight and then we were free. I picked up her bag and she promptly took it from me. “You’re hurt,” she said sternly. I chuckled and led her down to the bedroom. Patty had put my bag back downstairs and had put the pillow and blanket back on the bed while we’d been talking to Donald and Lilly.


I pulled her shirt over my head and handed it back to her. “Thank you. This got me through today. When things got bad, I put my head down and breathed deeply. It actually relaxed me enough to keep moving.”


She grinned and blushed. “I’m sure you’re exaggerating, but I’ll take the compliment.”


“No exaggeration,” I insisted. “When my mother was trying to bully me into reconciling with Lana and Beck, I was pretty low. She used Beck being suicidal as a crowbar to get me to do what she wanted. It made me think about what the fall from Miranda’s balcony would be like. I put my head down and I could smell your shirt. The combination of your soap, your shampoo, perfume, laundry detergent all reminded me of you and I didn’t feel like falling any more. I didn’t feel like the walls were closing in on me. I just felt like you were close and that was like a warm hug exactly when I needed it.”


She looked at me with her head cocked to one side and then she stripped off her shirt, setting it on my dresser. “Something for you to wear tomorrow,” she said with a smile.


I grinned at her and pulled her into a hug. I buried my face in her hair, intoxicated by the smell. “I wish it was earlier. I want to make love to you. We’d never get enough sleep to be functional tomorrow if we did though.”


“Saturday,” she promised. “You’re gonna have the time of your life after that dance. For now, you’ll just have to settle for some cuddling.” She backed away and stripped out of the rest of her clothes, leaving on the tiniest bikini panties imaginable.


I took one look at her and I could feel all the blood rushing out of my head and to another part of my anatomy that made a lot of my decisions. She noticed the attention and smirked.


“You are magnificent!” I breathed, rooted to the spot as I gazed at her. She came to me and kissed me deeply, her breasts crushed against my chest. I wrapped my arms around her and gasped as I felt her bare skin for the first time.


I let her lead me to bed and we turned off the lights before cuddling together. “I love you Emma,” I breathed in her ear.


She shivered and nibbled my ear. “I love you too,” she whispered.


I groaned and flexed my hips, grinding my hard cock against her stomach. “I’m never going to get to sleep,” I chuckled. “I can’t think of a better way to spend a sleepless night though,” I confessed. “Well, maybe ONE better way,” I admitted and ground my cock against her, angling it lower and poking her mons gently. I kissed her and then settled down.


As aroused as I was, I was asleep in minutes, the day’s events having left me drained physically as well as emotionally.


Chapter 9


I woke the next morning and smiled in the darkened room. I could hear Emma breathing, but more than that, I could feel her curled against me. I felt like I was on top of the world. Even the horrific events of last night couldn’t ruin my mood. I twisted my head to look at the clock and saw we had about another 20 minutes. I relaxed and let myself wake up slowly, breathing deeply and feeling more contented and at peace than I’d felt since the girls had left.


I examined it and thought that I was actually happier here with this one woman than I’d been with four before. This past month had given me an appreciation for the simple acceptance that she’d shown to me in the wake of Miranda. I silently wondered how long her death would stain my life.


Then I realized I didn’t feel guilty any more. I’d paid for her death with the life I’d built in its wake. The money meant so little now with most everything paid for by the grant, that I could only use very small amounts. I’d lost the girl I grew up loving, lost my best friend, lost my sister, lost my mother, lost Collie who’d walked away from me in disgust even though she couldn’t function independently and lost Tabby who had dragged the worst of my darkness out into the light of day and had bared her own to me. Six bonds I would have bet anything couldn’t have been broken and yet they were all shattered. Through it all, this one woman had forged a new one with me, drawing me to her even as others pushed me away, revolted by me.


I was grateful for her. My recent experiences had taught me that nothing is forever and I hoped she’d stay, but if she went, I wanted to have as many happy memories with her as I could get and I hoped to God that if we couldn’t make it work, we could part fondly and not taint those memories.


I smiled and put thoughts of losing her out of my head. Instead, I wrapped myself in a momentary imagining of how she’d look on our wedding day. I felt a shiver run through me as I pictured her in a shimmering white gown, smiling at me on her way down the aisle. It was a good way to start the day.


When the alarm went off, she raised her head sleepily and I kissed her. “Morning Love,” I said softly.


“Coffee...” she slurred and slumped back to bed.


I grinned and reached for her sides, tickling her softly, making her shriek and jump, slapping me on the chest. “Shower and pants. Then coffee and breakfast,” I promised.


I kissed her deeply and then got up to turn on the lights. That made her squawk in protest and shade her eyes as she adjusted. She was breathtaking. She was bare except for the panties and my mouth watered for her. I took her hand and led her to the bathroom, still blinking and moaning about more sleep. She delayed long enough to grab her bathroom kit from her bag. I started the shower and she looked at it with interest. “That’s handy for entertaining,” she said with a laugh and then looked shocked when I grinned at her.


“What?” I asked. Instead of answering me, she took my shoulders and stood me in front of the mirror. I’d bruised through the night and I’d clearly been in a fight of some kind. “I bet that hurts,” I commented, looking in the mirror. Finally I shrugged. “Not much I can do about it. Unless I invest in make-up. I don’t think I’m quite ready to do that though.”


I stripped off my shorts and got into the shower, standing under the warm spray. A moment later, I felt her arms around me and I turned to face her. I kissed her deeply and started washing her hair, making note of what shampoo she used. I’d had plenty of practice in washing a girl’s hair this summer. She groaned in pleasure as I gently massaged her scalp and then rinsed the lather from her hair before conditioning. She was in heaven when I repeated. I washed her body lovingly, using her body wash to lather her skin, smiling at her as I worked my way down her body and legs until I had her sit and washed her feet completely.


When she stood up, I bent my head and gave her nipple a quick swipe with my tongue, making her gasp. “You are so getting paid back on Saturday, Mister,” she promised, but took the opportunity now to return the favor, using her shampoo to wash my hair, whispering that she wanted me to smell like her all day. Then she did the same with her body wash and ran her hands all over my body. She admittedly took her time and made certain parts of my anatomy extra clean and left me practically trembling as payback for a simple lick. Well two could play at that game. Saturday might be more than she bargained for.


I turned off the hot water and she screamed in surprise. “Sorry. Suddenly I need a cold shower,” I told her and stood under the freezing spray until I didn’t feel quite so turned on.


She laughed and ran out of the shower, grabbing a towel and drying off quickly. I followed her, shivering and got myself dried off enough to go get dressed. I picked up the shirt she’d left for me last night and smirked when I read the word PORNSTAR in bold, sparkling letters. I shrugged and put it on. I figured it was appropriate given the production Beck and Lana had made of our first time. We dressed hurriedly and then she slung her bag over her shoulder before we climbed the stairs. She turned toward the kitchen, but I pulled her in the direction of the door. Lilly’s shoes were gone, so she was clearly next door.


We got ready to go and I led her over to my second home, opening the door to find everyone at the table already.


“We were trying to decide if we should wake you or let you skip the morning,” Patty teased when she heard the door open.


Lana gasped when she saw my face. “Oh my God!” she blurted out.


Patty turned and winced, but she’d seen Charlotte swinging wildly. She wasn’t surprised. “You feel okay, Champ?” she asked.


I shrugged. “Better than after surgery,” I said dryly and dropped into a chair easily. I actually felt sensational, but I wasn’t going to rub the girls’ faces in that.


Beck shot that duck though when she looked at me with elaborate casualness and commented that she didn’t remember that shirt being in my wardrobe.


I looked down and then looked at her innocently. “I don’t remember it either, but when I went looking for a shirt this morning, it presented itself like a lost puppy and I just couldn’t say no. After all, I AM a pornstar. ‘No’ isn’t in our vocabulary.” That made Dan choke on his coffee a little, but the rest of us laughed about it lightly. Beck and Lana gave me a look that said they still remembered the night we’d used the video cameras to record our first time. They smiled at me a little. It almost felt like old times.


We had a pleasant breakfast with some light teasing to try to downplay last night’s upset. Emma seemed to fit right in, comfortable with the banter, especially when it was at my expense. We got up to go and I kissed Emma goodbye softly. “Hey, I just remembered, how’s your roommate getting measured for her costume? She wasn’t with us the other day.”


“I had all her measurements,” she said lightly. “I know how to do a lot of that work from working with Daddy. I can’t exactly take my own measurements though. So I just read off the numbers to Char. I’m keeping the two of you separated for now. If you see her, you’ll guess her costume. You’ll have to wait for Saturday, but I promise, it’ll be worth the wait.” She gave me another kiss and then got in her car and took off for Harvard.


I rode in with Lana and Beck. I got in the back seat and they bombarded me with questions about Emma. They seemed remarkably different from the somber, subdued girls I’d seen yesterday and I told them I was glad that they were in better moods, even if it was at my expense.


Lana had parked in the student lot and turned to me. “I’m still really ashamed and last night was kind of scary, but I’m glad you and Emma are working. After everything that happened and finding out how bad you were suffering, not just at school, but when you tried to sleep, it’s good to see you happy. Without seeing you like that, I don’t think I could ever feel comfortable forgiving myself. Until I know you’re okay, I can’t be.”


Beck nodded. “Yeah. I couldn’t let it all go if you were still miserable.”


“Maybe that’s why Mom snapped. Putting us all back together was the only way she could think of to get us happy and when it didn’t work, she blew up,” I mused and shrugged. “Anyway, I have to go to the office to see Mr. Peterson. I’ll see you at lunch,” I promised.


We got out and I went to my locker quickly before running to the office so I’d have time to double back and find Tricia before class.


I got in to see Mr. Peterson and he looked at my face. “Sit down and tell me who did it, son,” he said, assuming I was there to report being beat-up.


“Actually sir, this happened off school grounds and it wasn’t done by a student here. I actually came to let you know my mother won’t be able to come to work for the next few days at least. She’s in the hospital. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to call you to let you know in the correct time-frame, but I don’t know the lock code for her phone and she wasn’t able to talk to me before she was taken in last night.”


He looked concerned. “Is it serious?” he asked gently.


I frowned. “We don’t know yet,” I admitted. “I’ll be talking to her doctor later today and tomorrow. Right now, they’re doing tests.”


He looked at me seriously. “Is there anything else you need to tell me?” he asked.


“On the record, no.”


“Off the record?”


“Depends on how FAR off the record,” I allowed. “It would have to be as far off the record as your fishing trip,” I said delicately.


He nodded in agreement immediately.


“Okay. I wouldn’t tell you this if I didn’t think I could trust you. Things aren’t particularly rosy at home. There was a nasty rumor about me earlier in the term and it wasn’t true, but everyone believed it. I lost my girlfriend and my best friend. Unfortunately, they both live next door and our families are so close that we’re practically one family, so it spilled over into all of our lives. When I finally found out the details, I managed to prove to everyone that I didn’t do what I was accused of.”


He stopped me at that point. “Is that the rumor relating to Miss Saunders?”


I blinked in surprise. “The faculty KNOW about that?” I asked, stunned.


He nodded. “Some of us. When a rumor goes around, it gets to our ears sooner or later,” he told me with a shrug.


I nodded sourly. “I was injured and under supervision when that was supposed to have happened. I can’t exactly sneak away to have an affair and then visit abortion clinics with a concussion and sprained ankle. No one put that together. The short answer without the sordid details is that it caused a lot of damage to our family. When the truth came out, the lie had had so much inertia that the feelings kept up. My mother didn’t handle it very well. She hadn’t treated me particularly fairly and when I resisted things going back to the way they were, we had a rather nasty blowup last night. I’d rather that my classmates not know I got beat-up by my mom and that she’s being treated for a breakdown of some kind. You can also understand that for the sake of her career, I wouldn’t want that on the record. Our family has suffered enough without her losing her job due to the stigma some people attach to mental health care. L. Ron Hubbard didn’t do the world any favors in that regard.”


He blew out his breath. “That’s terrible news!” he said. “Is there anything I can do to help?”


“You already have. I just want her to be able to come back to work when she’s well. I may be applying for legal emancipation in the coming weeks, so that will mean an update to my contact information. I’ll make an appointment to see you if and when I need to do that though.”


“It’s that serious? I mean, clearly it is. The bruising is grounds for criminal charges alone.”


I sighed. “There was one person who stood by me through all the rumors I asked her to marry me. My mother is fixated on cutting her out of my life and restoring my old dating conditions. She’s convinced that will make everything right. So yeah, it’s pretty serious.”


“Congratulations,” he said. “I take it the young lady said yes?”


I blinked then laughed. “You’re the first person who’s just accepted that news from me without telling me I’m too young or suspecting something sinister. Thanks. She did say yes.”


“With my lifestyle? I’m really in no condition to judge.”


“What you do is with consenting adults...” I pointed out. “I’m still fourteen though. The age difference makes people twitchy.”


“How old is she?” he asked lightly.


“She’s 18. She’s in a few of my classes at Harvard.”


“I thought you just watched the lectures from here?” he asked, confused at how I met someone.


“We met during the summer. I’m on campus every week too for neurological tests and I get notice whenever there’s going to be a test so I show up to write it. I do get to spend a little time with her.”


He nodded. “Well, it’s been noticed by the faculty at large that you don’t have much of a social life. I’m glad that’s not universally true. You should get off to class though. Come see me if you have any more news or if you need a sympathetic ear.” He smiled and shook my hand.


“Thanks, Mr. Peterson. I will.”


I found Tricia at her locker and her jaw dropped when she saw my face. “What happened!??!” she wanted to know.


“It was a long night,” I said, aware of how many people were around. “Let’s just say for now that someone angrier than your father got hold of me.”


She looked down and blushed. “I’m really sorry about him. I talked to him last night, but I think he’s still convinced that you’re no good. He just worries about me a lot. Just give him time to get to know you.”


I smiled and promised I wouldn’t do anything stupid. Then we were off to class.


True to my predictions, no one really asked me about what had happened even though everyone took a good look.


At lunch, Lana and Beck joined my table for the second time in as many days. I noticed more people were looking in my direction.


“How was the morning?” I asked them as we ate.


“Good,” Lana said and she remarkably looked like she meant it. Another far cry from just the day before. “I talked to everyone I could to tell them that we were wrong about you. I’m still working on it though. I haven’t had a lot of time to talk to anyone so far.”


“I appreciate the effort,” I told her with a nod of my head. “Is that why so many people have been looking at the three of us since we sat down?”


“I guess,” she said. “I told everyone to pass the word along, so a lot of them probably heard something.”


I nodded and we spent the rest of the hour chatting pleasantly. I hung back when the period ended and told Tricia what was going on in case she got some of the same attention. She smiled shyly and nodded, so I hurried off to class.


That afternoon, Lana and Beck took me to Harvard. I called Dr. Spencer on the way there and managed to find her between appointments.


“Your mother is calming down somewhat,” she said delicately.


“That’s double-speak for there’s still a long way to go before she’s getting out of the hospital,” I corrected lightly. “Just give it to me with the same candor you use to tell me how fucked-up my head is. Please?”


“Alright. She’s in terrible shape. The divorce, the stress from the summer you’ve had, the breakup with you and the girls and the fights you’ve been having all contributed to her suffering a catastrophic break. It’s not your fault. I had dinner with the woman just a few days ago and she didn’t display outward signs of distress.”


“I know what you’re going to tell me, but when do you think she’ll be able to come home?” I asked I was aware of Lana glancing at me in the rear-view mirror and Beck had twisted around to watch me while I talked.


Her hesitation was loud in my ears. “Not soon,” she said, trying to angle me away from the topic.


“I understand,” I said flatly.


“I’m sorry Matt. Your mother is going to need to stay with us for some time,” she told me gently.


“Do you think it would help her to see me or Lilly or would that do more harm than good?”


“No, she absolutely should not lay eyes on you until she’s in a much better place,” she said with far more certainty and conviction.


“Alright. Should I tell them her expected return to work at the school?”


“For now, give them a tentative budget of six to twelve weeks,” she suggested. “Once we start running out of that, we can reassess.”


“Okay. Now for the big question. Should I go ahead with the emancipation or leave things as they are now?”


“Speak with a lawyer about the issues and call me back this evening. We’ll discuss it then.”


“Okay. Thanks Victoria,” I said. I didn’t use her first name often, but she was a close friend and I wanted to tell her that I appreciated her without getting mushy and emotional.


“You’re very welcome, Matt. Remember, ‘in solace, we find salvation’.”


I laughed, recognizing the quote from the drawing I’d done of her. “A new favorite quote?”


“Maybe. I find it astoundingly insightful.”


“If you’re good, I might introduce you to the poet. If you’re bad, I definitely will.”


This time it was her turn to laugh. “I’ve missed this side of you, Matt,” she admitted, her voice dancing with delight. “It’s good to hear you in good enough spirits to joke.”


“I’ve missed it too,” I told her and promised I’d see her tomorrow.


When I hung up, they were both looking at me. Lana was glancing at me in the rear-view mirror and Beck had twisted around to look at me. “How bad?” Beck asked.


“Months,” I said. “At least three, probably four or more,” I said sourly.


“Damn!” Beck said softly.


“Victoria?” Lana asked with a smirk.


I shrugged. “I call her Dr. Spencer when she’s dealing with me. She’s taking on Charlotte as a favor to me as a friend.”


“So does this mean you’re getting better?” Lana wanted to know. “You were flirting with her.”


“I dunno. Maybe. I sometimes do it without thinking,” I admitted. “I’m still pretty iffy about sex most of the time.”


They nodded. “I bet Emma has something to say about it,” Beck grinned at me. She looked like she was really and truly happy for me.


I shrugged. “Emma keeps me off-guard,” I said. “She sometimes takes me by surprise.” I smiled, thinking of some of the things she’d said to take me out of my bad moods.


“Yeah? How’s she do that?” Beck asked.


“She tells me random things. Like the other day, she told me that she knew that no matter how mad I was, I’d take the two of you back.”


The car lurched and we nearly went off the road as Lana whipped her head around to gape at me, wide-eyed.


“Eyes on the road,” I reminded her and she looked forward in time to pull the car straight.


“She really said that?” Beck asked. Lana was looking at me in the mirror again. They both looked shocked.


“She did. She surprises me with random statements like that all the time,” I said. I was teasing them a little, but it was true. Emma had predicted they’d find their way back into my bed. “She doesn’t just tell me what I want to hear. As a matter of fact, that kind of pissed me off when she said it, but it also distracted me and made me think about it. She has a lot of faith in me.”


They fell silent, but they were both shooting glances at me and I could tell they were thinking about it.


When we got to Carl’s new labs, he came to greet us right away. He took one look at me and shook his head. “Angry parent or jealous boyfriend?” He asked. “Or was it a jealous husband?” He grinned at the girls. “I guess I don’t need to wonder about the return of your bodyguards. Are you okay?”


“I’m good,” I assured him. “This is the work of an angry parent.” We got into the testing while the girls waited and during a quiet moment, I had a chance to mention something to him. “Carl? Do you know a freshman named Emmaline Robinson?”


He repeated the name a couple of times and then nodded. “Yes, she’s taking my first year biology, same as you. Why?”


“Do me a favor: Don’t ask her to call you Carl?” We’d discussed the ‘Carl-Club’ once and he knew how I meant it.


“She one of your collection?” he asked, amused.


“I asked her to marry me over the weekend,” I told him.


He grinned. “Ahead of the curve again. Congratulations, my boy. She IS a very attractive woman. I’m a little jealous of all the attention you get.”


“Not so much attention lately,” I said to him, but without some of the bitterness that I would have had last week.


“Becoming a one-woman man? Take it from a confirmed bachelor, you’re embarking on a great adventure. One I never had the fortitude to undertake. Don’t EVER wonder if you might be missing out. I constantly wish I’d settled down. If I had, my own kids would be graduated and making me proud in promising careers.”


I took hold of his arm to get his attention. “You shouldn’t regret your choices, Carl. Every one of them led you to the point you are now. You’re doing important research in this study, I feel blessed to have a mentor like you to help me navigate through this and you’ve passed on knowledge to scores of students who’ll take that out into the world and use it to do good and I’m sure Victoria isn’t the only one that stays in touch. I promise I’ll live life to the fullest, but you have led and continue to lead an enviable life. Don’t sell it short.”


He smiled at that and thanked me. “It never fails to astound me how normal you are with the ability you have. How are the classes going?”


“Honestly? I find the lectures to be the most tedious part of the course. They give me about ten minutes of information in an hour of lecture. Mostly I sit through them thinking ‘Blah, blah, blah!’ I could take almost double the courses if it wasn’t for the time the lectures themselves take.”


“Interesting. So you absorb it all from the lecture, it’s just that you find the hour mostly wasted.”


“Sort of. I’m looking for a piece of software that’ll play the lectures at faster speed with the audio to see if I could pack that hour down to 45 minutes. Even if I could compress it by ten minutes without losing anything, that would be amazing.”


“I’ll ask around,” he promised. “Do you think you could manage to play two lectures at once?” he asked. “Would you be able to pick up the audio from both without it garbling?”


“Maybe,” I admitted. “I listen to the high school lecture and use one earbud for the virtual classroom most of the time. I’ll give it a try. That might solve my time management issue. On other fronts, any luck with the housing issue?”


He frowned. “The administration is reluctant to approve of a minor in campus housing. I’m working on it.”


“I have another card I can play, but I’d need some assurance of a minimum housing requirement.”


“I’m listening,” he said carefully.


“I agree with the administration, putting me in the dorms is a recipe for disaster. I would need a detached housing unit of some kind. An apartment, townhouse, something self-contained and private. If I can be guaranteed that it’s mine for the duration of my enrollment, then I can move forward with legal emancipation. One of the requirements is the ability to support myself and having housing taken care of, I can fulfill the rest of the support fairly easily.”


“I can speak to them about that,” he said carefully. “I can’t guarantee they’ll go for it, but legal emancipation would certainly answer some of their concerns.”


“If they can commit to a housing unit we can agree on, I can freely pursue the matter. My next stop from here is a lawyer’s office to clear up another matter anyway.”


“We’ll talk about it again next week.” We finished up the scan and then Lana, Beck and I were on our way to the lawyer.


On the way, I called Emma like I’d promised and we chatted about our days. I told her I was with Lana and Beck, running errands and we were just leaving Harvard after my weekly scans. I confessed that I’d told the girls about her prediction that I’d take them back.


She giggled at that. “I’ll bet that got their attention,” she said.


“It almost got us killed. Lana was driving when I said it.” She gave me a dirty look in the mirror, but spoiled it when she smiled a little.


“Just remember, I’m in charge of the Sorority now,” she said sternly.


“I remember you mentioning that. Want me to put you on speaker or just relay the message?”


“Nah, I’ll let you tell them. Anyway, I’m getting dragged to meal-hall for dinner. I’ll be online later. Love you.”


“Love you too. Talk to you later.”


When I hung up, Beck was looking at me with an odd smile. “What message?” she asked, having heard my side of the conversation.


“She tells me she’s in charge of the Sorority now,” I said simply, bringing up her term for my girls. “Honestly, I’m still not sure about starting that up again. She’s convinced that I will though.”


“Well you’re taking her and Tricia both to the Halloween dance at the school, right? That sounds a lot like you’re considering it,” Lana pointed out.


“Yeah, but that was out of the blue,” I confessed. “I really meant it when I said I was okay with us becoming just friends. As far as going back to what I was doing before?” I shrugged. “I dunno. The three of us are still pretty banged up. We’re getting better, but we have a lot of work to do to get back to friends, let alone more than that.”


Beck nodded. “We know. The lists you made us write made us realize just how much of a bitch we were to you. Now we need to figure out how to start undoing some of the damage.”


“Once we get home, we’ll sit down and start. I promised I’d help with it.”


We got to the law offices and chatted quietly while we waited. We were in the waiting room about a half hour when I was called in.


The lawyer was surprised not to see my mother with me, but made some notes when I advised him what had happened. He agreed that it strengthened our case further and would adjust the settlement amount, but not as much as if I’d been hospitalized. I also asked about Emancipation since our choices were foster care or my estranged father if her hospitalization went on for long. We discussed the pros and cons and we agreed that the suit needed to be settled before that question could be addressed since I’d be counting on the money as a means of support. He promised to exert more pressure on their lawyers and told me my mother’s condition would help.


I left my phone number with him to call me directly if there was any news and also gave him my father’s work and cellphone just in case that was necessary.


Chapter 10


When we got home, Patty asked how we’d gotten along and I told her about the lawyer before we went upstairs.


I was surprised when Lana joined Beck and me and I asked if they were comfortable discussing their lists between the three of us. They nodded and we sat down to work. They each had a scribbler for this and wrote the first item on their lists down at the top of the first page. It read, “Believed a terrible rumor without giving Matt a chance to explain.”


I knew this one was going to be ugly. It was the transgression that all the rest stemmed from.


“Okay. This one is the big one. By itself, it’s not so terrible, but this one spilled over into creating the whole rest of those lists,” I said. “It’s gonna be tough to put a final accounting of the damage on that one and it’ll be painful to think it through,” I warned them, preparing them for it.


They nodded and I drew a deep breath and laid out the scenario for them, reversing the roles. “Okay, so I want you to put yourselves in my position. We were together and everything is great one day and then the next day I break up with you and tell you I don’t love you, don’t care about you and never want to see you again. I spend the next six weeks hurting you every way I can and you don’t even know why. I’ve told everyone at school so you can’t make any friends and still you don’t know why. You didn’t do anything that you can think of to ruin things and you can’t get anyone to talk. Then one day, it comes out and it was a lie that someone told me. We’re all devastated by it. You know that I turned on you over a lie that we disproved in less than a minute once we talked about it. I know that I betrayed you over something I could have talked to you about. I come to you and ask how to make that right. I convince you to tell me what I need to do to earn your forgiveness for that one thing. All the rest will come later and we’ll work to make them right, but now we’re working on this one betrayal and the broken trust and the fallout in a very general way. I’ve asked you to tell me what I can do to make this up to you. What do you tell me?”


I pointed to their scribblers. “That’s what you need to write. Either in point form or as an essay or write out the words as you’d speak them to me in a conversation.”


I hugged each of them and then said I was going to get something to drink while they started, but that I’d be back in case they needed to ask something.


“Should we pretend that you wore a collar for us when we answer?” Beck asked.


I thought about it and nodded. “And that there were three others that also walked away because of this lie. Their decisions aren’t yours to answer for, but they’re part of the overall picture.”


I left the room as they got started and went downstairs where Lilly was helping Patty make dinner.


“How are they doing?” Patty asked.


“Okay so far. We just started though. I gave them a little help on how to approach the exercise and they’re working on it now. It’s going to take some time though.” I glanced at what they were working on and arched an eyebrow. “Feeding an army or planning leftovers?” I asked, trying to keep the mood light while I got a glass of water.


“Tabby and Collie are coming over for dinner,” she said.


“They do that regularly?” I asked. I’d been out of the loop the past couple of months.


“About once or twice a week,” she said with a shrug. “Neither of them are great cooks, but they’re learning.”


I nodded and went back upstairs, uncertain how I felt about them at the moment. I hadn’t heard from them since Saturday. I wondered if I was going to be uncomfortable with them there and decided that I’d just beg off and go home to catch up on work if things got dicey.


Upstairs, I opened my laptop since the girls were still working furiously on their personal lists and started one of my lectures and then a second one. To my delight, I was able to make out both lectures without problem. I altered the size and started two more. Three was tricky and four was where things got garbled, so I pulled it back to three and let myself focus on the lectures. I actually felt like I’d found the perfect ratio and paused everything long enough to email Carl to let him know his solution was working for me. I could handle at least 6 more courses at this pace since I was able to sit three lectures at once.


Beck came over to me and told me that she had an answer. When she saw what I was doing, her eyes widened. “Are you watching all three at once?” she asked and I nodded.


“I do pretty much the same thing at school. I listen to this with one ear and the teacher with the other. Now I know I can listen to three things at once without much effort. Four is still too much though.”


I looked at her list and it was heavy on corporal punishment, humiliation and public displays of devotion. She’d answered it as a slave answering for a transgression.


“I think some of this might actually kill you,” I said, looking at the list of physical punishments. “I know I don’t have the strength to do all that.”


“Not at once,” Beck said quietly. “You said it would take time. After that, I think I’d be convinced to forgive. If someone goes through that, then they’ve spent a long time proving that they’re sorry and they’ll do whatever it takes to pay back what they did.”


I nodded and got that. Her list was:


-10,000 strokes with cane -10,000 lashes with whip -10,000 spankings with paddle -Wearing leash and collar and attached to me at all times -Declaring himself my property publicly -Service me sexually in any way at any time without receiving any relief in return -Service any others at my direction as I choose -Serve as Toilet Slave for me. -Submit to chastity piercings and devices -Submit to tattoo proving my ownership -Wear only sexually demeaning clothing (Sissy outfits, costumes)


I read it off and shook my head. “That’s a lot of punishment,” I allowed with a sigh. It did, indeed, declare the depths she was willing to go to in order to get me to understand her repentance.


“Do it,” she told me and she meant it. She wanted this chance to prove that she wanted to make this up to me more than anything.


“You forgot crawling over crushed glass and flame-branding,” I said dryly. “Or were you saving those for later?” I gave her a small smirk to let her know I was kidding.


She blushed. “I guess I put it more in terms of how I’d make it up to you than the other way around,” she admitted.


“That’s okay,” I assured her. “Right now you’ll both have difficulty in thinking harsh thoughts about me. You’ve been doing that for weeks and want to stop thinking that way.”


“So you agree?” she asked hopefully, glancing at the page.


“I don’t disagree,” I said. “There are some things on there that I would never do regardless of the circumstances.”


“Like what?” she asked, looking over the list with me.


I put an X beside being leashed to me at all times, being forced to have sex with other people, Toilet Slave (I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know where she came up with that) and wearing demeaning clothing.


“Those are things that I could never use as a punishment,” I said. “If I was angry enough or hurt enough to do those, then there’s no forgiving whatever caused it.” I tapped the line about declaring herself property. “I also think that’s a bad idea, given the rumors that are floating around school about both of you. As much as I want to end the rumor about me, I want to put that one down too. Anything that makes people think about it is off the list as far as I’m concerned. I can’t stop you from doing it on your own and it wouldn’t make me angry, but I wouldn’t encourage it.”


She nodded. “So if I told everyone at school that I’d made myself your slave to make up for what I did to you, you’d be okay with it?” she clarified.


I shrugged. “I’d prefer you didn’t because I want your reputations restored, but it’s your choice if you want to tell people how you intend to work toward making it up to me.”


She nodded and seemed pleased. I felt like I needed to throw the brakes on for a second. “That doesn’t mean go ahead,” I warned her. “Like the first list, I want you to go through the rest of the items and figure out how big the mountain is before we agree on how best to move forward. Just because it goes on the list doesn’t mean that we’re doing it. When we look at it all added up, we’ll probably decide that it would take years to do it all and I don’t have any intention of drawing this out for that long, if at all. Mostly I wanted this for similar reasons that I wanted the original list done. It gives you a complete picture of what’s happened and how hard it is to fix what’s broken. Not impossible. Once we know what we have to work with, then we can figure out what makes sense. I told you before that I have no interest in humiliating you. I still don’t. Putting you in demeaning costumes and parading you around on a leash is not happening.”


Lana had been listening to us thoughtfully and shrugged. “I don’t see why you should worry about our reputations. We can’t exactly say they’re a lie like you can. Telling everyone you own us isn’t so bad compared to that.”


“Maybe, maybe not,” I said. “We still haven’t talked about that yet and until I hear the whole story from you, I consider those rumors to be be just that. I don’t know anything and until I do, they’re no better than lies.”


She bit her lip and got her list of things she did to hurt me. She went through it and showed me the list of names of people she had sex with. I knew that there were people. I knew there were a lot, but it was more than I expected. There were 19 boys and 22 girls. I saw some names I expected like Marlene, the Waterman brothers and a few of their friends, but some of them were people I’d been friends with.


I handed her back the list and sighed. “Is your list all the same names Beck?” I asked quietly.


“Mine’s longer,” she said miserably and got it for me. All the baseball team was on it, but otherwise it was the same.


“How?” I asked.


“There was a party at Marlene’s house. Her parents went out. There was a lot of sex going on. Everyone was with everyone,” Lana told me miserably. “That was where the rumors started. Someone talked. There’s a lot of girls that were there that are having it rough.”


I nodded. “I understand,” I said softly. “We’ll talk about it in more detail when we go over that part of your lists if you want. Thank you for telling me about it.”


They could tell that the reality had overwhelmed me. “I told you that you’d hate us,” Lana reminded me sadly.


“I don’t hate you, girls,” I said truthfully. I was crying but not tears of hate.


“Yes you do!” Lana said, starting to lose it.


“I’m upset, but it’s ... You could have gotten AIDS, just to hurt me. I’d rather you’d just come next door and lit me on fire than do that to yourselves. I’m terrified for you. Until we get your test results back, there’s still a chance you’re sick. Seeing all these names ... Every one of them is a chance that you could have been infected. Just to hurt me.”


We were still crying in one large hug when Patty came to get us for supper. Her eyes flicked to the lists still in my hand and she just told us it was ready before closing the door and going back down stairs.


We cleaned up and washed our faces before joining everyone at the table. Dinner was tense, given that we were obviously upset. Collie and Tabby were quiet and I wasn’t sure if they were aware of what had happened, but they were shooting glances at me throughout the meal.


Patty and Lilly got up to get dessert and I caught them looking again. I sighed and leaned back. “Charlotte did this last night,” I said, knowing they were staring at the bruises. “She’s suffered a breakdown and needed to be hospitalized. It was what I’d hoped to avoid when I talked about leaving on Saturday. Now I guess it’s too late.”


They nodded and I decided that things weren’t going to get back on track with me here. I got to my feet. “I’m gonna go,” I said. “At least you can talk over coffee.”


I went upstairs and got my backpack and laptop before returning to put on my shoes and jacket. I said goodbye and then went home to an empty house. It felt good to be alone. I got myself a couple of cookies and sat down at the kitchen table with my laptop to finish my lectures. I was catching up on the stuff I’d missed out on since Friday afternoon between the weekend fiasco and last night. Being able to handle three lectures at once was going to make life easier. I had 8 hours of lectures to catch up on once I’d finished the three classes I’d started with Lana and Beck. I could be caught up before bed if I pushed.


I took a break instead and opened Skype to talk to Emma. She grinned at me when she opened the video chat and asked how I was. I told her that I was trying to help Lana and Beck with their lists and that it was kind of like grinding rock salt into my wounds.


“That bad?” she asked. “Finding out new things or just rehashing the bad?”


“I got the complete list of who they had sex with to hurt me,” I said darkly.


She winced. “I can only imagine that upset you. Was it the number or the specifics?”


“Both,” I said softly. “Beck made sure I’m not going back to the baseball league we were in last summer, but then I was planning on being in Malibu anyway.”


“The whole team or someone specific?” she asked delicately.


“The whole team,” I said tiredly. “Ninety names between the two of them. They said there was a party that was actually an orgy. They risked getting pregnant or getting AIDS to get back at me. It’s so much hate!” I ran my hands through my hair. “How do I even process that? It’s ... I’ve had sex with five people. Five. And they’re all next door. You and I haven’t even made love yet. I can’t even imagine doing that to myself for the sake of hurting someone who’s out of my life.”


“You’ve never been a teen-aged girl,” she laughed and then turned serious. “When two girls fight, they want to hurt each other as bad as possible. Normally one of those two girls goes out and fucks someone the other girl loves. Her boyfriend is the usual victim, but I’ve seen a brother and even a father end up dragged into it. Right now in Malibu, there’s a girl I went to high school with who has her worst enemy as a step-mom.”


That got me to laugh. “Okay, that’s terrible,” I admitted.


“It is,” she agreed with a giggle. “The point is though that you need to understand, girls use sex as a weapon, a tool, a crutch, a status symbol and anything else they can think of. The girls thought that doing that would hurt you because it would have hurt them if you’d done it. It might have actually hurt them worse that you didn’t, but they won’t realize that unless you point it out to them. It’s not their fault really. Society puts so much emphasis on their value as a sex symbol that we’re all programmed to think of it that way. Sort of like how guys want to hit things when they get mad. It’s a programmed response to act out violently to establish your masculinity. Women fuck to establish their femininity.”


“I love it when you talk dirty,” I teased her with a grin.


“Save it for Saturday,” she shot back.


I chuckled and promised her the time of her life.


“I probably shouldn’t have told you that about their antics,” I admitted. “It just hit me pretty hard and I needed to talk it out.”


“Don’t worry. My lips are sealed,” she promised. “Like I said, I’ve seen things like that before.”


I nodded. “Well, I appreciate it. In other news, I’m going to take more courses next semester. I found out I can listen to up to three lectures at a time. I can handle the readings and I think I can finish all three degrees at once now.”


“That’s amazing!” she gaped. “You can just listen to the audio one on top of another and not lose track of it?”


“Yeah. At four, it turns into a nightmare, but three is only a little bit of a challenge.”


“Wow. You are amazing!”


“Epic,” I corrected her with a grin. “Epic. So have you gotten a lot of attention for the ring yet?”


“Everyone knows. It was all over the dorm before I got back Friday night. The rumor is that the reason the cops were here is either to ask you to consult on some case, like some TV detective or because you’re a suspect in something. They’re not sure what, but it’s usually international and exciting.”


“Nice. So I’m either a Bond villain or a consultant for the police? I can’t be the villain. I ended up with the girl. I have to be the super-spy.”


She laughed. “Maybe we’ll do that next Halloween. By then you should have enough girls that we can manage the whole historical women of James Bond.”


“Nah. We’d spend half the night explaining it,” I said. “I still haven’t heard what everyone’s costumes are going to be this Halloween,” I pointed out.


“You’ll find out Saturday, Buster. Mark and Char already know that you’re not getting told until it’s time to go.”


We chatted some more and then I told her I had to call Dr. Spencer about things. We said “I love you,” and then ended the call.


I pulled out my phone and called her after-hours line while I lined up my next trio of lectures.


“Hi,” I said when she answered. “I talked to the lawyer and he agreed that I need to resolve the lawsuit before I can apply for emancipation. I also mentioned to Carl that I could apply if there was suitable housing available since that would make my costs negligible.”


“Did your lawyer give you any advice about the suit?” she asked.


“Just that he’d apply more pressure and that Charlotte’s condition helps our position, demonstrating that there’s been considerable stress on our family because of the incident and the lingering affects.”


“Let me make a call and call you right back,” she said mysteriously.


We hung up and I waited about twenty minutes, watching the first part of the lectures when she called back. I paused them quickly and answered the phone.


“Okay,” she started. “I talked to Bob Cromwell and told him that he should be prepared for you to break off negotiations and demand a trial date. When he heard about your mother, he said he’d talk to them about getting it settled before things got out of hand.


“Thanks,” I said. “Even if it doesn’t get them to settle right away, it helps.”


“Oh, it helps me too. I look like a doctor looking out for the best interests of the hospital and at the same time, I get to help a patient that needs the relief. It’s all positive for me.”


“I wanted to ask something else,” I said while I remembered. “Is there anything I can bring for Charlotte? Clothes, books, any comforts from home? I know you said she shouldn’t see me, but would a visit from Lilly help her?”


“Some loose sweats and some plain underwear would be fine. Slippers, socks, soap and shampoo, but no razors. Any moisturizers and tampons or pads that she prefers. A few books, but not a whole library. She’s not you. She can have a small stash of candy, so if you know any chocolate bars or sweets she’d like, that would be nice. I think it’s too early for her to have visitors, but a note from Lilly might pick up her spirits. Just warn her not to mention anything that might upset her.”


“I’ll put it together tonight and bring it to my session tomorrow,” I promised.


“Alright. You’re a good son, Matt. Someday she’ll remember that. She doesn’t have to be Charlotte forever. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


I was just hanging up when Lilly came in. She stood in the doorway, looking at me questioningly. “Tabby and Collie are outside,” she said. “Can they come in?”


I nodded and told her what Dr. Spencer had said about writing a note to send to the hospital.


She turned and nodded to them and they came in a moment later. Lilly went upstairs to write that note and left the three of us to talk.


“How have you both been?” I asked quietly.


Collie shrugged. “Guilty,” she said simply.


I nodded and moved to the living room to sit on the love seat. They took the couch and we got into it.


“Lana and Beck have both asked me to help them put their lists together. Theirs has been rather extensive since they’ve both been using school as an opportunity to torment me as much as they can,” I told them. “Beck has had a particularly hard time. She was talking about killing herself yesterday.” They looked a little disturbed by that. “So was I.” I hadn’t told anyone that. Mom knew, but she was out of commission for the next few months.


Tabby’s eyes widened at that revelation. “Why? Why now after weeks of it?” she blurted, confused.


“Because Charlotte tried to break me and Emma up so that everything could go back to the way it was. She lost her mind last night because it wasn’t working. She expected me to shrug it off and all four of you to move back into the basement like nothing had happened. She’s not the only one that was hoping for it, but she’s the only one that decided to try to come between Emma and me. I asked Emma to marry me. With everything that’s been going on, she stuck with me. She believed in me. She was the only one.”


They looked guilty about that. “Matt, we WANTED to believe in you,” Tabby started, looking ashamed of how she’d acted.


“But you remembered how sickeningly easy it was for me to get Miranda killed and convincing an impressionable girl to have an abortion wasn’t that different from what I did to her,” I supplied dully. I’d embraced this particular leap of logic. It was mine to own. “Everyone made the same conclusion except Emma. When she heard, she treated me the same way she has all along. I’m not telling you to make you feel bad. I understand. I even accept that blame. It’s how you felt. I might not like it, but you can’t help how you feel.”


“And how do you feel?” Tabby asked, looking at me worriedly. “You seem calm. When someone suicidal feels that way, it usually means they’ve decided to do it.”


I shook my head. “I wouldn’t have asked Emma to marry me if I was going to abandon her like that. Mostly, I feel like this pays off my debt to Miranda, whatever that might be. I lost the life I’d built in the wake of her death. I lost the two of you, Lana, Beck, my mother, Lilly, Patty and Dan. My whole family is in ruins. It’s what she’d originally planned on. Our family’s destroyed, just not in the way she envisioned.”


“Is it really that bad?” Collie asked quietly.


I shrugged. “You tell me,” I said. “I asked you both to make a list of all the things that you did that hurt me. I don’t expect you to have lists as long as Beck and Lana, but they made sure to do something every day to try to get me to kill myself. Now they’re one harsh word away from killing themselves and I’ve been elected to keep them from going over the cliff head-first.”


“We should have talked to you,” she admitted.


“Damn right, you should,” I said, finally able to express a little of my ire. “I made a promise to all four of you never to give up on you. The first time someone said something bad about me, you all bought it. None of you thought about it twice. You didn’t even have the decency to tell me why. Just demanded your keys and hit the road. Then when I found out what happened, you showed up with the collars, like it was going to fix everything. You were both older and more experienced. Neither of you were the voice of reason when Lana and Beck needed you to be.”


“They were certain,” Tabby said. “They knew you longer.”


I nodded. “I know. Lana had someone she trusted tell her the lie and she had my sister not offer a protest that I’d never mentioned the girl and she had my best friend not telling her that it wasn’t something I’d do. Believing it’s possible is something I can shrug off. Not coming to me is where our relationship died. You didn’t give me a chance to explain. Even if it was true, there could have been good reasons for it. Maybe her family would have sent her to a convent or a boarding school. It still happens. Maybe she wasn’t healthy enough to have a baby. Maybe she was too scared to face it. Maybe the baby wasn’t healthy and it was abort or wait until it miscarried.” That made Tabby flinch since she’d miscarried at the same age. “But instead I’ve been labeled a baby-killer. Lana and Beck made sure that everyone at school knew what I’d done, they made sure that everyone at home knew and you all made sure I had no idea why I was suddenly so hated. What do you know about what happened on Friday?”


“Just that you freaked out and took off. No one could find you and they started calling everywhere looking for you,” Collie said.


I nodded, feeling my mother’s hand in trying to tamp down any fires between us. I told them about Lana attacking me, about our screaming match, about begging her to kill me, leaving without my jacket or phone, wandering the streets and trying to get warm.


“Emma got me through that. She swore she wouldn’t tell anyone where I was, just begged me to let her come get me so she was sure I was safe. She took me home to her room and told me I could stay there for the weekend. If Charlotte hadn’t called the police to track my computer, I’d have stayed there until I figured things out. I had to put myself on suicide watch to keep them from dragging me home to be forced into a meeting to try to get ME to apologize for whatever it was she was sure I’d done wrong.”


They were getting a clearer picture of what I’d been through so I let them have the whole picture, telling them about the confrontation at the hospital with Charlotte, Sunday’s unpleasant beginning, the tense meeting later on, Charlotte’s pathetic attempt to poison Emma against me, my talk with Tricia, being grilled about that by Charlotte and then again by Lana and Beck, Beck’s meltdown and Charlotte forcing me to come home to deal with it, her meltdown over my keeping plans with Emma after I’d taken care of Beck and Lana, her attack over telling Lilly how angry and hurt I was and dealing with the police.


“Now I have several bad choices,” I told them. “I can move in with Donald and wander around Miranda’s old apartment, I can find myself in foster care or I can petition the courts for legal emancipation and get myself declared an adult. Charlotte was the best of a bad crop of options. Now that she’s in the hospital, I need to figure this out in a hurry and still juggle keeping Lana and Beck from shattering, taking fourteen university courses, high school and trying to make enough time for Emma to keep myself from ending up with another ex. Now you know.”


They looked horrified. “What do you need?” Collie asked. “How can we help?”


“Be there for Lana and Beck. When we came together, we were all bonded. You were supposed to be sisters. They need support. Right now it’s all coming from me and their parents. Stopping by for dinner once or twice a week is great, but they need more and right now, I have to inflict more pain on myself to give that support.”


“Done,” she said. “What else?”


I was about to answer when I realized what she was doing. She was putting me in charge and acting like her collar was around her neck again. I looked at her sternly.


“No,” I said. “I’m not giving you orders. You took that from me when you took your key. Help the girls or don’t, but I’m not falling into those habits. I told you Saturday, that I wasn’t. Is there a chance that I would take you back and put that collar back where it was?” I asked out loud. “Maybe. Emma seems to think so. I don’t know if that’s faith in my capacity to forgive or her estimation of the libido of a fourteen year old, but I know that I’m not there. I’m being pushed to reconcile with all four of you and my mother beat me black and blue when I wasn’t doing it fast enough for her liking.”


They looked chagrined by the rebuke and nodded sadly.


“The first step is doing what Beck and Lana are doing. Make those lists and think how much hurt there is to forgive. I’m not saying give up, but you need to see how much there is there. A lot’s happened since September started.”


They nodded. “We really do want to help,” Tabby said softly. “Even if you don’t take us back, you’ve been good to us and we haven’t lived up to that standard.” She hung her head. “We’d like to make it up to you.”


“Helping with them is what I can ask of you now,” I said. “I’m likely going to petition for emancipation and Lilly will likely go to Donald until Charlotte is stable enough to take care of her or until she’s 18 whichever comes first.”


“She could really end up that bad off?” Collie asked, startled.


“Dr. Spencer said 6-12 weeks is the minimum and she wasn’t optimistic about that. She suggested that we’d have to reassess her progress at that point. I won’t know more until tomorrow when I meet with her.”


They nodded, not particularly thrilled with how things were turning out. They weren’t alone. I personally hated it too.


“We’re really sorry, Matt,” Collie said.


“I am too. I hate this. This is supposed to be your home. Charlotte’s supposed to be here and I should be packing to move out. Instead, you two are sharing an apartment, she’s hospitalized and possibly institutionalized if she doesn’t recover and I’m still going to have to leave since there’s no way that we’ll be allowed to stay here indefinitely without a guardian in the house. At least Donald has a bedroom to spare for Lilly.”


“Do you know where you’re going to go?” Tabby asked gently.


“If things don’t fall into place soon, my only option is foster care,” I said. The thought scared me senseless, but I tried to keep that out of my voice. Stories about the horrors of foster care came up in the media from time to time with kids being raped and beaten, kept as a resource for the welfare checks or sold into prostitution and slavery.


I thought Tabby might have a clue what the consequences of that fate might be, but it was Collie that looked horrified. “NO!” she blurted out. “There HAS to be a better way! Isn’t there ANYTHING?!!?” she looked frantically back and forth between us.


I shrugged. “I can’t petition for emancipation without a legitimate income I can present to a judge. Donald has no room, Patty and Dan have enough to deal with to keep the girls sane day to day without having me pop out of the shower in a towel to remind us all what we’ve lost, Charlotte’s out of commission and I can’t stay here alone. All the rest of my relatives are scattered over California and I have an aunt in Honolulu. I’m out of options. I could run away and try sneaking back to school for a week until they got wise to it and picked me up out of class. That’s it.”


She looked like I’d threatened to put her into the foster system and I wondered about her past. She’d never told me why she wasn’t close to her family. This had come between us before I’d had the chance to talk to her about it. “There HAS to be a better way,” she said, hopelessly.


I shrugged. “I don’t like it any more than you do. I’ve heard and read about the problems in the system. My best case scenario is to live in neglect while a foster family collects a government check. My worst case is to be drugged out of my mind, raped repeatedly and used to make child pornography. I’m aware of what I’m in for. I just don’t have another way out unless I get the lawsuit settled. Look, it’s starting to get late and I have to pack a bag to take to the hospital for Charlotte tomorrow, finish off the rest of my lectures and try to sleep. Thanks for worrying, but right now, there’s nothing anyone can do.”


They didn’t like that thought, but they were both at a loss for how to fix things. I showed them out and went upstairs to Charlotte’s room. I stayed out of here most of the time, but tonight, I had work to do. I went through her closet and dresser, gathering her clothes and packing them carefully in a tote bag I’d found in her closet. I added a few books from her night table and then went into her bathroom to gather toiletries for her. When I was done, I knocked on Lilly’s door. It was partially open and she told me to come in.


The note was sitting on her desk and I tucked it into the bag without reading it. It wasn’t for my eyes.


“I overheard,” she said quietly. “Foster care? Why?”


“I’ve seen Donald’s apartment. He has room for one of us. If one of us is going to be safe, it’s going to be you.”


She stared at me blankly like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “After everything we’ve put you through, you’re still trying to protect us. Why?”


“A lot of reasons,” I said. “Some of them are my own. Some I’ve already given.”


“So you’ll just let it happen?” she asked, starting to get angry.


“What are my options?” I asked. “Donald has two bedrooms. That’s it. One for you and one for him. His place is a terrible option for me anyway. I can’t crash with Patty and Dan for more than a day or two. If Mom hadn’t broken down, you’d be able to stay here and I could have crashed at Donald’s until I figured everything out. It would have sucked, but it would have been stable. Now we need to find a place for you that’s going to be safe.”


“Well, why don’t you ask all the adults to help you figure it out?” she asked.


“Because I don’t trust them,” I said simply. “I trusted them to help me figure this out in September, I trusted Donald not to do something so colossally stupid with Miranda, trusted Charlotte to look out for my well-being, trusted Patty and Dan to keep an eye on the girls. Dr. Spencer is the only adult that hasn’t let me down. I’ll talk to her tomorrow and then call the lawyer to talk to him too. COULD the rest of them come up with something? Sure. It might even work, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned the past three months, it’s that if a solution works for eight of us, I’m the ninth guy in line. I get the shitty end of the stick every time, so I’d rather be master of my own destiny and face foster care than stand around waiting for someone to fuck me over that I should have been able to count on.”


I wasn’t screaming or angry, but I was a little bitter.


“Yeah,” she said in agreement. “It’s been one thing after another, but give people a chance to fix it at least?” she said pleadingly. “What do you have to lose really?”


“You mean besides being sent to live with Uncle Stewart in Hornbrook and losing my scholarship, my fiance and moving to the middle of nowhere?”


She blanched. Stewart was our least favorite relative. He lived in an isolated house near Hornbrook in northern California and never married. He rarely showed up at family events and when he did, he irritated everyone with his insulting comments that he meant to be jovial. Last summer, he’d asked Lilly when we were going to make a man out of her and then apologized and claimed he thought she was me.


“At least let me talk to Patty and Dan?” she pleaded.


I shrugged. “Talk to whoever you want,” I said simply. “If they come up with something, great. I’m not holding my breath though.”


I picked up the bag to take to the hospital and said goodnight to her before I went downstairs to put it by the door.


I finished my three current lectures and figured I could catch up in the morning. I went downstairs and turned in, glad that my pillow still smelled like Emma, but then again, I’d used her shampoo this morning, I smelled like her too.


Chapter 11


Wednesday was similar to the day before. I told Mr. Peterson how long she’d tentatively be out and he asked me if I was okay. I told him honestly that I wasn’t. With my parents separated, I didn’t know how long I had before children’s services tried to intervene even though we had plenty of support and supervision.


“Your father can’t take you?” he asked, concerned.


“He has two bedrooms. Me or my sister. When that decision comes, she needs to go with him.”


“Any other relatives?”


“None closer than California. If I had a way to support myself financially, I’d just ask the court to emancipate me and be done with it.”


He nodded and I shrugged. “I’ve got 6 different adults looking in on me daily, but eventually that’s not going to be good enough.”


“Technically, I’m supposed to report something like this, but since we’re talking off the record, I guess all I can do is hope your mother feels better tomorrow.” He smiled at me and I knew that eventually he’d run into a crisis of conscience.


“Hopefully, some things fall into place this week and I’ll have what I need to get the emancipation.”


“You have an income?” he asked surprised.


“I have a lawsuit pending with the hospital for something that happened over the summer.”


He nodded. “That can sometimes take years,” he pointed out.


“Not this time. It was blatant and I almost died,” I told him. “The lawsuit against the specific doctor is likely going to take years, but the hospital should settle, I hope this week.”


Lunch with Lana and Beck was pleasantly relaxed and I lingered long enough to talk to Tricia and remind her we were getting our costumes fitted tomorrow.


“I know,” she told me. “Dad knows too. He’s not happy about me going to the dance with you, but I told him I was going.”


“Good,” I said with a smile and kissed her cheek before I rushed off to class.


By the time the last bell sounded, I was caught up on lectures, but there were a couple of later ones that I’d watch first thing in the morning.


Lana and Beck accompanied me to the hospital and I stopped at the gift shop to pick up some snacks for her to have for the week before going to my appointment.


“Good,” Dr. Spencer said, seeing the bag I’d brought. “I’m sure she’ll appreciate that.”


“She’ll appreciate it more if she thinks Lilly packed it. I tucked a note from her in on top of the bag.” I set them down and took my normal seat on the sofa.


“How are you doing this week, Matt? A lot’s happened.”


I nodded. “I’m both better and worse. Finding out what derailed my life has been harsh. Getting Miranda killed made everyone consider me masterminding an abortion to be plausible. It revolted them enough to leave. On one hand, I don’t feel like I deserve that. It’s an unfair comparison. Like blaming me for the Holocaust because I burned a steak. On the other hand, it’s cost me so much that I don’t feel guilty about Miranda any more.”


“Interesting,” she said thoughtfully. “Explain.”


“I’ve lost everything,” I said. “Every relationship I had was destroyed over this. I had no friends, my family turned on me, my girlfriends left me. The only three people I could count on were you, Carl and Emma. I think that’s a pretty high price to pay for a death that everyone tried to tell me I shouldn’t feel guilty about. I guess I feel like I’ve paid enough for it.”


She nodded. “I wouldn’t disagree with your assessment. The direct comparison between getting a girl to have an abortion and turning someone in to the mob is a little unfair, but your family isn’t usually fair to you that I’ve seen. I noticed Monday that two of your former girls were present. How did that happen?”


I shrugged and we went into detail about how I’d been pushed into reconciling with them. “They should have been brought here and gotten counseling, but Charlotte got the brilliant idea that she could use it to get me to forgive them. As much as everyone tried to tell her not to push that agenda, she couldn’t let it go.”


We spent a fair bit of time talking about how I was coping with the girls and what was stressing me. She was pleased with the idea of the lists and cautioned me on getting too close to them if they were that delicate.


Toward the end of our time, we talked about Charlotte and how she was doing. Dr. Spencer said she was making headway, but Charlotte was still fragile. She was careful not to delve too deeply, but she was confident she could recover.


“Now for my next anxiety,” I said glumly. “I know it’s only a matter of time before Children’s Services get involved in this case. Do you have any idea what my options are? Donald has a two bedroom apartment. That’s enough room for me or Lilly. Even if it was an option, staying with Patty and Dan is a terrible idea with Lana and Beck in the state they’re in. All my other relatives live in California or Honolulu and neither of those options will let me participate in the study.”


“That’s a secondary concern, Matt,” she said dismissively.


“Not to me, it’s not. The study has given me a college education, access to help and resources and more importantly, it’s given me purpose. I hold myself together some days just based on what I have on my plate for the study. Without it, I’d have spent these past weeks dwelling on everything I’d lost. ‘Arbeit macht frei’.”


“Work sets you free,” she translated. “True enough. We’re getting distracted though. You’re right. Children’s Services can only be stalled so long before they need to step in. By rights, they should have already, but your father being there probably helped prevent them from checking marital status to see if your parents lived together. It might slip through the cracks, but you’re right. Better to have a contingency plan. I’m no expert, but your parents could appoint a temporary guardian if there’s someone they trust to do the job.”


“My father’s a little TOO trusting,” I pointed out, “and Charlotte’s not particularly good at putting my best interests uppermost in her thoughts.”


“I suppose that’s true.”


“Then there’s the problem of what adult could they name that would be willing to do the job and I’d trust enough to close both eyes at once. Donald’s a mob accountant. Dress it up all you want, but all his work friends are mob. Charlotte’s been back to work for two months. Patty and Dan are the only names on the list that I trust. At this point, I don’t have good options. Emancipation hinges on the lawsuit settling so I have a means of supporting myself on paper. Living with Donald isn’t really possible without displacing Lilly, Patty and Dan have too much on their plate to take me in. I guess that leaves Foster Care and hope to God I don’t end up placed with a child molester or someone only in it for the government check.”


She frowned at that, but I supposed she had more familiarity with the system than I would. I hoped that didn’t change.


“I’m sure we can come up with some better options. In the short term, your father could move back into the house. That would defuse the whole situation,” she offered.


“Huh,” I said, surprised. “I hadn’t thought of that.”


“We mortals have good ideas too, you know,” she teased.


I laughed a little. “I never claimed to be better than anyone else. It just surprised me that the answer could be that easy.”


“Well your parents aren’t yet divorced, so it’s not a terrible plan. It may enrage Charlotte, but I’ll make sure to be gentle with her.”


I rose from my seat since we were getting close to the end and nodded. “I hope she feels better,” I said sadly.


“She will,” she told me confidently. “Someday soon she’ll wake up and things will start to fall into place for her. Until that day, it’s best if we move carefully.”


I opened the door and drew back, surprised to find someone standing there, about to knock. “Dr. Cromwell,” I said calmly, letting him in. “I didn’t expect to see you today? Come to speak to me?”


“Actually, I was hoping to speak to Dr. Spencer about another patient. I wasn’t aware you were here today.”


“I sincerely doubt that Dr. Cromwell. You strike me as the kind of doctor who makes it his business to know what goes on in his hospital. I’m here every Wednesday. I’m guessing you saw my mother’s name on the recent patient intake reports and wanted to ask what happened?”


He smiled. I knew I was patronizing him, Dr. Spencer knew I was and if I’d been five years older, he would have too, but since I was a kid, he mistook my tone for genuine. “I am aware that we’re treating your mother. Formidable woman. Tragic that she’s suffering.”


“We’re all suffering Dr. Cromwell,” I said in a fair approximation of a saddened voice. It wasn’t hard. What I’d said was true, just not related to what I was blaming it on. “I appreciate your concern though. It hasn’t been easy to put everything behind us.”


“Really? I was under the impression you’d recovered fully,” he said, glancing at Dr. Spencer who had remained quiet. I knew she’d told him nothing of the sort.


“Physically, I’m not in a lot of pain any more. The surgery still bothers me some. We were all under so much stress that week though that it’s stayed with us. It’s still tearing us apart. My mother ... well, it’s been particularly hard on her. She was helping me get to appointments, working full time and trying to cope with my lingering symptoms.”


“Still having difficulties?”


“It kind of came to a head this weekend. My girlfriend and I blew up at each other. We haven’t been doing well since...” I shrugged apologetically. “I haven’t been sleeping, having difficulties with relationships. Dr. Spencer said I’d developed a Sexual Aversion Disorder and some other things. It’s been hard on me and that’s been hard on my whole family.” I paused with a frown on my face as if lost in thought. Dr. Spencer was behind him and gave me a nod and a thumbs up. I blinked, as if I’d just realized what I was doing and looked at him. “I’m sorry doctor. You wanted to talk to Dr. Spencer, not me. I should probably go anyway. I have to get home and see to my sister.”


“It’s okay son, but won’t your father see to her?”


“No sir. He works too. He and my mother have been separated for a while, but with her in here, he’s had to move back in to look after us. If you have any questions about me though, feel free to ask Dr. Spencer. I trust her to decide what’s best.”


I shook his hand and said goodbye to them both. “Dr. Spencer, please call me if there’s any news on my mother. Even if it’s late. I’ll want to know right away.”


I kept the look on my face all the way back to the car where I finally broke out into a self-satisfied smile.


“What’s going on?” Lana asked.


“The doctor that came in just before I left is with the administration. I told him we were all still messed up over the last time I was in the hospital and that was a big part of why Charlotte is in there now.”


“Won’t he find out different when he talks to her doctor?”


“Nope. Dr. Spencer is treating her. She’s the one who encouraged us to sue in the first place. She’s going to scare the shit out of him and push him to settle with us.”


“Is that really important?” Beck asked, aware that we were sitting on more than ten times more money than the settlement would be.


“I need the settlement to establish a legitimate source of income. With that, I can take care of a lot of shit that’s about to go bad.”


“Like what?” Lana asked, concerned.


“As of Monday night, Lilly and I are living without a parent. If Children’s Services get wise to that, we get put in foster care. I can avoid that for Lilly by sending her to live with Donald, but then I end up in the system. I can stave that off temporarily by having Donald move back in, but that’s not a permanent solution.”


I pulled out my phone and called him at work to let him know I needed him at the house after work. He said he’d be there and I hung up.


The conversation in the car was muted after the news that I expected to end up in foster care.


“What about our place?” Beck asked. “Couldn’t you stay with us?”


I shook my head. “You two are still processing what happened and how everything’s changed. Imagine how shitty it would be to have me in your house full time. Living with me like we were in the summer, but not living together.”


She took that in and frowned. “Yeah,” she admitted. “I guess that would be hard on all of us.”


“Exactly,” I agreed. “It would be like my mother’s wet dream. The three of us locked in a box until we make up and give her grandchildren,” I muttered.


When we got home, I stopped in to see Patty and tell her I was going to talk to Donald next door. Lilly was helping her with dinner and they both looked at me with some concern.


“Dr. Spencer said the best way to keep Children’s Services out of our lives is to have him move back in. Lilly’s told you what the other choices are. Hopefully by the time this situation wears out, I’ll have another option. Maybe I’ll take longer to drive Donald crazy,” I said dryly as I ducked back outside to go next door to wait for him.


When he arrived, I laid it out for him. “I’m cool with you living at your apartment full time, but we need it to look like you live here and we need to be able to get you home in a moment’s notice if they show up looking to snoop around.”


He nodded. “What about your old room?” he asked. “I doubt your mother would appreciate me moving back into what’s now her room. I can put some clothes in the closet, put a few things in the bathroom and we can make it look like I live here.”


“Agreed,” I nodded. “If they show up after hours, you’re out on a date. If they start asking about that, you haven’t brought her home since your kids aren’t ready to meet her.”


“Sounds plausible,” he said and promised to bring by enough clothes to make it look good. He took off and I got the sense that he was relieved that he wasn’t actually going to have to spend his nights here.


I went back next door and told them what he was doing. “I think we can all handle short visits, but it would be weird actually having him in the house full time,” I said.


Lilly agreed, but I noticed that their talk the other night had been pleasant. I promised myself to get them some more time together.


“Aren’t you staying?” Patty asked, seeing me headed for the door.


“Not tonight,” I said. “It’s been a long few days. I want to talk to Emma and collapse.”


“At least stick around and have something to eat,” she said sternly and I hesitated before nodding, figuring that Emma was probably eating anyway.


We were about to sit down when my phone rang. I looked at the display and smiled, seeing Dr. Spencer’s number.


“How’s my acting?” I asked dryly.


“I’d say judging by the throbbing vein in Bob’s forehead, you did fine,” she said with a laugh. “I think you did more to scare him into pushing for a settlement than I did. Don’t be surprised if you get a call from your lawyer tomorrow to discuss a settlement offer. I also wanted to tell you that Charlotte appreciated the care package. She was particularly touched by Lilly’s note. She saw the receipt in the bag of candy from the hospital gift shop. I think she knew that hadn’t been from Lilly.”


“You think I should write her something for next week?” I asked.


“I think it could help if you word it carefully. Don’t tiptoe, but try to keep the tone supportive and pleasant.”


“I will. Thanks for keeping me informed about her.”


“My pleasure, Matt. Her reaction to the candy from the gift shop was what decided me. It seemed to make her as happy as the note from Lilly.”


“Thanks,” I said. “Did Dr. Cromwell ask a lot of questions about her?”


“A few, but your performance distracted him completely. He left to call their lawyers shortly after you did.”


I thanked her again and told her to call me if anything came up.


At dinner, I told them that Charlotte appeared to be doing better. “Lilly, Dr. Spencer said she appreciated your note. She suggested I try one for next week.”


They were all relieved by that. We talked some more and I excused myself after dinner, thanking Patty again for dinner and going home to Skype call Emma.


“Hey Babe,” I said with a smile. “How was your day?”


“Boring,” she said. “The psych lecture was the best of the day. Did you sit through it yet?”


“Not yet. I’ll save that for tomorrow morning. Are you picking us up from school tomorrow?”


“Yep, Char called me today and told me that the costumes are ready. I’m taking Zoe to get hers and mine tonight. Sorry, you don’t get to peek,” she giggled.


“You promised me so much on Saturday that I can hardly pout about that,” I pointed out with a smile.


I let her go so that she could go get costumes for the two of them and shut down the computer. I had nothing to do for the rest of the night and I was restless so I started working on the fitness routine the trainers had set out for me, hoping to tire myself out. I let my thoughts drift as I lost myself in push-ups, sit-ups and pull-ups with the bar I’d installed in one corner.


I heard a knock at the door and looked over my shoulder without dropping from the bar to see Lilly standing there. “Dad’s upstairs. He showed up with a bag of stuff. He’s putting it in your old room.”


“Good,” I said, going back to doing pull-ups.


“You’ve been spending a lot of time on that stuff,” Lilly said, seeing the improvement.


“I’ve had the time,” I said dismissively.


“Yeah,” she said dejectedly. “You’re leaving as soon as you can, no matter what, aren’t you?” she asked directly.


I paused in what I was doing and looked at her again. “I don’t know,” I said slowly. “I’m still convinced that I’m keeping the rest of the family from getting on with their life. When Charlotte’s ready to come home, we need to decide if I can be here or if that would just hurt her recovery. I’m also thinking about Emma. She wants to go back to California after she has her degree and license That’s important too. I’m not running out the door as soon as I can though. That’s not what I’m pushing for. I wish our family worked, but it doesn’t any more.”


“I know. I wish you trusted me,” she said sadly.


“You have something to tell me that you don’t think I’ll believe?” I asked, glancing at her again.


“Just that everyone’s worried about you,” she said with a frown. “They’re worried about what’s going to happen. Collie and Tabby went back over to talk to Patty and Dan after they talked to you last night.”


I nodded. “I figured there was a good chance they would,” I admitted. “Not being manipulative, but I know Collie was troubled at hearing that I was likely going to end up in the foster system if I couldn’t find a solution.”


“Patty’s kind of upset that you wouldn’t think about living there with them.”


“I did think about it,” I said, returning to my routine. “I thought about what damage it would do to Lana and Beck and how much more that would hurt everyone. We already have one person hospitalized by all this. Two more is an unacceptable risk.”


“Better to risk one to save two?” she asked.


“That’s pretty good math,” I observed. “Even if I’m the one.”


“So what’s the plan now?” she asked.


“Right now, I keep everything together and try to avoid anything that might hurt us. We keep up the fiction that Dad’s living here and looking after us. We stall until we have other options. Once the suit settles, that opens up a few options. Once Mom is out of the hospital, that opens up others. Then we have to sit down and figure out what’s best for each of us and try to balance it in a way that keeps anyone from being hurt.”


“You really think you can hold it all together by yourself?” she asked dubiously.


“I’m not trying,” I told her. “Tabby and Collie are going to spend more time with Beck and Lana, Patty’s slowly integrating you into the household over there, you’re talking with Dad more, Dr. Spencer is helping me put pressure on the hospital to settle our lawsuit. I just need to keep my eyes on the road and be where I’m needed most.”


“How are things going between you, Lana and Beck?” she asked.


I shifted my grip one hand at a time so my hands were together and started a new set, working different muscles. “Sometimes things seem almost normal,” I told her. “Other times, it’s like I’m in a room with two strangers that are wearing their faces. Other times, I feel like if I say the wrong thing, they’ll go to pieces and it’ll end in disaster. It’s terrifying. I don’t know which version of them I’ll see whenever we’re together.”


She was quiet for a long time before she spoke again. “I think if you left, they’d go back to wanting to die,” she said finally and I stopped.


I let go of the bar and dropped to the floor. “That’s why I wanted them to get professional help. Victoria’s helping me as much as she can, but I’m not her. I can’t help them get better like she can or like another counselor could.”


“You’re probably right, but they trust you. There’s no one else in the world they’d open up to,” she said. “They said that you saw their lists.”


“Only briefly. I read the names of the people they had sex with. That’s about it.” I picked up my shirt and pulled it back on.


She nodded. “You still okay with it?”


“No. There’s a lot more there than you prepared me for,” I told her. “It’s overwhelming.”


She nodded. “Sorry. I tried not to pay attention so much after a while. Even I thought they’d gone too far.”


I shrugged. “They hurt themselves so much just to get at me. It’s horrifying. They could have AIDS, they could be pregnant, they could have caught hepatitis and even if they avoided all of that, they could have damaged themselves in other ways. They could be emotionally scarred by having that much meaningless sex over that short a period of time.”


“What do you mean?” she asked, frowning.


“I’ve never had sex with someone I didn’t love deeply. For me, it’s an expression of love and trust, affection and acceptance. They had sex over a period of weeks specifically for the purpose of inflicting pain on me. They didn’t care about the people that were involved, just that I’d be hurt when I found out. When you take something meant to be good and use it to hurt someone, could it ever be something good again?”


“I hadn’t thought about it like that,” she said, frowning as I’d given her more to think about.


“If we’re lucky ... If we’re VERY lucky, that’s not what they were thinking and they were doing it with so many people because they couldn’t find the connection we had and THAT was what was driving them. If it was need for something deeper then their road to recovery is shorter and smoother.”


She didn’t look particularly encouraged. “Well I’m guessing that you’ll talk to them about it eventually,” she said with a sigh.


“Yeah. Anyway, I think I’m gonna catch up on my reading and then go to bed. G’night.”


She left and I got ready for bed, reading ahead in all my textbooks so that I wouldn’t have to do that again for a week or so and then I got everything ready for the morning. I turned in and slept, noticing that the pillow didn’t smell as much like Emma any more. Saturday was still so far away.


Chapter 12


Thursday was another blessedly calm day. I’d told everyone that Emma was picking me up after school today. Beck and Lana both had practice after school anyway, Beck for basketball and Lana for Cheer.


After school, Tricia and I met Emma outside and I felt truly relaxed for the first time all day being with them.


Mark and Char greeted us when we got to the shop and separated us to get into costume. Mark had me strip down and helped me get into the costume which actually felt like it was armored. It made me feel like I was ready to charge into a fight.


“This is amazing!” I said, stunned at how good everything looked. I could have sworn it was bullet-proof.


“It’s warm enough with the thermal lining to wear outside no matter what time of year it is, but it should breathe well enough that you won’t die of the heat indoors. For summer, if you need a costume, the lining zips out.”


I looked at myself in a mirror and I looked like something out of the movies except for the stunned excitement on my face.


He smiled and handed me the helmet. “As promised, it’s sturdy enough that you won’t have to baby it. It’s actually good enough to use as a bike helmet. We made it from the same materials and we padded it inside so it’s comfortable to wear.”


I pulled it on and settled the chin strap. “It’s perfect!” I exclaimed, overwhelmed. “It barely even feels like I’m wearing it. The whole costume is perfect. I don’t know how to thank you enough for this!”


“It’s not quite perfect,” he admitted and took me over the the workbench. I thought he was going to make an adjustment to the suit, when he twitched a cloth aside and I had to remind myself to breathe.


“Really?!” I breathed, stunned again.


“Really” he said and picked up the shield Captain America was famous for. “It’s full size, so it’ll feel a little large for you, but it’s made of aircraft aluminum so it’s strong, light and easier to carry than steel would be. Put it on,” he said, offering it to me.


I took it reverently and slid my arm through the binding to hold the grip. I was in awe. I’d just witnessed a magic that I’d never suspected I could be a part of.


“NOW it’s perfect!” he smiled and took out a digital camera. He took pictures of me in the costume, the shield, the helmet and even the boots that they’d made for the outfit.


Char came back with the girls, Tricia’s costume hidden in a garment bag so I couldn’t get a hint about it


“Looks great Mark!” Emma said, thrilled. She came forward and looked at the shield. “Powder coat or paint?”


“Powder coat. It’s way more durable. It’ll last for years,” he answered and showed me how to attach the shield to the harness on the back of the costume. I reached over my shoulder and felt the clasp, letting the shield slide down off my arm and into the slot. “Perfect!” he said lightly. “Let’s get it off and hung up and then you can be on your way. It doesn’t need any adjusting.”


I stripped it off and got dressed without even noticing that the three women were watching closely. I was still thanking them both profusely, astounded at the effort and expense they went to for it.


“Don’t mention it,” Char said, looking amused at how glowing I was with my praise. “Next year, you come back in August and we’ll do something truly outstanding.”


“I don’t know HOW you could top this, but I’ll be here!” That got a laugh and I turned serious. “If you guys ever need a hand around here, I’d be happy to do anything I can to help return the favor”


“It was no trouble,” Char assured me. “This is our slow season anyway. It was a nice distraction for the week. Next year, you give us some extra notice and we’ll have something to knock your socks off.”


Emma took charge and got me out of there before I could talk myself into a summer internship. The costumes were hung up in the backseat and there was a bag for the shield and boots as well as a bag for Tricia’s extra pieces. I was pushed into the front seat where I couldn’t snoop on her costume and I grinned at the secrecy, wondering what they had in mind.


Fortunately Tricia’s dad wasn’t at home. On the way back to my place, I asked Emma if her car was going to be big enough for the four of us in costume.


She thought about it and nodded. “Zoe doesn’t need any extra room, but the three of us might. I think we can make it work.”


“Okay. I was perfectly willing to hire a limo for us if we needed it.”


“Just what we need,” she laughed. “You showing up in a limo to pick us up for a Halloween date. Your reputation around campus is already ridiculous.”


“Just wait until next year’s costume,” I said with a smile. “I already have an idea.”


“Care to share?” she asked with a smirk.


“Not just yet. I’ll need to get my hands on some of the pieces and see if I can make the tech work before I decide if it’s possible. Part of it is getting my hands on a set or two of Google Glass units and seeing if I can make them work for what I want.”


“Google Glass?” she asked, not familiar with it.


“It’s a computer built into a pair of eyeglasses. They use a prism to project the image directly into the eye.”


“That sounds painful,” she said, skeptically.


“It can be if you use them for a long time. They’re not making them right now, but I might be able to find one on Ebay.”


“So long as you’re sure,” she said skeptically.


I smiled, thinking about what I wanted to do with them and reminded myself to contact Google to see if they’d help me tinker with the product or if I was on my own. I suspected I was on my own, but the prospect of making the costume work was too much to pass up.


She dropped me off and helped me carry everything inside. We stashed everything in my closet and then we fell into bed together.


“Saturday,” she reminded me and I nodded.


“I know,” I promised her. “I just miss you.” That made her grin.


We were still cuddling and kissing when someone cleared their throat from the doorway. Beck was standing there, grinning at us. “Dinner’s ready. Mom wanted to know if you were hungry or you’d already eaten.”


We got up and followed her next door where we sat with everyone else. We told them our costumes were ready for Saturday and we were asked what they were.


“I’m not allowed to know until they come to pick me up,” I said with a laugh. “Mine looks awesome, so I can only imagine theirs are going to blow my mind.”


Emma smiled and promised me that I wouldn’t be disappointed. We had a pleasant dinner and then Emma took me home and we traded shirts again. I swore she was wearing pink on purpose.


“Princess?” I asked, reading the shirt. “Really? If I had friends, I’d get hit for this.” I had a grin on my face though. I liked her marking me as hers.


“You get to be the hero to end all heroes on Saturday,” she pointed out. “You can be my princess tomorrow.”


“I’ll be yours every day,” I told her. “I just hope Princess doesn’t stick as a nickname.” When she left, I checked my email and Carl had said that he’d talked to some of the Computer Sciences professors and they were willing to add me to their courses. I’d have to come in for a meeting on Monday to discuss the work I’d already missed, but he was confident I could make it up in time to finish the term with a full semester of Computer Sciences, Electrical Engineering, Psychology and two of the beginning level courses for Mechanical Engineering.


I was happy with that and hoped that I could make it work. Computer Sciences would be incredibly useful for what I was planning. I replied quickly that I’d be there on Monday.


I took a little while to do the math homework that had been assigned that day, breezing through it without any trouble, then started on a paper for history. It was a term paper not due until the end of November, but I figured that if I turned it in early, I could get feedback if it needed revision. I banged out the paper in an hour, consulting the text a couple of times for a date I wanted to be sure about and then printed it for the morning.


I hit my own personal little home gym. I’d tried working at the school fitness center, but the football team had heard of me so that hadn’t gone well. If the coach hadn’t been around, I might have been in serious trouble.


I turned in early, smiling at the scent of my Emma in the bed.





Friday was the last day of classes before the dance and some kids were dressed up. I was eager to reveal my costume, but wanted to wait for the dance itself. Tricia was bubbling with excitement. “Dad loved the costume,” she said. “I hope you like it too.”


“I’m sure it’ll be perfect. Mine is. No hints though. Emma wants it to be a total surprise when I see the three of you.”


“You’re gonna love it. We’re gonna win the costume contest for sure.”


“Is there a prize?” I asked. I hadn’t intended to even go to the dance a week ago so I hadn’t paid attention.


“There’s a PS4 for the best costume for boys and girls, a movie gift card for best couple and couple of other little ones.”


“You’re hoping to get the PlayStation?” I asked lightly.


“I’m hoping we win best couple since Emma and her roommate don’t qualify, but the PS4 would be cool too.”


I smiled and hoped she won the girls category.


After school I finally picked up my bike from the racks outside. I’d left it here a week ago, but hadn’t needed it. Now it was getting too cold to ride it back and forth. I walked it home, not feeling like riding today and put it directly in the garage.


The evening was spent with Beck and Lana, filling out their lists. Lana’s answers were very carefully considered, but inevitably took on a tone like Beck’s putting things in terms of enduring punishments. I suggested they each start keeping a diary of the things they did each day to try to fulfill these lists. I told them it wasn’t homework, but that I thought they might feel better seeing the progress when they read back through it.


They started those and I retreated back home. Donald had made a point of coming to the house every evening to see if we needed anything. He restocked the fridge and made sure we had everything we needed, but tried not to hang around too much, knowing we were all a little wary of spending too much time yet. He mostly left me alone and focused on Lilly. He knew things with me were relatively good. Lilly needed the attention though.


I pushed myself a little more than normal with the workout. The costume in the closet made me feel like giving a little more before stopping. I Skyped with Emma for an hour or so, just chatting. I told her I was going to be taking more courses starting next week and playing catch-up as I could. She asked what I was adding and I told her about Computer Science courses.


“So that’s three FULL degrees and part of a fourth?” she asked. “I hate you.”


“No you don’t,” I said with a laugh. “You might wish you could do that much that quick, but you don’t hate me. You’re looking forward to seeing what I can do.”


“I’ll find that out tomorrow,” she promised with a glint in her eye. “I expect big things from you.”


I grinned. “Well, I wouldn’t want to disappoint,” I said with a laugh. “I think you know what you’re in for. I’ll be sure to take my vitamins though.”


“You’ll need them!” she warned me. We chatted some more and she told me what time she’d pick me up.


“I’ll be ready,” I promised and we signed off.





Saturday, I was a raw bundle of anticipation. I’d been taking a class in Kung Fu since school had started and I’d had to miss last week due to the hospital visit. This week I was focused and driven. The costume had inspired me to push myself to be better. I liked the feeling. Sometimes things came so easily that I barely noticed succeeding. Martial arts was different. I could learn the moves, but the discipline came no faster for me than for others, or so I thought.


After class, I was told differently. I accepted the limitations from my Sifu where others bristled. He asked me why. I liked Sifu. He was elderly, but still way out of the league of anyone I’d ever known.


“I suppose it’s because this is something I can’t learn. It has to be discovered.” He liked answers like that and we played games at drawing them out.


“And discovery cannot be taught,” he nodded.


“Only encouraged,” I agreed.


“Today you were very focused,” he noted. “What has changed?”


“Today is Halloween,” I said. “It’s a day we celebrate the possibility to be anything. I find my thoughts focused on being more worthy of the aspirations I have.”


“A fortune cookie answer to a serious question,” he barked, but there was a smile. “What is your costume that it lifts your spirits so?”


“A friend made me a movie quality Captain America costume,” I confessed.


“Ah, the symbol of nobility and heroism. Named for your homeland and imbued with national pride and universal virtue. A good role-model. Not the only one though.”


He clapped me on the shoulder and told me to demonstrate the forms I’d been taught. I performed them crisply in the order he’d asked for. When I was done, he asked for my white belt and I took it off only to have him hand me a yellow one to replace it. “Congratulations, Captain Rogers,” he said to me and we exchanged bows. “Remain inspired. I should like to see pictures of this marvelous costume of yours next week.”


I grinned and promised him I’d bring them for him. I bowed to him again and he dismissed me to get changed and leave.


The belt was secondary to his approval. He was formidable. That was the only word that encompassed him. He was a pillar of calm, but capable of tremendously athletic feats I was only just starting to see the opening steps toward.


When I got home, lunch was ready and I mentioned the new belt. Everyone congratulated me, but I couldn’t convey that the five minute conversation with Sifu had meant more to me than the belt.


I napped for most of the afternoon and then had a late dinner with everyone. There were a lot of questions about my costume and I told everyone to give me a half-hour to get showered and into it and then come over with their cameras and I’d show it off before the girls picked me up.


I was just getting out of the shower when they arrived. I told them I’d be up in a few minutes and Patty answered me that they were ready for me.


I felt like a million dollars as I settled my feet in the boots and then put the helmet on. I decided to wear the shield rather than sling it over my back. I climbed the stairs and they were all shocked.


“Holy SHIT!” Beck blurted out.


“You’re totally winning that costume contest!” Lana declared.


Patty was clicking photos of me with her camera and wanted a good shot of everything. That kept up until the doorbell rang. Lana went to answer it and that’s when I got my first look at the girls. Tricia was a very convincing Hawkeye, complete with a bow that might or might not have been real and a quiver of arrows. Emma was a very sexy Thor, her blonde hair falling over her shoulders in waves, a combination of the new comic book version which was a woman and the movie styling including a Mjolnir that looked exactly like the one from Avengers.


They were both breathtaking, but as soon as I saw Zoe, I laughed. She looked so much like Scarlett Johansson that Black Widow looked perfect on her.


“And just that quickly, I’m the least impressive costume in the room,” I said, looking them over with a huge smile. “You look incredible!”


There were pictures with the four of us and then all the girls got their own attention, showing off each costume.


Then we were on the way. I had tickets, enough money for whatever we wanted to do afterwards and my phone for pictures. We were on our way just as there was some other activity in the neighborhood. We got some looks from other people going to parties, but soon we were on the way to the dance.


When we got there, the dance was already in full swing. We had a good time and I danced with all the girls. Tricia was beside herself at being here at all, let alone having the chance to dance. She was coming out of her shell and having fun.


I got to know Zoe a little better and she asked me a lot of questions about what I was taking. She was in pre-law and was looking to go into contract law when she graduated. She was interested in how much data I could read, but only in how useful it would be for reading precedents and research material.


I finally asked what I’d been wondering most of the night as we danced. “I’m sorry, you look SO much like her, I have to ask, ARE you related to Scarlett Johansson?”


She smiled and shook her head. “It’s nice of you to say so, though.” she said with a delicate blush.


“I told Emma that Scarlett was probably eighth on my top twenty favorite people,” I told her with a smile. “I think she just got demoted.”


“Oh? For little old me?” she asked with a smirk.


“Well, Scarlett’s not here dancing with me, now is she? Besides, she’s not a real redhead.”


“You’re not a real Captain,” she reminded me playfully.


“I still come to attention when I’m dancing with a beautiful woman though.”


“Keep that up and she may hit you with that hammer,” she laughed.


“Nah. She knows all she has to do is crook her finger and I’m already wrapped around it.”


“Pity,” she said. “I was under the impression she was wrapped around yours.”


“You have a preference which of us is more smitten with the other?”


“Maybe. She’s told me a lot about you. It’s hard to believe some of what she’s said, but I can see how much you two are lost in each other. It’s hard to think there might be room between you.”


“Did she ask you to join us?” I asked, not surprised in the slightest.


“Not exactly. She did mention the possibility. She said you’re capable of making room for more than one person in your life without making anyone feel slighted. She also said there was plenty of room in your bed.”


I laughed at that and nodded. “I do have a lot of room in my heart,” I said, “and my bed. I think we’d both be thrilled to have you join us.” I caught a glance of Emma chatting with Tricia and wondered if she was ambushing me twice in one night.


The two of us danced the rest of the song and I found her eyes drawing me like a magnet. When the song changed, she went to separate, but I held her for a moment longer and kissed her cheek lightly. “Thanks for the dance,” I murmured in her ear.


She blushed and told me to save her another one later.


I let her rejoin the girls and went to find us some drinks. I used the shield as a tray, bringing out bottles of water for the four of us. It was starting to turn warm in the gym where the dance was being held and I was glad I’d decided not to wear the lining for the suit tonight. I would have died.


We chatted some and then I slipped my bottle into a particularly large pocket on the web-gear built into the suit before asking Tricia to dance. It was a slow song and she looked wide eyed. I slipped my shield into the back holder and led her out onto the floor to dance.


“Are you having a good time tonight?” I asked, slipping my arms around her.


She sighed and put her head on my chest before nodding. “This has been the best night ever!” she gushed and I was reminded again of how painfully shy she was. I was glad that she was feeling like Cinderella tonight even if she was dressed as Hawkeye.


“I’m glad you came out,” I told her honestly.


She shrugged. “Both those girls are beautiful,” she said dismissively. “If I’d stayed home, you would have had a good time.”


“Maybe, but I’d have felt bad about you being stuck at home alone while we were here.” I put my arms around her tighter and held her close.


She sighed contentedly and snuggled closer. “How does it work?” she asked, confusing me.


“How does what work?” I asked softly as we moved together in the middle of the dance floor.


“Having more than one girlfriend,” she clarified. She looked up at me expectantly.


Yup. I’d been ambushed. I leaned in and kissed her softly on the lips. “However we need it to work,” I told her. “It’s a lot of talking and being honest about how we feel and being bonded to each other. When I was with Lana and Beck, it was important that they cared about each other as much as me. I think that’s the best way to keep everyone feeling like they’re important.” I worked hard to keep the frown off my face, but it still hurt to talk about what had been.


“You mean like they were TOGETHER?!!?” she looked shocked.


“I’m not going to go into specifics because that wouldn’t be nice to them to spread more rumors, but I will tell you it worked because they loved each other as sisters. Even if you’re not comfortable with being with another girl, it’s important to feel close to Emma like a sister. Of course, I’m not going to discourage two or more beautiful women from falling into a tangle of nudity whether I’m in the middle or on the sidelines.” I grinned at her playfully.


“Well, they’re both beautiful,” she allowed, downplaying her attractiveness.


“You’re beautiful too,” I said firmly. “More people would see it if you didn’t hide all the time. Tie your hair back and put on a little make-up to accentuate your beauty and people would start kicking themselves for not noticing you before. I bet if you asked Zoe and Emma, they’d love to make you over.”


“You really think so?” she asked skeptically.


“I know so. I think you’re a beautiful young woman. I want everyone else to know too, but more important, I want you to know.”


She grinned at me and she was radiant in that moment. I kissed her more deeply, letting my tongue tease her lips. She gasped, but a moment later, her lips parted and her tongue slipped out to play with mine, as shy as her mistress was.


We lost track of the music after that, but came to our senses when we heard the song change to a fast one. We made our way off the dance floor and she was walking on air.


Emma gave me a knowing smile and Zoe was looking at me appraisingly. I took Emma out for a few fast songs until we caught a slow one we could dance close enough to talk during.


“You’re ganging up on me,” I accused her, amused.


“Maybe, but one of your dates has a curfew. We have to take her home right after the dance. We talked her father into that by promising that we’d stay with the two of you all night.”


I laughed. “If we left the dance right now and went back to my place for the next three hours, that would still be true,” I pointed out. “The poor man has no idea what you have in mind.”


“Probably not or he’d have thrown us out of the house and sent her to an all-girls school. What do you have in mind?” she asked slyly.


“Oh no!” I countered. “I am NOT in charge here tonight. That was clear to me when Zoe wanted me to confirm what you’d told her about there being enough room in my life for her, not to mention my bed. How shocked is she going to be to actually see how much room is there?”


She giggled. “I told you she broke up with her boyfriend last week, right? Well he was cheating on her ... with another guy. She’s kind of shaken by that and needs a little confidence boost.”


“And if she decides that she likes sex with us?” I asked, trying to figure out where we all stood.


“Then Scarlett moves down to ninth,” she said with a smirk.


I kissed her deeply. I wasn’t aware of how much attention my kissing activities were getting, but that would come later. Right now I was lost in this amazing woman in my arms.


“You take my breath away,” I told her with a smile. “Are you okay with Zoe crawling in with us?” I asked, wanting her input.


“Well, she and I have kind of made out a few times,” she admitted sheepishly, looking worried that I wouldn’t take it well.


“And I wasn’t there to witness that?” I asked sadly. “I can’t wait for all the catching up I have to do with you two.”


“Really? You’re not mad?” she asked, relieved. She leaned back to look into my eyes for my reaction.


“Not in the slightest,” I said. I touched her engagement ring. “I’d glue that in place if I could. You’re stuck with me.”


She responded by throwing her arms around me and crushing me to those fantastic breasts. She was bouncing up and down like I’d just asked her to marry me all over again. I suppose I had.


When she let me go, she drove her tongue into my mouth like a woman possessed and I kissed her back, glad she was wearing a cape as part of her costume as my hands drifted south to cup her perfect ass.


“I have one favor to ask,” I told her when we caught our breath.


“Anything! Name it and it’s yours,” she promised me.


I grinned. “I’m gonna put THAT promise away for a day that I’m feeling adventurous. This is something I suspect you’ll want to do anyway. I want you both to take Tricia under your wing. She’s convinced that she’s plain beside the two of you. Let me know what you need to get her the make-over of a lifetime and teach her about clothes, hair, make-up and all the stuff that her father’s at a loss to teach her. She wants to join the Sorority, but she doesn’t think she measures up.”


She looked at me and smiled. “You don’t care if she joins us or not, do you?” she asked.


“That’s a poor way to word it,” I said. “I DO care, but if it’s not right for her, I still want her to feel beautiful and good about herself in ways she doesn’t right now.”


“I love you, you know that, right?” she said to me with a love-struck smile on her face.


“I love you too,” I told her with the same look on my face.


She promised to take Tricia out tomorrow and start her make-over process. “But only if we can walk tomorrow. I expect you to make that difficult.”


I laughed and told her I’d taken my vitamins and had a nap so I’d do what I could.


I danced with all my dates and at midnight, Mr. Peterson the principal announced the winners of the costume contests. Between the four of us, we won everything they announced. It was actually anticlimactic in a way. We took our prizes out to the car and I told Emma that she could take mine back to hook up to her TV.


“Don’t you want it?” she asked, surprised.


“I have one,” I said simply. It was the last birthday present my parents had given me as a couple.


We were walking back into the dance when I groaned. This was the confrontation I had not been looking forward to tonight.


Chapter 13


The Waterman twins were blocking our path back from the parking lot with a few of their friends. I took out my phone and set it to record before passing it to Zoe.


“What’s that hammer made of?” I asked Emma in a whisper before we got too close.


“Nothing durable,” she confessed. “Char and Mark never considered I might hit anyone with it.”


“As hot as you are, they didn’t think you’d need a Boy-Basher? Tsk, tsk, tsk,” I said in playful disappointment, but I really wished it was usable as a weapon right now. “Just hang back if they try to start anything. You can be charged for assault. I’m still underage. I’ll explain later.”


As we got closer, I looked at Emma and then glanced at Tricia significantly. She nodded and moved closer to her.


I nodded to the ringleaders. “Patrick, Vance,” I said. “Having a nice time at the dance?”


“What do you think, Russell?” Patrick sneered nastily. “Because of you, our favorite sluts aren’t here.”


“I don’t know who you’re talking about. I know Marlene was sent to live in Alaska, but I’m afraid I don’t know any other sluts,” I said evenly.


“The Powers whores aren’t here because you ratted them out, so I figure you can make it up to us with your new sluts.”


“Lana and Beck aren’t whores and they’re not sluts and why they’re not here is really a family matter. As for me having new sluts as you put it, I don’t have ANY sluts. I’ve never had sluts and like I said, I don’t even know sluts other than Marlene. I think you owe the young ladies an apology.”


“You have no idea. You know how much jizz those bitches have been hosed in?” He cackled nastily. I could smell the booze and some sort of acrid smoke off them. It wasn’t weed. I knew that smell, but it was some kind of drug.


“I’m really not the kind of guy that spends a lot of my time thinking about semen baths, but I guess you travel in different circles. I much prefer the company of women.”


It took him a minute to puzzle out what I’d said and when he did, he started getting angrier. “You think? Those cunts took it all and wanted more.”


“It’s easy to leave them wanting more when you have a tiny penis,” I said sympathetically to him. That made Zoe laugh. That could only make things worse. I decided that if we were going to the hospital again, I was going to earn it. “The truth is that after they left me, they couldn’t find anyone that can do the kind of quality work I do. It’s not just the sex. You could go get half the senior class and between all of you, you don’t have HALF the ability to make a girl feel like you give a shit about her. That doesn’t make a girl a slut. That means she knows she’s better than you and isn’t willing to settle. You’re pathetic and on your best day, you won’t be half the man I am on my worst day.”


That did it and he swung a huge overhand right. I took his wrist in both my hands and pushed him off-balance, before yanking it down and back. His momentum carried him forward and yanking his arm back caused him to flip over onto his back, all the air knocked out of him.


I put my boot on his throat and pulled my shield off my back. I fixed it onto my arm and looked at his friends. “You want to help him or you figure he pulled his own pants down for this?” I asked them casually, still pinning their leader to the ground with a foot on his throat.


“Get him!” Patrick croaked and I put a little more pressure on his throat, making him gurgle for air.


“Five on one?” I asked. “That sounds like justification to see how the shield holds up,” I warned them.


“It’s fucking plastic anyway,” Vance snarled and threw a hay-maker of his own at me.


I swung the shield to deflect the blow, but I still had to take my foot off Patrick’s throat or crush him under my boot. I backed away so they couldn’t get behind me and tried to reason with them.


“Look guys, there’s two ways we can do this. The easy way or the really easy way. I like the really easy way where you apologize to the ladies and promise not to talk about the Powers sisters like that any more.”


“I like the easy way,” Patrick said as he got to his feet. “Where we put you in the hospital and take your bitches.”


“That would be attempted murder and rape,” I told him. “And this talk makes it premeditated. You sure you don’t want to walk away?”


“Kill him!” Patrick snapped and they all started circling.


“You’re drunk and high right now,” I said, watching them get closer. “If you don’t walk away, I’ll do what I have to to protect the girls. Last warning. Walk away now or be carried away later.”


Patrick lunged at me and swung again overhand. I hoped the helmet survived as I put my head down. I was driven down and rolled with it, kicking back up to one knee after my tumble. Later, we’d look at it and think it was impressive as hell. YouTube would agree.


Patrick was screaming and shaking his hand while the others had taken the opportunity to rush me. Vance got a shield bash that put him down for the moment and then someone grabbed me from behind, lifting me up. The hadn’t pinned my arms though so when they turned me toward someone already mid-swing, I put up the shield and another hand broke with a sound like a gong.


“It’s a real fucking shield!” someone yelled and I swung underhanded across my back at the person holding me, feeling the edge of the shield bite deeply into flesh. I was amped up on adrenaline as I felt myself dropped back to my feet.


Patrick had a head of steam and had his head down to bull charge me. His hand was useless, but he knew if he could pin me, they’d finish me off. I hesitated a half-second and then threw the shield. I caught his knee just as he was bringing it forward. He crumpled to the ground as his legs went out from under him, skidding on his face with his shattered hand under him.


I couldn’t believe my eyes when the shield bounced back in my direction after taking Patrick’s leg out from under him. I grabbed it out of the air and all I could feel was my heart hammering in my chest. Patrick was out of the fight, Vance was out of the fight and the guy that had been holding me was still down. That left one guy with a broken hand and one guy who hadn’t gotten into the fight yet.


I could finally hear yelling in the background and turned, wondering who I was going to have to fight now. It was teachers and chaperons though, coming to break it up.


I relaxed and slid the shield onto my back before pulling off my helmet to check for damage. It was still pristine. I dusted it off and put it back on, latching the strap again. That was how the YouTube version ended.


I had to give my version of events several times between teachers, police and ambulance attendants. The video was played several times for the cops who wanted to take the shield and arrest me. A few phone calls had a DA down to the school to watch the video and decide that I wasn’t going to be charged. I told the police that the others had been drunk and smelled like they’d been smoking something they shouldn’t have been.


The surreal part came when we were asked to pose for pictures with the cops and the DA. We decided to call it a night at that point and since we still had over an hour, I told Tricia to call her dad to let her know we were going to get something to eat and then drop her off.


“He’ll say no and tell me to come home right now,” she frowned.


“Maybe, but we need him to trust that we’ll keep him informed. It’s a test for both of us. It’s a test of whether he can trust us and a test of whether he can let go. Trust me, it’s a good thing.”


She called and told her father that they’d be home on time, but everyone wanted to leave the dance to get something to eat before we ended the night.


She was surprised when he just made her promise to be home on time. We went to a McDonald’s that was open late and had a quick bite. The adrenaline was starting to wear off so I was cold all of a sudden. We watched the video again and all the girls were excited about it for some reason. I’d been scared out of my mind during most of it and was damn glad they hadn’t taken my shield.


We got back just in time for Tricia’s curfew and we walked her to the door where her father met her. She was babbling about the dance and the fight and me and it was all blending together as she tried to tell it all at once. She wanted my phone and showed the video to her father who watched it and then looked at me with an unreadable look.


“Those boys looked larger than you,” he said.


I nodded. “And they were high. Tomorrow they’ll probably regret their choices in life, but tonight they’re probably still angry.”


He seemed to come to a decision and looked at me pointedly. “I don’t like you,” he said. “Patricia does though. If you break any of my rules, she won’t be allowed to see you again. Understood?”


“Yes, Mr. Saunders,” I said humbly. “Can Zoe and Emma take Tricia out tomorrow? They want to take her to get her hair done and take her for a make-over day.”


“You won’t be there?” he asked.


I shook my head. “If they call me to have dinner with them I will, but this is a day out for the girls.”


He nodded. “Okay.”


“Thank you,” I said, offering him my hand.


He shook it reluctantly and then followed us out, sending Tricia off to get ready for bed.


“Why?” he asked when we were on the step. “Why tomorrow?”


I looked at the girls and then back at him. “Tricia’s a beautiful girl. She’s smart, she’s fun to talk to, she has a compassion to her that’s profoundly deep, but the one thing she lacks is confidence. She doesn’t see herself with the same eyes I do or Emma does or Zoe does. I think with time and the guidance of two equally beautiful and confident women, she’ll come out of her shell and be someone even more amazing.”


“You do lay it on thick,” he said sourly.


I shrugged. “The short answer is that I think she missed out on a few lessons on becoming a young woman that her mother would have taught her. I don’t know what happened to her, just that she’s not around. I asked Emma if they’d take care of her. She has a lot to offer the world, but she needs to realize it before she can.”


“Fair enough. She probably does need a woman to ask questions and teach her about make-up and things like that.”


With that, he went back inside and we went back to the house. The lights were on next door, so we went over to talk to them and let them know what had happened. They played the video on the TV in the living room and we all agreed that the backwards roll was impressive.


“I still have no idea how I did that,” I said, stunned when I threw the shield and caught it.


Lana and Beck were both teary-eyed and hugged me like I’d personally saved them from being attacked. I suppose I had defended their reputations, but I would have done the same for anyone.


Still, I felt like a hero for a moment. It was a good feeling. I’d felt like I’d screwed up far too often the past couple of months.


Patty and Dan both added their own hugs and thanks for looking out for their daughters.


“We’re gonna go put this on YouTube and link it to everyone we can think of,” Emma said.


“Link it to me!” Lana said immediately. “I’ll make sure everyone at school sees it.”


“In the morning,” I promised.


We went next door and I pulled off my gloves and the boots. There was a note on the table that Lilly was at a sleepover and there was a snack for us in the fridge. I recognized Patty’s writing and laughed at the mention of a snack.


Zoe was impressed with the rec room and I pointed out the game systems in the entertainment center “So don’t feel bad about taking the PS4,” I told them.


“You could sell it,” Zoe suggested and I laughed.


“Nah. I’d rather you guys had it,” I said lightly. “The money it’d bring in wouldn’t really make a difference.”


I led them back to my room and Zoe was surprised again at the look of the bed.


“Wha ... Why...” She kept trying to phrase what she wanted to ask, but kept stuttering to a halt.


“You didn’t tell her?” I asked Emma and she beamed.


“I figured that should be something you do,” she said brightly.


“During the summer I was dating four girls,” I said. “Then someone started a rumor about me, they believed it, they broke up with me and treated me pretty badly. That’s the short version.”


“The girls next door?” she asked.


I nodded. “The same Powers sisters the fight at school started over. When I finally found out what I was supposed to have done and we realized it was a lie, their parents grounded them so they weren’t at the dance tonight. Seeing me with three dates to myself and all five of those guys without even one between them must have been too much for them.”


“So you’re impeccably good to your ex-girlfriends even after a bad break-up?” she asked, skeptically.


“I told you,” Emma said. “If he was 18, he’d be perfect.”


“You’re biased,” I reminded her and kissed her softly.


She kissed me back and shook her head. She unhooked the chin-strap on my helmet and pulled it off, putting it on top of my dresser. “I’m not biased. You’re perfect. You fought five guys because they said they were going to rape us. You defended the reputations of those girls when you didn’t have to. You asked us to help build Tricia’s self-esteem and you welcomed us both into your life when you barely know Zoe.”


“I know you love her,” I said. “That’s all I need to know.”


She smiled and kissed me again, this time slowly stripping me out of the suit I’d worn all night. I held my hand out to Zoe and she came forward, kissing me as Emma finished stripping me. I stood there in a pair of shorts while the two of them kissed me and each other, back and forth.


I had two pairs of hands caressing my chest and shoulders and I was glad I’d followed the training program, just as I’d been glad I’d picked up dance lessons at Dan’s insistence. They seemed to approve of the muscle I’d built the past two months.


I reached up and started slowly drawing Zoe’s zipper down to her waist, baring more and more of her beautiful creamy skin. It was almost translucent and I could see the blue of her veins beneath the skin. I was kissing her deeply, my tongue playing with hers and I moved one hand to her belt, feeling the catch as my other hand stroked her beautiful skin from her neck, between the slopes of her breasts and over her smooth stomach. She was sighing softly and I knew that the soft gentle touches were getting to her. She gasped every time my fingers brushed the insides of her breasts.


Finally the clasp on her costume belt opened and my fingers drew her zipper all the way down, stopping just above her bikini line. I continued to explore her newly exposed skin and my fingers just brushed the top of her panties at the bottom of the zipper. Emma had shed her costume and stepped up behind Zoe, moving her hair to nuzzle her neck softly while she reached around with both hands to pull the bodysuit open, baring a pair of exquisite breasts topped with pale pink nipples.


I released her lips despite a moan of protest and lowered my head to the other side of her neck, kissing my way along to her ear where I nibbled and sucked on the lobe softly before trailing kisses down across her collar-bone to the perfect curves of her breasts. I held them gently in both hands as I teased her, nipping, licking and kissing the desperately soft skin without touching the hardened nipple. I blew breath across it before switching to the other breast, approaching the nipple, but backing off at the last second. She was moving between us, writhing as we pleasured her with our mouths and hands.


Emma pushed her costume down her arms as I wrapped my arms around the two of them, pulling Emma tighter against Zoe’s back as we turned her to jelly between us.


She finally cried out when I teased her nipple between my lips, sucking on it and licking it softly while I moved my fingers to its twin to tease it while I played with the whole breast. I switched back and forth several times, leaving trails of kisses. She was groaning and mewling with need almost constantly now and Emma watched over Zoe’s shoulder as I slowly drew a rich pink flush from her breasts, turning her nipples bright and rosy pink before I started working lower. I removed the bracelets from her wrists and worked the sleeves off, freeing her arms. I slid my fingers in between her skin and the bodysuit, pushing it down over her hips before slipping my hands around to caress her ass as I continued to kiss my way down her stomach. I tongued her navel and started working the costume down her legs, exposing her panties. I could smell her arousal and it intoxicated me.


I kissed the front panel of her panties and she jumped, looking down at me questioningly. I looked up at her and grinned, my eyes full of promise. I held her gaze and opened my mouth, extending my tongue to tease the very center of her sex.


She gasped and her eyes widened. “Have you never been kissed here?” I asked, brushing my lips over her panties as I gazed up at her from my knees. She shook her head. “Good,” I said. “Then I get to be your first.” I heard her moan with anticipation and I pushed her costume down to her ankles so I could have her step out of it. Then I slowly rolled her panties down, kissing her mons as I exposed her pussy inch by inch. When I had them in my hands, I tossed them in the direction of my desk and latched my lips to her pussy again, kissing it like it was her mouth.


She groaned, feeling my lips pressing to her nether-lips, sucking on them gently as my nose nuzzled in her copper-colored curls. I wrapped my arms around her hips, pulling her against my face with both hands on her ass. I grinned up at her and bent my head again, snaking my tongue between her folds and touching her clit briefly. Suddenly she had both hands in my hair, pulling me tighter and hunched her hips forward, mewling with a need so urgent she couldn’t even give it words. I forced my chin between her thighs and drank her nectar like a man dying of thirst, licking and sucking on her clit in between worshiping at her opening, coating my face in her cum as she ground her pussy on my mouth and screamed wordlessly.


I started moaning with my own arousal as I ate her sweet pussy. She came twice more before she exploded in a shocker of an orgasm which had her squirting all over my face and neck and chest. If not for Emma, she would have collapsed on top of me when she went limp at the end. We got her to the bed and I held her up while Emma pulled back the blankets so we could lay her down and cover her up to stay warm for the moment.


“FUCK, that was hot!” Emma declared. “I’ll want that some other time. Right now, I just want you to fuck me.”


She suited her words, by climbing up next to Zoe and lowering her head to the pillow, presenting her ass to me to take her. For a moment, I thought about the lube on the dresser, but I’d been without relief for weeks. I wasn’t going to last long and anal would have meant almost instant delivery.


I climbed up behind her and took hold of my cock, running it up and down her slit. She was almost as wet as Zoe and I pushed forward, sliding in slowly. We both groaned and trembled. She was as tight as she was wet and I didn’t know how I was going to hold out. Her body was a masterpiece and we fit together perfectly. I took several strokes to fully bury myself in her tight channel, just feeling the back wall of her vagina when I pulled her back against me. We’d be able to fuck like wildcats without hurting her. I smiled and started to move, pulling back slowly until just the tip was inside her before reversing direction and pushing back in with one smooth thrust.


She was cooing and moaning softly as I fucked her slowly, praying I could drive her over the edge before my weeks without sex caught up to me. I held her ass in both hands, pulling her cheeks open and staring at her tight ass. I wondered if she’d ever been fucked there, wondered whether she’d like it or hate it. A question for another day, but right now it was keeping my head out of the moment.


My eyes rolled back in my head as I felt her incredible tightness flutter around my length. I didn’t know what she was doing, but it was amazing. I needed something to distract her or my blastoff was only a few seconds away. I let go of her ass and then brought my hand down on her ass with a loud smack. It wasn’t like the ear-splitting cracks I’d given Beck in her time, but it made Emma squeak and shiver deliciously. I fucked her harder, knowing I wasn’t going to last and wanting to push her before I lost control.


I grabbed her hips and pounded her unmercifully for a full minute, making her squeak and mewl with rapture before I felt her breathing getting ragged. I wrapped a hand in her hair and kept up the pace, knowing we were both close and wanting us to cum together. When I pulled her head back by the grip on her hair, she screamed and I felt her pussy clamp down on me like a vice. I held my breath and managed another few strokes before I exploded into her. I shouted with each spasm of my orgasm, blasting her cervix with my cum again and again. She shuddered and moaned her way through another orgasm as I kept shooting deep inside her. I saw stars and when my orgasm faded, I collapsed over her back, wrapping my arms around her and rolling to the side to fall between them with her spooned to me, my cock still buried inside her.


I panted and trembled and held her close as I recovered. She wasn’t in much better shape, but she recovered enough to speak before I did. “That ... was ... Ooooooh!” She gasped emphatically.


I nodded and made a sound of agreement, still trying to come to my senses. I clung to her like she was the only thing in the world that was real and we slowly drifted together.


“It feels like you poured a gallon into me,” she giggled and I started to move inside her, starting to swell again. She gasped, feeling me start to get hard again without slipping out. “Again?!!?” she whimpered.


Our second time was slower, more tender, loving. Laying spooned as we were, I didn’t have the leverage to take long strokes, but I was deep inside her and small strokes created all the right frictions for both of us. I explored her body lovingly as we made sensual love laying side by side. She came for me three times before I poured myself into her again, cumming more gently than the powerful orgasm earlier, but I felt more connected to her this time than I had before. I kissed her neck and shoulder when we settled back to relax again.


I felt Zoe stir behind me and I looked back over my shoulder to see her watching us. She leaned in and kissed me, spooning me from behind. “Did she use you all up?” she asked playfully. “Or do you still have enough left for me?”


I smiled and I could feel the blood flowing back to my cock, making Emma whimper slightly, shaking her head. “No more,” she begged and I withdrew from her, making her tremble and shudder with another small orgasm. I rolled onto my back, my cock shiny and slippery with my cum and Emma’s.


“Are you on the Pill?” I asked softly and she nodded. “Good. I knew Emma was. We’ve talked about it.”


I got back to my knees and got between her spread open legs, sliding my cock up and down between her lips until I was seated against her entrance. “You said you’d never been kissed here. Was that the only first you had to give?” I asked gently before I pushed into her.


She looked uncertain, but shook her head. “Just be gentle with me?” she pleaded with me, her eyes trusting.


I nodded and leaned in to kiss her, pressing into her a nudge at a time. I felt her barrier and she looked at me knowing that this was the moment. I stopped and looked at her tenderly. “You’re in charge,” I told her. “If you aren’t sure you want to go through with this, just say so and I’ll pull out now. No anger, no disappointment.”


The uncertainty I’d seen before in her eyes faded and she smiled. “I’m okay. Go ahead.” She wrapped her legs around me and I gave her a couple of rabbit strokes before I pushed forward more firmly and felt her resistance give way, letting me slide nearly halfway into her.


She gasped and her eyes were wide. I kissed her deeply, our tongues twining together as I pulled back and thrust in again, my cock plunged into her depths a little more with each thrust until I’d filled her completely. I was gently poking against the back of her pussy just a little more firmly than I’d been able to touch Emma’s. I set a slow steady pace now, the urgency of weeks was gone and I only felt the need to love this beautiful girl, to make her first time an experience to last a lifetime.


I stroked her body even as I plundered her lips with my own, touching her all over and making her sing with ecstasy as I drew orgasm after orgasm from her body. Finally I started feeling some urgency to my own need and started to move faster, her hips moving in counterpoint. She was as enthusiastic about chasing her pleasure now as I was in mine. Our love-making became frantic and then frenzied and then practically violent as we crashed against each other, crying out each others names as we came together.


Once again, I found myself trembling with aftershocks between the two of them and decided we needed a shower. I got up and kissed them both, before leaving to start the shower. I came back and carried Zoe into the bathroom and set her on the bench before going back for Emma.


I washed them both lovingly, starting with shampoo and conditioner. I’d picked up a bottle of Emma’s brand, but I didn’t know what Zoe normally used. Emma gave me a sleepy smile when she saw the bottle and both girls positively melted at the treatment they received from me: shampoo, condition, rinse, repeat. I washed their bodies lovingly and offered kisses and licks as I rinsed off each body part.


I let them lounge semi-conscious on the bench while I washed my hair and body, cleaning their mixed juices from myself. I finally turned off the shower and dried them off, wrapping their hair in towels before leading them upstairs to the kitchen. We hadn’t bothered with clothes and I took the small pan of lasagna from the fridge and microwaved three plates of it for us to eat. While I was waiting for mine to warm, I ran downstairs and pulled the sheet off the bed and put it in the washer. I lit one of the scented candles and ran back upstairs to get my plate out of the microwave.


“So your ex-girlfriends both live next door and their mother leaves sex snacks in the kitchen for you and your new girlfriends?” Zoe asked, trying to get a handle on it all.


I nodded. “We’ve been one family really for years. I’m like the son they never had. They really hoped that I was going to end up with one of their girls, but they want what’s best for me.”


“And they think we’re what’s best for you?”


“They only just met you,” I said. “They know Emma’s gotten me through the last two months. Without her, I would have given up. Once they get to know you, they’ll love you because you make me smile.”


“You’re sure about that?” she said skeptically.


“Positive,” I said certainly. “I think even Lana and Beck will love you for that. They might wish they could be where you are, but they’ll definitely be thankful for you every time they see you put a smile on my face.”


“And how often do you think I’m going to be putting a smile on your face?” she asked.


“Every day, same as Emma,” I answered without hesitation. I was sensing some serious self-doubt from her and I took her hand. “I’ve known you one day and you managed to push my all-time-outstanding-celebrity-crush-of-all-time down to my ninth favorite person. That’s no small feat. You also managed to push the woman that made this lasagna down to number three. She’s a red seal chef and she feeds me like you’ve never been fed and now she’s third.”


She still looked uncertain so I got up and pulled her up into my arms. “You gave me the most precious gift you had to offer tonight,” I said softly, looking into her eyes. “I’m deeply, deeply honored to have been able to return the pleasure you’ve given me.” I hugged her tightly and she finally melted into my arms, starting to believe me. “Even if you decide that this has to be a one-time thing, you’ll always be a part of me and I’ll always treasure this night. If it’s just the first of thousands of nights you spend in our arms, I’ll never forget it as long as I live.”


She squeezed me tighter and sighed. “You were right, Em,” she said softly. “He’s perfect.”


“And he fucks like a machine,” Emma said brightly. We both laughed and the three of us cleaned up before returning to the bedroom. We put a fresh sheet on the bed and I blew out the candle before we climbed into bed in a tangle of limbs, none of us wanting to be separated from the others. We drifted off like that.


Chapter 14


In the morning, we were startled by someone jumping on the bed. It turned out to be three someones. Beck, Lana and Lilly were there demanding that we wake up.


I squinted at the light they’d turned on and asked what time it was. “It’s almost 11,” Lana said brightly. “You need to upload the video from last night.”


“Alright, alright,” I kissed Emma and Zoe before slipping out of bed naked and going to my desk to plug my phone into my laptop to upload the video.


“So who won last night?” Beck asked as if it was a normal occurrence to watch your ex-boyfriend wandering around his bedroom naked while two girls lounge in his bed.


“I did,” I said, waiting for the video to finish uploading. “One complete surrender and one loss of consciousness.”


“I won’t ask which was which,” she said with a laugh before turning to Emma and Zoe. “Don’t feel bad though. Lana and I have both woken up in the shower wondering how we got there.”


“Really?” Zoe asked, surprised.


“The first time he put it in my butt, I was a rag-doll. Lana once passed out sitting on his face. When she fainted, she smashed his balls with her face.”


Lana smacked her in the back of the head, saving me from having to throw something at her.


“You told Lilly about the video?” I asked, hoping to change the subject.


“As much as we could. Some of it is unbelievable if you haven’t seen it.”


I brought up the video on the computer and started it playing. They all came over to watch it and Lilly just kept saying “No fucking way!” over and over again. When the shield bounced back to me, she blurted out, “Holy fuck!”


When it was over, she looked at me like she’d never seen me before. “How did you do all that?”


“The throw, I have no idea. I just managed to time it right, I guess.”


Lilly gave me a look. “I’d be more likely to believe your genius mind did all the complex geometry in your head in real-time and threw the thing with the precision of a laser more than random luck. Try again.”


“Maybe I did. I wasn’t really thinking about angles and trajectories. I was thinking about not getting put back in the hospital.”


I took a moment to upload it to YouTube and then linked the video to the five of them and Tricia. “There, the video is up. You three can go send it to the world, but get out. You’re making the girls nervous.”


They blushed and apologized to Emma and Zoe. Lana smacked Beck again on the way out. “What’s wrong with you? ‘The first time he put it in my butt’? THAT’S the first thing you need to tell people about?”


They closed the door, shutting us off from the rest of the conversation. I looked at the girls and they looked at me and the three of us burst out laughing at the same time.


“Did you really ... in her butt?” Zoe asked uncertainly.


I nodded. “When it’s done right, the orgasms are stronger, more intense and easier to attain. Most girls don’t like it either because of the stigma that it’s dirty or because they tried it once with a complete idiot.”


“How do you do it right then?” Emma asked.


I picked up the bottle of lube from the night table. “Lubricant is super important. So is stretching. You have to prepare for it and be really relaxed.”


“Do you like doing it that way?” Zoe asked.


“I do. It’s not so life changing that I have to have it though. It’s something best shared between willing participants. If you’re interested, we can give it a try some time. Not today though. Today we have enough time to have lunch next door before you take Tricia out for her day.”


They nodded and we got dressed, the two of them conveniently having forgotten their overnight bags so they ended up in my clothes. I smiled and shrugged, figuring they’d supply me with some replacements eventually.


I went to my desk and got out an envelope from the top drawer before opening the middle drawer where I kept a couple of loose bundles and counted out enough for the three of them to kill the day at least twice over. I turned and handed the envelope to Emma. “Treat yourselves, but girls, make sure Tricia feels like an absolute princess. Clothes, make-up, manicure, hair-style, whatever it takes.”


Zoe was overwhelmed. “You can afford to just hand off a wad of cash for the three of us to go on a shopping spree?” she asked, incredulous.


“There’s a bit of a story behind it, but before I tell it, I need to know where you’re from,” I said.


“Phillie,” she answered, curious about what the story was.


“There’s a lot more to it and I’ll tell you in more detail, but the short version is that I found out someone was stealing money from the local mob. I turned them in in such a way that it couldn’t be traced back to me and I managed to quietly walk away with the cash while they’re looking in other parts of the country for a fictitious man who was last reported heading for the mid-west.”


“So you stole from someone who stole from the mob?” she asked. “What happened to them?”


“What usually happens to people who steal from the mob?” I asked blandly.


“Yeah, true. So why not just deposit it and live like a king instead of hiding out in suburbia?”


“The FBI usually catches white collar criminals by spotting money they shouldn’t have, so I can’t walk into a bank with a briefcase and claim to have the world’s best paper route. So I use it for little things like this. I spread it around to people I care about in ways that we’d normally pay cash for things, like taking my favorite ladies out for dinner nice places, putting gas in the family cars, groceries, buying textbooks, clothes, gifts. Emma’s engagement ring was paid cash. Stuff that doesn’t show up in paper trails.”


She nodded. “So instead of throwing around money, you spend it on small things that would normally drain an income.”


“Yep. I do what I can for the people important to me and try to make sure that I put the money to better use than it would have gone to in any of the other hands it could have ended up in.”


“Did you ever think about turning it in to the feds?” she asked.


“I did. That lasted just long enough for me to slap myself across the face hard. If we’d turned everything over to the feds, they would have confiscated the money and would have put us in witness protection. The protections on those identities are unreliable at best. Also, we’d have given them all the Boston mafia on a platter as well as a hundred million dollars in freshly laundered cash. In exchange, they would have put us in a shitty small town with Mom working a dead-end job. I had girlfriends, she had a career, we had friends and then there was the money. It took some doing, but we got to keep it and I can do a lot of good with it instead of it shoring up the FBI’s supply of black Suburbans.”


She nodded. “That’s kind of cool. Like Oceans Eleven or something.”


I nodded. “It kind of fucked me up for a while because in the end, the person that stole it died. I felt like I was responsible for her death.”


“‘Felt’?” Emma asked. “You don’t feel guilty any more?”


“Nope. I realized that I’d lost four girlfriends, my mother and my sister over them believing I was a monster because of that event. I feel like I paid for her life by losing everything in mine. Fortunately, I’ve been able to build a better life this past week. I have three amazing women in my life, I’m rebuilding a friendship with some of my former lovers and I don’t feel guilt.”


She came over and kissed me deeply. “It’s about time you let her go.”


Zoe came and kissed me too. “I’d like to hear the whole story if you don’t mind telling it sometime.”


“I’d like that,” I said. “But for now, let’s go eat and then you two take Tricia shopping and spoil her for me.”


We went upstairs and they asked if it was okay to talk to Tricia about last night.


I shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Just be considerate. She probably would have liked to have been here, or at least be invited, but her dad wouldn’t allow that. She asked me how it would work for all of us to be in a relationship at once and I told her that the best way is for everyone to be connected to each other, but if she’s not comfortable being romantic with another woman, then treating each other like sisters is as good.”


They seemed to like that.


“One other thing that I know kept me out of trouble. We do everything as a group. I don’t mean we have to have every meal or go to the bathroom, but for major decisions, we decide together. If someone objects to something major then our decision is no.”


We went next door, still talking about how we’d keep things working for us. “We’ll work it out,” I promised them.


I gave Zoe a hand over the fence as she was walking gingerly today. So was Emma, but she was managing slightly better than Zoe was.


We had a pleasant lunch with higher spirits than I was used to. Lana and Beck seemed to be going out of their way to make Zoe feel at home. She was pleasant, but subdued, trying to get a feel for how we got along.


I laid a hand on hers and she looked over at me. “It’s fine. They’re excited to see me happy. That’s been a long time coming.”


“You’ll have to tell me in more detail sometime.”


“We were complete bitches to him,” Lana supplied instead. “We made him miserable the last two months. We did something to make him feel terrible just about every day. Seeing him feel better is a huge relief. I was worried that we’d done too much damage for it to ever be better.”


Zoe nodded. “I heard a little bit from Emma, but only very general stuff. Nothing specific though.”


Beck shrugged. “There was a lot of it. Why he even talks to us, I don’t know, but I’m glad he does. It makes me feel almost like when things were, before the summer.”


“Before the summer, we were best friends. JUST best friends,” I clarified. “We’ve still got a lot of talking to do, but we’re making progress.” I stopped and slapped a hand to my forehead. “God! Now I DO sound like Victoria.”


That made most of the table laugh. I explained that Victoria was Dr. Spencer’s first name and Zoe and Emma joined in belatedly.


“So what are your plans for the afternoon?” Patty asked, steering the topic back to more pleasant pursuits.


“Well, Matt wanted us to take Tricia out shopping and to get her hair done. We’re gonna teach her about make-up and do girly stuff,” Emma admitted. “He’d have been welcome to come along, but Tricia’s father doesn’t like him, so he backed out to make sure she was allowed to go out.”


“That’s very nice of you, Matt,” Patty said pleasantly. “Why doesn’t her father like you?”


“Tricia Saunders is the other person named in the rumor about me,” I said simply. That made Patty and Dan nod in understanding. “I’ve got dance class today anyway. I sort of missed last week for good reasons. I still want to keep it up. I should also do a little shopping for the house.”


“You want us to call you when we’re taking a break for dinner?” Emma asked lightly.


“Sure unless the three of you want to make it a total girls day,” I told her. “I don’t mind. I’m more interested in her having the time of her life.”


“You’re sweet,” Emma said and leaned in to kiss me on the cheek. “She’ll want you to come to dinner with us. Be prepared. She’ll look like a new woman.”


“So will both of you. You’re going with her. I don’t expect you to sit around and wait for her to get everything done. Pamper yourselves too,” I reminded them.


They left to get Tricia with tight hugs, deep kisses and whispered promises for later, leaving me with a smile on my face and a gleam in my eye that made Lana and Beck laugh. Patty also gave me a knowing smile. I felt like I’d woken from a long nightmare and was finally starting to feel like myself.


I asked Patty if the girls could help me with my errands and take me to my class.


“You need both of them?” she asked me shrewdly.


“Not particularly, but it doesn’t seem fair that Lana gets out of being grounded for the afternoon because she drives and Beck doesn’t because she’s too young,” I pointed out. “Both girls would be with me the whole time and I suspect they both want to have a private talk with me about last night and this morning.”


Patty nodded and I could tell that she approved. “Alright, but you’re just taking them to do your errands, not for an afternoon of fun,” she warned.


“You know that they’ll have fun just from being able to be out in the world for a few hours,” I pointed out. “I promise, no amusement parks, no movies and if I buy them ice cream, mine will be larger than theirs and I’ll steal from theirs when I can.”


That made the girls giggle a little, but they quickly stopped when Patty frowned at them. “Alright, Matt,” she said finally. “I suppose I can loan them out to you for the afternoon. Just make sure that you keep them in hand. If they start having too much fun, I expect you to reign them in.”


“Will do,” I said and gathered up the girls to leave.


We got in Lana’s car and took off for the dance studio where I’d been taking lessons. Everyone was surprised when I kept this particular promise, but I didn’t mind it and I felt particularly good about it last night when I was able to dance without making a fool of myself.


The girls sat and watched in rapt attention as we ran through the dances we’d been practicing I got some flack for missing last week’s class and I apologized, telling them we’d had a family emergency.


When class was done, the girls told me they were surprised by how good I looked in the class.


“Thanks,” I said lightly as we got in the car. I’d made a habit of getting in the back, so I jumped in, letting Beck have the front seat again.


“Why did you keep it up?” she asked as we headed for the mall.


“I dunno,” I admitted. “Dan asked me to and I promised him. I didn’t really think about dropping it. It was fun and no one there knew me, really so I didn’t have to talk about what was going on. It was nice to have that.”


They nodded. “You were really good,” Lana said as we drove. “You should think about going out for Cheer. We can always use another Base and you look like you’ve been working out a lot. You could do it.”


“I don’t think seeing me in those frilly skirts would have quite the same motivational effect that you give people,” I said dryly.


“Boys don’t wear the skirts, silly,” she pointed out. “Just come to our practice and talk to the coach? We really do need someone strong for some of the formations. Think about it?”


“I couldn’t commit to even looking at a practice until Thursday at the earliest unless my schedule shakes up some. I have a meeting Monday with the Computer Sciences department at Harvard about taking more classes. I have tests with Dr. Saddler on Tuesday, Dr. Spencer on Wednesday, so Thursday is pretty much it.”


She nodded as we pulled into a parking spot at the mall. “We practice on Monday and Thursday. I’ll tell her tomorrow that you might be stopping by to watch. She doesn’t normally let people watch practice. I guess she doesn’t like creeps hanging around perving on us.”


I nodded in understanding. We talked a little more about it, but being a cheerleader was less appealing than spending my Mondays and Thursdays on homework. Spending my Mondays and Thursdays hanging out with Lana and trying to look happy and inspirational sounded like a recipe for disaster.


I took them to the art supply store for more paints and a few more pads to sate my need to draw. I thought I should do something nice for Zoe and Tricia and thought art was the way to do that for them. I also wanted a new stock of the scented candles I used to kill the smell of sex in my room.


That made the girls laugh and they asked if I felt recovered from Sexual Aversion Disorder that Dr. Spencer had told them about.


I shrugged. “I’ve at least made a start,” I admitted. “One thing I’ve learned is that making progress doesn’t mean I’m cured.”


They nodded and I shopped for a few random things I felt like I’d need for having regular guests between Emma’s shampoo, conditioner and body wash and the normal products girls use in the bathroom for removing make-up and anything else I could think of.


“Setting up housekeeping again?” Lana asked, seeing me look questioningly at the tampons aisle.


“I’m just expecting to have visitors again,” I said, wondering which type the girls used. I sent a text to Emma and told her I was shopping for the house. I asked if there was anything I should pick up for her or Zoe.


She pinged me back with a short list which was mostly kitchen stuff, so I agreed and then told her I was in the tampon aisle and wanted to know what they needed for under the sink.


She actually called back.


“Seriously? You’re shopping for tampons? Guys never do that.”


“Most guys don’t. I’m pretty epic. What do I need to pick up for you and Zoe?”


She told me what they used and I got a couple of boxes of each. “You’re really not weirded out by it?”


“Nope. Why should I be?”


“Most guys are worried they’ll get teased over buying a box of tampons,” she pointed out.


“I’m not worried. I have Lana and Beck with me so anyone that sees us will assume that they picked them up. Besides, guys normally don’t use them, so if I’m buying them, I’m either going to a lot of trouble to have people think I have a girlfriend, or they’re actually going to get used at home, right?”


“True. Just most guys think it’s a threat to their manhood to be seen with a pink box of feminine products.”


“I put four guys in the hospital last night. My cave-man side is satisfied that I’ve proven my manhood,” I said dryly. “Not to mention what happened after that.”


“Fair enough,” she laughed. “Are you interested in meeting us for dinner?”


“Of course I am. When and where?” I asked.


She thought about that and then decided that they’d pick up Chinese and bring it home for the four of us. I chuckled, hearing the specific marching orders to empty the house for us. “Alright. I’ll let everyone know. Is there anything else you girls want me to have in the house?”


She started listing things and I nodded a few times. “Got that. Got that. I’m told the other ones work better. Yeah, got them. I told you I wasn’t embarrassed. You’ll have to try harder if you want me to squirm awkwardly in a store. I’m sure you’ll figure out a way to do it, but I’ll make you work for it.”


She laughed and said, “Challenge accepted!” and hung up.


“You’re in trouble now,” Lana said with a laugh.


“She’s going to be able to embarrass me more than the night you face-planted into my balls?” I asked skeptically. “Your mother on the phone, mine telling her what she was missing, Lilly peeking around the door. That ring any bells?”


She blushed and shrugged. “That didn’t happen in Walmart though,” she pointed out.


“Maybe that’s what she’s planning,” I said dismissively. “I guess only time will tell.”


We finished off the shopping and stopped to get some ice cream before heading home.


“All joking aside, we really are glad you’re feeling better,” Lana said when we’d settled in the food court.


“I know,” I said simply. “Me being miserable doesn’t do anyone any favors. I haven’t been moping on purpose to try to drag things out. It’s kind of like when you take a bad fall, there’s that half-second pause after you hit the ground when you’re not sure if you’re okay or badly hurt. Okay, in my case, I didn’t know I’d sprained my ankle ‘til I tried to stand up, but that’s a different story and you know what I mean. After everything about Marlene and that lie came out was when everything came to a stop and I had to reassess whether I was capable of dusting myself off or if it was going to cost me all the progress I’d made.”


They nodded. “So what’s the verdict?” Beck asked.


“Strangely, I’m in a pretty good place,” I said. “I’m not great, but I’m managing. The one thing that happened was that in losing you two and Collie and Tabby, I was able to let go of the guilt with Miranda. I felt like I’d payed for it. I’ve been able to move forward and I have Emma in my life, now I have Zoe too and that was unexpected.”


“So you’re feeling like you’re going to be okay?” Lana clarified.


I nodded. I knew that they were holding back their own path to forgiveness while I was still suffering.


“I’ll be okay,” I promised. “It’s not going to happen overnight, just like you two won’t be okay overnight and we’ll have to adjust to the new normal before it feels right, but we’re working on that. That’s part of the reason I ask Patty for you two to come out with me when I need to go somewhere. I could take a bus or a cab, but this gets you out of the house and keeps us talking.”


They nodded again and the three of us sat quietly for a few minutes before I smiled. “I wonder if anyone sent a link to that video to Marlene,” I mused out loud.


Lana laughed. “You did call her a slut a lot,” she said. “I’m sure she’ll rageface when she sees it.”


“I sent it to everyone I could think of,” Beck said, spooning up the last of her Blizzard and eating it. “Some of them might still talk to her.”


“I did the same,” Lana said. “I KNOW some of those people still message her online.”


I nodded. “Did you do what I suggested and send her a letter explaining how you felt?” I asked curiously.


She nodded. “I printed it and put it in with the diary of things I did to make things right. I ... want you to read it.”


I nodded. “If you want, I will,” I said supportively. “I know that I have a big part to play in both of you getting better and I’m cool with that. I really worry that you need to talk to someone like Dr. Spencer about it too. Especially about the sex. I’m not telling you what you have to do. I’m just worried that we could be doing more to get you both better.”


“I don’t think we’re really ready to talk about that with anyone else,” Lana admitted and Beck nodded in agreement.


“Fair enough,” I said. “I’ll talk with you about whatever you need, but I also need to talk to Dr. Spencer about it. She helps guide me. She doesn’t know the details, but Emma knows how many people. The day you showed me your lists, she was talking to me right after I got home and I was still in shock. Please don’t get upset about that. Emma’s my rock. I needed to talk to someone about it.”


They looked ashamed. “It really hurt you that badly?” Beck asked, looking worse.


“It hurt me a lot, but it also scared me. That many partners meant you could have almost anything or be pregnant or both. I was more frantic for your safety, but I’m not gonna lie. I can’t go back to baseball knowing that you were with the whole team. That one closed a door for me this summer.”


She looked down and had probably realized that was likely going to be the case when she’d done it. “I’m sorry.”


“I know, Sweetie, I know. It was unlikely I was going back anyway, but I would have gone to watch you play. Now, I can’t. There’s things I can face down and smile in spite of. I couldn’t be friends with them again. They knew what we were to each other and none of them held out. That ripped me up pretty completely. Emma’s invited me out to Malibu to learn to surf and to meet her dad. I think I’m gonna take her up on it. That way I’m not even around to hear about it. If that falls through, then I’ll probably spend all summer on campus taking courses.”


“Wadda ya mean, ‘if that falls through’?” Lana gasped. “You’re not thinking of breaking up with her, are you?”


“No, not at all, but this summer has taught me that nothing is certain to last. I intend to love her as if I might never see her again.”


“That’s our fault too,” she said and I knew that they were both still very fragile despite their good mood earlier.


“No, it’s not,” I said certainly. “You didn’t cause my parents to get a divorce. You didn’t cause my mother’s breakdown. You didn’t do a lot of what’s beaten me down the past three months. You played a part, but I doubt you forced Tabby or Collie to turn their backs on me. They’re capable of making their own decisions and I don’t blame you for them.”


She shrugged, not really buying what I was saying. “If you want to compound other people’s decisions based on the source of their decision-making, then push that off your shoulders and onto Marlene’s. She started this mess. If you’re pulling responsibility back to the source, it’s there. If you want to look at it another way, send some of that blame my way for Miranda.”


They looked at me, shocked. “That’s not your fault!” Beck said sharply. “I feel guilty enough because we believed that rumor. It was so unfair to blame you for that. I wish we’d told you back then.”


“I agree, mostly,” I said simply. “I’m just pointing out that blame can be pushed farther back toward the source from your hands. If I’d been above reproach, you’d have laughed or punched her out for suggesting it. The fact that it was believable makes it my fault by not being better.” I shrugged. “I don’t feel guilt for it any more, but at the time, I did. Maybe it was that guilt, whether it was deserved or not that made you doubt me. We’ll probably never be able to separate all the threads or all the guilt. That’s why it’s better not to shoulder someone else’s portion of responsibility.”


We chatted about it a little more and I noticed a few of the kids from school had noticed us. That was part of what I’d wanted. I knew how rumors thrived in school. I wanted to be sure that the three of us were seen together to put that spin on whatever was being said. I picked up the trash and dumped it before we took the bags back to the car and headed back home. I was working hard to keep their reputations from suffering, between having lunch with them at school and defending their names last night. Being seen with them after that fight was important, but now we needed to go before someone got bold enough to ask questions that might put it back into perspective.


We got home and I put everything away before going over to tell everyone not to plan on us for dinner. I told them Emma promised to bring home Chinese food for four. Lilly stuck her tongue out at me and I ignored it, shrugging at Patty apologetically. “It’s not personal. We’re just still getting to know each other. We just need some time to do that.”


“I know,” she said, patting my cheek. “Lilly wants a chance to snoop though. I think we’ll make something for dinner that’ll keep her too busy to concentrate on looking out the window,” she smirked a little. “Feel free to stop in later for dessert,” she told me before shooing me off home to wait for them.


I got the table set for four and went downstairs to my room, doing a few sets of pull-ups slowly enough to really feel the resistance before I heard the front door. I went upstairs to let them in.


I was floored by the results of an afternoon make-over. The three of them looked amazing.


“Wow!” I exclaimed. “You three look beautiful all the time,” I assured them. “Right now, though, you look glamorous enough to belong on the cover of a magazine.”


“And which magazine would that be?” Emma asked sweetly.


“Vogue, Cosmo, something like that,” I told her, looking over the three most gorgeous women I’d ever been in a room with.


“Not Playboy?” she asked mischievously.


“Well, Playboy has historically been the home of the most glamorous women of the Twentieth century,” I allowed. “But some people would be offended by the comparison because of the nudity. I’d say you compare to any woman who’s appeared in their magazine, but it’s not true. They don’t compare to you. Not that I’ve SEEN all the women that have posed for Playboy, but I don’t have to.”


“Nice save,” she said grudgingly.


I really was astounded. The three of them looked stunning, but the real transformation had been Tricia. She was a vision. I took her hands and pulled her close, wrapping her in a lingering hug. “There you are!” I whispered. “I told you that you were this beautiful.”


She responded by flinging her arms around me and squeezing me tight, overwhelmed by the compliment. I leaned back when she released me and kissed her softly before Emma cleared her throat, reminding her that they’d brought dinner.


We chatted and had a good time while we ate, enjoying the company and the flirting banter. They told me all about the clothes and the make-up and the shampoos and styling products they’d bought and I made note of the shampoos for the shower downstairs. Tricia was radiant and basking in the glow of attention for the first time. When we’d finished eating, I asked them if they wanted dessert next door or would rather stay here.


Emma was about to answer when she saw the look on my face. I wanted to show the girls off. I was so proud of Tricia’s emergence that I wanted to share her with the world right then. I told them as much. “I want everyone to see how amazing you all look,” I said simply. “We don’t have to stay, but I want to show you off.”


That got more grins and we went next door, me leading them into the house. “Hey,” I said. “I have three super-models who were promised dessert here.” Patty and Dan both made a fuss over the girls, but Lana and Beck were stunned at Tricia.


“Is that really you?” Lana asked breathlessly, her surprise showing on her face.


Tricia nodded and grinned, her enthusiasm making her look even more gorgeous. “I know! I barely recognize myself. Isn’t it great?!!?”


“You DO look like a model,” Beck told her, equally shocked.


We sat down and had slices of cake while the girls talked about their afternoon out and soon it was just Dan and me, sitting quietly while all the women gushed over everything. I gave him a knowing look and smiled at them as they talked. Today was everything I could have hoped for. Tricia was on top of the world. It was exactly what I’d wanted for her after being ignored and overlooked for so long.


We had a nice time and then we got up to leave when the talk had died down some. “I need to get home anyway,” Tricia said reluctantly. “I wish I could stay later, but I also want to show my dad how the day went.”


I walked to the car with them and asked if Emma and Zoe were coming back or heading to the dorms. They exchanged a look and reluctantly begged off. They both had early classes to attend. I nodded and gave them each a long, loving kiss and a lingering hug.


Tricia got the exact same treatment, but when I was about to release her, she pulled me back and whispered in my ear. “I wish I could have come back here last night!” she breathed.


I hugged her again and whispered back, “Me too.” I nibbled her earlobe and then I let them get in the car, telling them I loved them before they drove out of sight. I went back inside and cleaned up from dinner, putting leftovers in the fridge. We had enough Chinese and lasagna in the fridge to have a couple of extra meals out of it, not that Patty would let us go a day without feeding us. I hit the books, checked how many lectures I had for tomorrow and figured I was good to go. I finished the workout I’d started earlier and turned in.


Chapter 15


The next morning was Monday again. I got showered and threw my books together without paying much attention. I went next door for breakfast and reminded everyone that I had a meeting at Harvard after school. Lana was driving me and we were taking Beck with us. I thought about asking Tricia, but she was still painfully shy. I’d see how school went and play it by ear.


When we got to school, I knew there was something up. People were looking at us before we even got to the building. I noticed the stares, but went to my locker to drop off what I didn’t need to carry for the morning. I slipped my phone into my backpack and then went to look for Tricia.


When she got to her locker, she looked grumpy about something, but brightened when she saw me. She walked up and hugged me tight, taking the initiative and kissing me deeply in a way that violated our school policy on public displays of affection. “Thank you for this weekend,” she said, not bothering to lower her voice. “I had the best time of my life. I hope we can do it again soon.”


“Every chance we get,” I assured her, kissing her back. I hugged her again and took the opportunity to have a whispered conversation asking what was up. She said she’d been hit on by four people since she got to school and none of them were particularly nice. She wanted people to know she wasn’t available.


I took her bag and slung it over my shoulder before putting my arm around her, walking her to class. We made sure to be as disgustingly affectionate as possible on the way.


“How did your dad react to the new look?” I asked.


She giggled. “If I didn’t sound the same, he wouldn’t have believed it was me.”


“I believed it. I saw you like this the first time I saw past your shyness. You’re too beautiful to hide behind your hair.”


She beamed at me and kissed me deeply again until we were broken up by her teacher as she arrived for the class. “Enough of that. Mr. Russell, don’t you have somewhere to be? Saving the world or something?”


“Sorry, Ms. Dawson,” I said with a grin before telling Tricia that I loved her and running off for my class.


I was just sitting down when the PA came to life and Mr. Peterson’s voice boomed through the school. “Would Captain America please report to the office.”


I could hear laughter from the other nearby classrooms and picked up my backpack. I walked down to the office, sure that I wasn’t in trouble given the way he’d called me to the office.


When I got there, the same DA was waiting with Mr. Peterson and I took the offered seat, starting to wonder what was going on.


“How’re you doing?” the DA, whose name was Forbes, asked me.


“I’m doing mostly okay. I had a bit of a headache yesterday, but that’s about it. Am I in trouble?”


“No, just the opposite,” he assured me. “I wanted to come down and let you know personally how things ended up. Two of those boys have broken hands. Patrick Waterman also has a shattered kneecap and the ground wasn’t kind to him when he went down. He’ll be picking grit out of his face for a long time. His brother has a mild concussion and their friend Perry Goldman has a broken hip. He was the boy who was holding you and trying to turn you toward his friends.”


“That all sounds painful,” I admitted. “I’m not in trouble though?”


“Their parents are furious, but I was able to show them the video and explain that their sons were facing a laundry list of charges and that you were acting to protect the girls they were talking about taking from you. Their parents were further upset to hear that they were in possession of drug equipment and drugs when they were arrested. You were right about the smell. They tested positive for crystal methamphetamine. Both the Waterman boys were also on PCP. They were aggressive enough and their judgment was impaired enough that your life was definitely in danger. They probably would have killed you, raped those girls and ended up in jail before the sun rose.”


I nodded. “That’s a pretty sobering thought. Are they aware of their circumstance or are they just pissed that they didn’t get what they thought they deserved Saturday night from the girls?”


“Mr. Goldman has come to the understanding of just how close he came to spending twenty years in federal prison. The Waterman brothers are still convinced that they’re going to skate by with some juvenile detention and they’ll be back to get revenge. We want to find out who they get their drugs from, so we’re going to offer them a chance to name names in exchange for lighter treatment.”


“So they may skate and be back for their revenge. Should I start carrying my shield at school?” I asked lightly.


“I wouldn’t think that would be necessary,” he said with a small smile. “I understand you posted the video online. May I send the link to interested parties?”


“Sure,” I said, not sure why he was asking. “It’s out there for everyone to see now, right?”


He nodded. “I know the story has been spread from the officers at the scene. The copy of the video we had was officially logged into evidence, so they couldn’t show it around to anyone not connected to the case.”


“Every little bit helps. I get paid a little bit every time someone watches one of my clips from the advertising. My best month was when I made enough to pay for a movie ticket. Maybe this’ll be the new top seller.”


“Really?” he asked, interested. “How does it work?”


“When you start a YouTube clip, there’s an ad at the beginning. If someone watches the whole clip, then I get a percentage of what that advertiser pays to YouTube The more people watch, the more money I make. I always made game reviews before, so the number of views usually amounts to a few bucks a month.”


“Well, I know there’s a lot of cops that want to see that video,” he said encouragingly. “Hopefully they’ll get you back to the movies this month.”


“Thanks,” I said, smiling. I was just starting to relax. “Was there anything else you needed me for or should I get back to class?”


“Actually, I need a word with you,” Mr. Peterson said. “Let me show Mr. Forbes out and then we’ll talk.”


I shook hands with Mr. Forbes and waited patiently for Mr. Peterson to return.


He settled himself behind his desk and looked at me seriously.


“Suspended?” I asked, figuring that was what he had in mind.


“What?” he blinked.


“I assumed that I was in for disciplinary action since I was involved in a fight on school grounds,” I shrugged. “The school has a no tolerance policy, right?”


He smiles thinly. “It does, but I think we can do without that this time, don’t you?”


I shrugged. “Part of me agrees, but part of me also figures this is part of the high-school experience. It’s your call, but it’s not going to sour my opinion of the school or you if it has to happen. I know you’ll probably get some pressure from the parents.”


“I COULD suspend you, but I think it’s far more important to take a stand against what you were up against on Saturday. You didn’t participate in a fight, you were forced into protecting yourself and others. You’re not going to be punished for that. No, what I wanted to see you for was to ask how you’re doing in the wake of the incident.”


“I’m good. I’ve had nothing but support at home for how I acted. I also received a lot of appreciation from my dates for standing up for them.”


“I can imagine,” he said dryly and nodded. “Is your mother aware of what happened?”


“No, she’s still making progress, but she’s not back to the point where she can have visitors just yet. I’m in close contact with her doctor though and that’s helping.”


He nodded and asked me about the emancipation issue I’d mentioned before.


“It’s on hold for now,” I admitted. “My father is looking after us and Patty and Dan Powers are doing everything they can for us too.”


“You’re still close to them in light of all the rumors with their girls and the rumors about you?”


“Yes. We know now where those rumors started. We’re working on things, but our families are still close.”


We chatted more about the costumes we’d had at Halloween and I told him next year’s costume was going to be more impressive.


“I don’t see how you’re going to top those costumes,” he said with a shrug.


“I’ve already started working on it,” I said simply.


He sent me back to class and the rest of the morning was uneventful.


At lunch I told Lana and Beck about the drugs the Waterman brothers had been on and what their injuries ended up being.


They looked uncomfortable. I suspect they’d been aware of how bad things could have gotten. I didn’t get the sense that they’d been beaten, but I was suddenly aware of the use that a girlfriend could put a guy like that to.


I suddenly didn’t feel hungry and pushed my tray away. “When were they supposed to come for me?” I asked quietly.


Lana looked like I’d slapped her and Beck grimaced like she’d eaten something rotten.


“Look, you were dating that group of friends. I’m not stupid. Neither of you were shocked at the drugs or the news that they’d have probably killed me or at least put me back in the hospital. It’s not a big leap,” I told them, feeling more and more disappointed in them.


Neither of them denied it, but an uncomfortable silence hung over the table. “You could have at least clued me in that it was coming,” I reminded them and got up. “I’ll take a bus to my meeting. I’ll let Patty know about the change.”


I left the cafeteria and went outside to make the call. Patty was irritable at them, but she reminded me that there was going to be things like this that popped up as we got through it.


“I’m sure,” I said, checking to make sure no one was around that could overhear before continuing. “Finding out that they traded their bodies to hire those guys to put me in the hospital is bad enough. The fact that they didn’t warn me it was coming ... I just really need a few days alone. I don’t even know how to stop being angry at them for this.”


“You can get past the rest of it, but this is a sore spot for you?” she asked. “Not that I’m arguing. Hearing about this, they might find their punishments extended another couple of months.”


“Whatever you think is best,” I said. “My capacity to forgive is just about exhausted though. I’d sadly let most of it go. The lists, the journals, it was all just for them to heal. Just a way of them getting their own forgiveness. Now I find out that they hated me enough to put out a contract on me and left it out there without telling me I needed to be careful. Who else has me in their cross-hairs? Look, I’ve got leftovers in the fridge for a couple of days. I’m just gonna do my own thing for a while, okay?”


“Sure, Champ. You take care of you and I’ll talk to the girls. How are you gonna get around to your appointments?”


“Cabs, bus,” I told her. “I’ll manage.”


She sighed, but she knew the damage was done for now. “Alright. Call me if there’s a change or you need something.”


“I will. Love you Patty. Tell Dan the same,” I said and we ended the call.


I was about to put my phone away when it pinged with a text. It was from Lana: “Can we talk?”


I worked the keypad furiously. “No. You nearly got me killed and nearly got three girls raped because they were with me. I’ve given a lot of forgiveness to get to the point we were at this morning. Until I feel like I can forgive more, you should really leave me alone.”


I sent it and went to meet Tricia at her last class of the morning. I walked her to the cafeteria and told her that I wouldn’t be around after school, but I’d be online later to talk to her and tell her about my day. I kissed her and then went to my afternoon classes.


I was able to lose myself in my classwork until the end bell. I went to my locker and got my stuff so I could go outside. I’d already decided to call a cab since I had no clue what bus I’d need to get on or how long it would take.


When I got outside, Patty was waiting for me. “Hey,” I said, surprised. “What are you doing here?”


“Getting you,” she said simply. I was about to get in when I noticed she was still waiting. I leaned against the car and sighed, knowing what was coming next. Lana and Beck came out of the school and blanched when they saw her. They knew better than to run though.


They marched to their mother and looked like they wished they could be anywhere else.


“Keys,” Patty demanded. Lana passed over her car keys without complaint. “I’ll be back to get the two of you after practice. Go.”


Lana looked like she wanted to say something, to explain, but the look on Patty’s face must have made her change her mind. She nodded instead and the two of them took off to practice, Cheer for Lana and Basketball for Beck.


We got in the car and she drove in silence for a while. “How long are they in the doghouse for this time?” she asked me.


“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe I’ll stop being angry in a few days, maybe I’ll find out there’s enough people out looking for me that I need to look over my shoulder for the rest of the year. At this point, I don’t know that I can forgive more. I’m not a saint. There comes a point where I have to say ‘fuck them’ and walk away. We’re there. We’ve been there for a while, if we’re being honest about it. I’ve just been too stubborn to give up.”


“Don’t think we don’t appreciate it. You could have washed your hands of them so many times and didn’t. Dan and I have talked about it a lot. He’s been worried that you’re putting them first when you need to work on you.”


I nodded glumly. “He’s probably right. I’m going to fix that right now though.” I pulled out my phone and called Dr. Spencer.


“Hi, Victoria,” I said, letting her know I wasn’t calling for me. “I need you to recommend a good counselor”


“Well that depends on who needs to talk and what they need to work through,” she said dryly. “It’s kind of like asking for a contractor and not specifying whether you need drywall or plumbing.”


“I suppose. It’s for Lana and Beck. They have a lot to deal with. There’s a lot of guilt, definitely sexual issues that need to be discussed and addressed and probably a laundry list I’m not aware of.”


“Alice Gionetti,” she said immediately. “I’ve been hoping you’d ask to pass them off to a professional and I’ve already primed her on the case. She knows about Miranda in very vague terms, so they won’t have to dance around that. I’ll have her call Patty tomorrow. May I ask what sparked the change?”


I asked if she was near her computer and sent her to my YouTube page to watch the video. We were silent for a few minutes and then she commented that I carried off the costume well.


“Lana and Beck put those guys up to laying a beating into me when they were dating them. They knew they were taking drugs and that they were violent. They need a counselor because I’ve reached the end of my rope with them.”


“Come on in. I’ll stay late so we can talk it out,” she said immediately.


“I’m actually on my way to a meeting with Carl right now about taking more courses. I think I can wait until Wednesday for our regular session unless you think it’s an emergency.”


“Probably not an emergency, but how are you handling it?” she asked sharply.


“I decided to put distance between us, called you to ask about a counselor so I’m sure they’re taken care of and deciding that I can’t do anything more for them at this point. My forgive-and-forget is out of gas at the moment. Until it recharges, they’ll have to fend for themselves. I’m taking some time away from being part of the blended family for now and focusing on what’s best for me.”


“Okay, we’ll talk more on Wednesday,” she promised. “You’re handling things as well as I can expect.”


“What should I bring for Charlotte?” I asked while I had her on the phone.


“Not much. The clothes she has are suitable. They’re getting washed in the hospital laundry and returned to her. She has plenty of everything else. Her candy supply is holding out and she seems to be in fairly good spirits.”


“Okay. I’ll see you Wednesday.”


We hung up and I told Patty that she’d be getting a call tomorrow from the counselor that Dr. Spencer recommended.


“That’s all I can do for them right now. I’m too close to the situation to be objective. We should have done this a week ago, but we were making such good progress that it didn’t seem necessary.”


“We shouldn’t have put that on your shoulders,” she said with a sigh.


“Forget it. I was the person they’d talk to. This Dr. Gionetti is going to take time to get their trust so it’ll be slow going. Just trust that she’ll get them through it.”


She nodded and soon we were parked and headed for the meeting. Carl was beside himself with glee over the prospect of me taking more courses. I introduced Patty and he was delighted to meet her, proving himself to be a charming host. The meeting went fairly smoothly. I got a sheaf of notes from each professor that would cover the lecture material and assignments. They agreed to give me until the end of the semester to finish all the assignments since we weren’t sure what sort of timetable I’d need to catch up. I could also take the tests as I finished the material and lectures were already being recorded and added to the virtual classroom I used as of today. I arranged with Carl to run my tests today rather than return tomorrow and we spent an hour at that, much to Patty’s interest.


“Remember, next week is our big test week,” he reminded me. “You’ll need to be here at 1PM.” I agreed and made note to tell them at the school.


I got my new books and picked up a new T-shirt that declared me to be the property of a Harvard girl.


I chatted with Patty on the way home and she dropped me off before going to pick up the girls. I was still furious with them for this, but I told Patty to make sure they knew I didn’t hate them. “I’m angrier than I’ve ever been at them, but I don’t hate them. Maybe this’ll give them an idea how badly things have gone,” I said hopefully.


She gave me a sad smile and nodded before I got out and she left again. I went inside and there was a note from Patty on the table, telling me how to cook dinner. I opened the fridge and there was a casserole waiting for me. I smiled and put the note back on the table for now before going downstairs to my room to plug in my laptop and log into Skype, looking for Emma.


She accepted the chat request and a second later, her face popped up, grinning at me. I instantly felt better. “That smile is exactly what I need right now,” I told her and talked to her about my meeting with the Computer Sciences department.


“So you’re officially taking three full degrees and picking at a fourth?” she clarified.


“Yep. The profs all gave me lecture notes to catch me up and I have some back assignments to clean up before the end of the semester, but I should be good.”


“Zoe says you’re better than good,” she giggled and a pillow suddenly replaced her face with an “Oof!” and more giggles.


“Shut up!” Zoe laughed from somewhere out of camera range.


“You girls play nice,” I said, laughing. “Or at least hold off on the rough stuff till I can be there to give first aid.”


“Worried about ‘dungeon injuries’?” Emma teased, throwing the pillow back at her roommate.


“DUNGEON injuries?!!?” Zoe blurted. “What are you talking about?”


“Yes, Emma, whatever do you mean?” I asked with elaborate innocence.


Right away, the view lurched as Zoe stole Emma’s laptop and turned it around so we could talk face to face. “Oh no. YOU get to explain it. There’s no way I believe she’s making that up.”


So I told her about BDSM and about some of the mishaps that people have as a result. It took a while to explain it all, but when I did, she frowned. “People like that?”


I shrugged. “Sure. It’s no different than people who like anything else under the sun. A fetish is a fetish. People get satisfaction from it for different reasons. Some like the pain, others like the submission, some girls like the attention. Being the submissive means that most of the time, you’re the center of attention. Everything revolves around you and what’s happening to you.”


“And you know this how?” she asked, shocked at how much I was telling her.


I shrugged. “I’ve been known to make a girl the center of attention like that,” I said.


“But that’s...” she trailed off, unable to square that revelation with her world-view.


I shrugged. “It wasn’t particularly my choice, but I try to adapt to make people happy. It has a certain appeal, but it’s like people that like to dress up in costumes for sex. Owning a vampire costume doesn’t mean you burst into flame when the sun comes up, right? Well putting on a collar and being tied up doesn’t give up your basic rights or mean you’re less worth respecting.”


“I guess. But how does that work?” she wanted to know.


“The same as any other relationship. The people involved figure out what works for them. Some people like the extreme end of it and it looks like someone’s getting hurt if you don’t know what’s going on. Other people like a little taste of it.”


“Which do you prefer?” she asked.


“I’ve enjoyed it all, but most of the time, I’d prefer things like they were on Saturday. Nothing particularly kinky involved, but so fulfilling.”


“So you’d like that once in a while?” she asked again bringing me back to the topic.


“Yeah, if you’re up for trying it some time. We can ease into it and see what you like and test the waters.”


“I’ll try it,” she said. “I can’t guarantee I’ll like it, but I’ll try it.”


“And if you don’t like it, we never go back to it,” I said simply.


That seemed to make her more comfortable with it and she nodded. “Did Emma tell you what happened that led to last week?” she asked.


I nodded my head. “Yeah, a little bit. She told me that you caught your boyfriend cheating on you with another guy. I didn’t hear all the details. I figured that was a story you’d tell me when you were ready.”


She nodded. “I will, but not today. I think Emma wants to talk some more before she has to get into studying.”


She handed the laptop back to Emma and I smiled at her. “Hello, Bride-To-Be,” I said brightly.


“Hello Husband-In-Training,” she shot back with a grin. “So now that we’ve had a chance to chat, tell me what put you in a bad mood today,” she said evenly.


“Who said I was in a bad mood?” I countered with a grin.


“You did when we logged on. You said my smile was exactly what you needed.”


“I ALWAYS need your smile,” I told her, making her grin.


“No you don’t,” she chided. “Out with it.”


I sighed and told them that Saturday had been planned out ahead of time. “Lana and Beck convinced them to put me in the hospital back when they were dating them. It never occurred to them to call them off or to warn me it was coming. It pissed me off. They knew these guys were high enough of the time that they’d be dangerous and you two and Tricia could have been seriously hurt if I hadn’t been able to hold them off ‘til help showed up.”


“You were doing a Hell of a lot better than holding them off. Even if that last guy had jumped in, you would have creamed him,” Zoe said, appearing at the edge of the screen.


“So they turned a bunch of drug-addicted guys on you, looking for a fight and never brought it up?” Emma asked, repeating the important points.


“Pretty much,” I said. “That’s what caused my bad day.”


“Yeah. So what are you doing about it?” she asked.


“I’m cutting contact. I walked out of lunch and made other arrangements to get to my meeting today. I got my weekly tests out of the way so I have tomorrow afternoon free, but I made sure Patty knows I’m not talking to them. I’m not going over there for meals now, so I guess I’ll need to figure out how to cook. I’ve been meaning to take it up, but now I have a reason.”


“Good. I’ve watched those girls do a lot of damage to you the past two months. I know you’ll always have a place in your heart for them, but better to separate that place and lock it away. They’re just continuing to hurt you and it’s my job to put a stop to that. You tell me if I have to sit them down and tell them to keep away from my man.”


“OUR man,” Zoe corrected her sharply.


“Yes Ma’am!” I said, surprised by the conviction of her response.


“I mean it, Mister. Not so much as a talk in the hall.”


“I understand. I’ll call Patty and tell her to let the girls know. They’re going to be seeing a counselor so I’m not even going to be talking them through their problems any more.”


“Good. I want you concentrating on us. They threw you away. They don’t get your time,” she said firmly.


I nodded in understanding and told her that I agreed. “I have no intention of being forgiving this time. They nearly got me killed, nearly got you two and Tricia raped and all because they forgot to mention that they’d basically taken out a contract on me.”


“That’s the spirit!” she cheered me on. “If you keep forgiving them, they’ll keep giving you things to forgive. Cut them off and make them understand that they fucked-up. They’ll live to be a thousand years old and they’d never find a guy that’ll treat them as good as you did.”


I shrugged. “Their loss,” I said. “If it makes you smile, I’m in way better shape than I was when I was with them. I wasn’t in terrible shape when I was with them, but I spent a lot of time getting lean after they checked-out for greener pastures.”


“I wondered if that was normal for you. I didn’t remember you looking quite so buff over the summer.”


“I wasn’t, but I’m gonna do what I can to stay in shape. It’s the least I can do considering you’re all beautiful enough to make me feel grossly inadequate. You ARE goddesses among imperfect creatures, after all. The least I can do is try to look my best for you.”


She grinned and told me to take my shirt off for her. I pulled it off and flexed for her a little. “You need to come with us to the gym here. You know it’s free for students, right?”


“I must have missed that part of the tour. Saturday afternoon?”


“How about we pick you and Tricia up from school tomorrow and we all check it out. We can pay for a day pass for her.”


“I’ll message her right now and see.” I opened up Facebook and asked if she wanted to come with us to check out the gym tomorrow. She messaged me back and said she’d never been to a gym. I told her to bring a t-shirt and some loose shorts and to wear a sports bra tomorrow and we’d check it all out together. “Okay,” I said to Emma. “She’s up for it, but she’s never been to a gym before, so we’ll have to show her the ropes.”


“Oh? You’re an old pro?” she teased.


“When I sprained my ankle, Dan took me to work and let me rehab there. He works for the Boston Bruins. I had the gym and the training staff to myself for weeks while they got me back on my feet, literally. They showed me what all the equipment was for and how to get the most out of it.”


“Alright, then I guess you won’t need a personal trainer,” she said smugly.


“Depends on HOW personal,” I smirked.


“Matt, honey, don’t hit on the trainer. She’s kind of a man-hater. She’ll probably be civil so long as you keep it above-board,” she warned me.


I shrugged. “What possible reason could I have to flirt with anyone other than the three most gorgeous ladies there?” I asked. “I’m already luckier than any guy has a right to be.”


“Just remember that, Buster!” she said, but she was smiling. “Anyway, we’ve got to go to dinner. See you tomorrow after school.”


I went upstairs and cooked the casserole like Patty had instructed and then called her when I’d eaten dinner.


“Matt, honey! Is everything okay?” she asked, concerned.


“Everything’s good right now. I just wanted to talk to you for a minute. First, I wanted to thank you for the casserole. I now have enough leftovers to last me for most of the week.”


“You’re completely welcome,” she said. “I know you want to lay low for a little while so that means we won’t see you coming over for meals. I wanted to make sure you’d be taken care of.”


“And I appreciate it,” I said. “But that brings up the second thing I wanted to talk to you about. Emma’s asked me to cut contact with the girls for now for a few reasons.”


She paused and then sighed. “I can’t say I’m surprised. Can I ask what her reasons are?”


“She’s tired of seeing me hurt by them,” I said. “That’s the big one. She’s also worried that the more I forgive them, the more things they’ll find for me to forgive. She thinks that there’s a chance that the tone of our dealings is going to be them fucking me over, me forgiving them, her supporting me and repeat. The final reason is that she knows I’ll always love them, but she deserves to be first in my heart. That’s where my focus needs to be now. Until she’s more comfortable with it, the girls and I just need to stop talking. That means talking in the halls, texts, Skype or anything. If they really have something they want to say to me, they should talk to Emma and let her decide if it’s important enough to let them approach me. I know it sucks, but I’d rather set these boundaries than have Emma break things off with me because she can’t get my attention away from them.”


“Okay,” she said softly. “I’ll let them know. In a way, I’m glad that you’re doing this. None of us have done what we needed to do to separate the three of you enough for things to settle down. What are you going to do about your appointments?”


“Nothing special. I can walk to school and walk to my sessions with Dr. Spencer. I can grab a cab once a week to get my testing done with Carl and then more often as I need for taking exams.”


“Let me know if you need anything,” she said. “I mean that.”


“I will. I’m going to be learning to cook for myself over the next few weeks so I may call you from time to time for advice on how to do something or when a recipe doesn’t make sense to me.”


“I’ll copy out a few of my easier recipes for you to try and we can talk about how they turn out for you,” she offered and I agreed quickly. “Alright, I should go talk to them. I think you prepared them for this news earlier when you texted that you weren’t talking to them, but they’ll still be emotional. Don’t be surprised if they aren’t in school tomorrow.”


“Fair enough. Love you, Mamma.”


“Love you too, Champ.”


I went back downstairs and watched the rest of my lectures for today and started work on the catch-up work for the courses I was behind on. I figured that I was behind by 72 hours of lectures and the notes would catch me up relatively quickly.


I read the first three chapters in all the books and then scanned through the lecture notes for the September classes and decided that tomorrow I’d start working on the programming assignments. I had access to the computer center resources from here so I could program and debug without having to spend days in the labs with the other students poring over the code.


I finally put away the work and started my nightly workout, losing myself in the routine. I was back on the pull-up bar when there was a knock on my door.


“It’s open, Lilly,” I said without stopping.


“Figured I’d stop by to talk to you?” she asked from the doorway.


“Donald would have called out when he came in the house,” I said. “What’s on your mind?”


“You really cutting Lana and Beck out of your life?” she asked.


“I suppose I am, at that,” I said simply. “I’m in danger of losing what I’ve built with Emma if I keep letting them be a priority. They’ve wrecked just about everything else in my life, they’re not getting that.”


“They feel pretty shitty,” she said.


“Do they feel as shitty as they would have if I hadn’t been able to fight those guys off on Saturday? The DA said I’d probably have been beaten to death, three girls would have been raped senseless and those five guys would have spent life in prison for it.”


“What do you want them to do?!” she asked angrily.


“I don’t want them to do anything. I don’t want them to talk to me, I don’t want them to write me notes, I don’t want them to keep me in their thoughts, I don’t want them to send you over to find out what they can do to make it better. If there’s one thing I would want them to do, it’s to get themselves better and try to be better to others than they were to me.”


I looked over my shoulder at her and she looked angry. “You really are an asshole, you know that?” she spat.


I dropped off the bar and turned on her. “Go fuck yourself!” I shouted at her. “I did everything I could to help them get healthy and they thanked me by running me into those five drugged up Neanderthals without even a fucking word of warning. They were gonna put me back in the hospital if I was lucky or more likely the morgue. The DA told me the combination of drugs they were on meant they were likely going to beat me to death and then they were gonna rape Emma, Zoe and Tricia for no other reason than they were with me and Lana and Beck weren’t around to fuck them as thanks for putting me in the ground. You don’t like my attitude? Fine! Stop coming down to talk to me.”


She looked at me in shock. I’d never spoken to her that way before. She’d barely ever seen me angry and even then it was mixed with so much upset that the anger was muted. Tonight, there were no tears, no emotion, just a cold fury. She was out of line and I wasn’t putting up with it. I stared right back, unswayed by the hurt and shock in her face.


“Why are you doing this?” she asked quietly.


“Because I got the message loud and clear from my fiancee that she can’t compete with the ghosts of my past. I have to make a choice between Lana and Beck or her. If I can’t make her a priority, then I’ll lose her. Maybe not tomorrow, but over time as she realizes that all one of them has to do is talk about taking a bottle of pills and I’ll drop everything to be there for them. She deserves better than that. I have to close one door or the other and I made the choice.”


“Patty said that it was about you and what happened today. Did they really send them after you?”


“Yeah. During their sexual revolution, they convinced the Waterman brothers to round up a posse to put a beating into me. I can only imagine what they had to do to get them to agree to that, but Saturday they decided the time was now. What they could have done to the four of us if I hadn’t had that shield with me is something that I’ve been thinking about all day. When I told Lana and Beck at lunch about what drugs they were on and what they would have done, they already knew what they were taking. When I asked when the beating was supposed to have happened, they couldn’t look me in the eye. So they used their bodies to pay for assassins. You think I’m in the mood to hug it out after that? After everything I’ve done to try to fix things, they send me out to face that without even warning me. Fuck them and if you can’t understand that then fuck you too.”


She looked shaken and upset, but she turned and left. I went back to my work-out and overdid it a little out of anger before I went to bed.


Chapter 16


Tuesday was a long day. Patty had kept the girls home from school and I was alone all day except for a few moments with Tricia at the start of the day. I sat at lunch with my laptop out and watched lectures until it was time to go back to class. I met Tricia for a quick kiss before having to run to race the bell. She was at least getting the point across. She told someone that morning that her boyfriend put four guys in the hospital over the weekend for hitting on her. That was cutting down on the requests for dates or invitations to parties.


We met Emma and Zoe out front of the school and I got very passionate kisses from all three girls, which was noticed by a lot of the class as they were filing out to catch buses or drives or to walk home. “How’d the rest of last night go?” Emma asked, wondering how my talk with Patty went.


“I told Patty that the girls were dead to me and that I wasn’t going to risk what I had with you for the sake of doing the job of the counselor that should have been hired in the first place. I told her that you three deserve better than to have Lana and Beck putting themselves in the middle of us and driving us apart.”


“I never said anything like that!” Emma protested, turning to look at me before starting the car, alarmed.


“I know you didn’t,” I said calmly. “But it’s a real concern. I’ve known those girls since I was five. If I didn’t close that door and hard, you’d always worry that they could summon me back with any minor breakdown. You all deserve better than that from me, so I’m making sure you GET better than that from me. It was your suggestion, but like I told my sister, it was my choice and I choose you.”


“You DID tell me he was perfect,” Zoe reminded her with a giggle.


Emma looked stunned. I’d seen to the heart of the issue and defused it before she’d even realized it could be a problem. “Are you okay?” she asked. “That was the love of your life and your best friend.”


“I was angry when Lilly came into my room to lecture me about it, but I’m feeling good about the decision. I love you three. I can make new friends, but even if I don’t make new ones soon, the three of you will sustain me just fine. I don’t think I’ll make a lot of friends at the high school at this point. Too much has happened. Most people are scared of me for one reason or another.”


“Maybe,” Tricia said and shrugged. “The girls are starting to talk about you in the washrooms since Saturday. You might find yourself getting more attention from them.”


“Oh?” Zoe asked. “What are they saying?” she asked, getting very interested in this news.


“Just wondering what he’s like and wondering whether he’s back with the Powers sisters mostly,” she said. “There’s a lot of speculation about what’s under the costume you were wearing on Saturday. I heard at least one girl talk about asking you to the Sadie Hawkins dance on the 21st.”


“Was that one girl you?” I asked with a slight smile.


“No, it was Gloria Stevens,” she said, not catching my meaning.


“Oh, that’s a shame,” I said, looking comically glum.


“Why? Gloria’s probably the prettiest girl in the Freshman class.”


“He was hinting that YOU should ask him,” Emma clued her in.


“Really?” she said, surprised. “Why? Gloria’s way prettier than me.”


I took her face in my hands and turned her to face me. “You have one thing Gloria doesn’t,” I told her simply.


“What?” she asked, her nose crinkling in that way that made her look even cuter.


“Me,” I told her.


She beamed and kissed me deeply again. “Will you go with me?” she asked bright-eyed.


I smiled and nodded. “I would be thrilled to go to the Sadie Hawkins dance with you,” I told her.


She was giddy with excitement the rest of the way to the gym, making Emma and Zoe giddy for her.


When we got to the gym, I signed in and paid for a day pass for Tricia. Inside, we split up to get changed and I was back first. I started to stretch out, following the routine that the trainers had laid out for me during the summer.


“You’re doing it wrong!” someone snapped from behind me as I was stretching out my legs.


I looked up and there was a fanatically fit looking woman watching me stretch. She had close-cropped blonde hair and brown eyes that might have been pretty if not for the critical look on her face. “I’m sorry, what am I doing wrong?” I asked politely. She HAD to be the trainer and I’d promised to play nice.


“Your stretching,” she said as if I was simple. “You’re not doing it right. What idiot taught you that?”


“Don DelNegro is his name,” I said, a little irritable. I was fine with her being abusive to me, but Don had helped me a lot.


“Let me guess,” she said. “He doesn’t have a degree, but he’s been training all his life and just KNOWS how to do it right.” She rolled her eyes in disgust.


“Actually he has several degrees and he’s the head trainer for the Boston Bruins,” I supplied helpfully. “He taught me to stretch like this when he was helping me rehab a sprained ankle over the summer, so it might not be an appropriate method now that I’m healed, but he never told me that it was wrong to continue doing it like this. Is there a better way to do it depending on my workout goals?” I asked, testing whether she was going to be more concerned with answering my question or saving face after being so blatantly wrong.


“Well what are you training for?” she asked me, a little more civil.


“I take Kung Fu and dance, so I need some strength and a lot of flexibility. I’d thought about taking some gymnastics for the tumbling and stretching. I felt like it would help with both the dance class and Kung Fu.”


She listened and shrugged. “Well your stretching isn’t going to help much with flexibility. I can show you some better ways to do it, but you’ll hate me for it.”


“Doubtful,” I laughed. “I might wish I was dead at the end of it, but I’d genuinely appreciate the help. I wouldn’t hate you for getting me through it.”


She got a gleam in her eye when I said that and I knew that she was going to push me harder than she should just to punish me for shooting her down over how I’d been taught to stretch.


She started and if I hadn’t had a lot of flexibility from martial arts and dance, I would have been crying by the end of it. I remembered everything she taught me though. I planned to look up every stretch she’d put me through when I went home to see what the consensus was in the sports medicine community on when and how to use it. By the time I was done, the girls were already working out and Emma was looking at me worriedly.


I thanked the trainer and introduced myself. “Hanna Smith,” she said, trying to crush my hand when I offered it to her to shake. I disliked her, not because of the stretching, but because she felt like I deserved shabby treatment from her because of being born male.


“Thanks again, Hanna,” I said pleasantly. “I learned a lot today. Are you full time on staff or are you a student?”


“Why do you want to know?” she asked suspiciously.


“I’m planning on trying to come in on Saturdays. I figured it was more likely that I’d see you on weekends if you were working around a class schedule,” I told her. I couldn’t really judge her age because she was so deeply fit. She could be 18 or 40 and I’d never know which from her face or body.


“I work out on Saturday, but I work Monday to Friday,” she said finally. “If you can actually walk by Saturday, then I’ll be glad to punish you some more.”


I rolled my eyes and scoffed. “Whatever helps you sleep at night,” I said dryly. “If you think this is punishment, maybe you need to step into my house.”


“You think you can teach me about pain?” she laughed, rising to the challenge. “Wadda ya got kid? You hit the P90X and think you’re extreme?”


I shrugged. “Nothing so mundane,” I said. “You wouldn’t like the kinds of pain I deal in. Let’s just leave it in the gym. Your gentle treatment isn’t really bad enough to earn a trip to the house of pain.”


Emma had been hovering close and was looking at me like I was playing with fire.


“Big talk from a little boy,” she challenged me. “Not surprising that you can’t back it up.”


“Oh, I can back it up, but I doubt you could handle it. I’m just taking it off the table so no one has to look bad.”


The great thing about people who wallow in pride, they’re slaves to it. Now that I’d thrown down the gauntlet, she almost had to pick it up.


She didn’t disappoint. “Name the time and the place,” she said, a gleam in her eye that said she wasn’t going to back down.


I gave her my address and told her 7PM Thursday. “Have your safeword ready and wear something you don’t care if you still own at the end of the night. A change of clothes might make the drive home less embarrassing too.”


We’d gathered some attention and she wanted one last jab. “My safeword is ‘Sissyboy’,” she said to me with a smirk.


“Just remember,” I told her. “When you use that safeword, you’re telling me that’s what you are to me, what you’ll always be.”


Her eyes widened and I thought for a moment, she might actually hit me. Then she shook her head and walked away.


Emma, Zoe and Tricia came up to me, wide-eyed. “Did you just...” Emma started.


“Yup.”


“With Hanna? The man-hating trainer?” Zoe whispered.


“I sure did.”


“What are you gonna do to her?” Tricia wanted to know.


“Make her say that safeword,” I said confidently.


“You think you can?” Zoe said skeptically.


I smiled and thought about what I had at my disposal. “I can make a dog sing like a canary with enough time to figure out what pressures irritate them.”


“You think you have enough time to figure it out?” Emma asked.


“People are like books. I seem to be able to read them well enough when I’m trying to pull out the details,” I pointed out. “Besides, I have everything I need to turn her inside out. Come inside when you drop me off and I’ll show you some of the collection.”


“The collection?” Zoe asked, intimidated.


“Like every hobby, there’s a set of tools specific to it.”


I left them with that thought and we all went to work out. I saw Hanna several times and she always had a challenging smile on her face. When we were done, I took the girls and went to find her. I asked her for a tape measure and she dug a cloth tape out of her pocket. I measured her neck and both wrists, crouching to measure her ankles while I asked if she had any particular allergies or medical conditions that might require my defibrillator, medication or medical attention.


“Cocky little prick, aren’t you?” she commented.


“It’s not so little,” I said, measuring her waist. “But it IS certainly cocky. Can you touch your elbows behind your back?” I asked, hopefully. “Never mind. I’ll assume yes for now.” I went to the desk for a piece of paper and wrote the address, date and time down and gave it to her.


She held her tongue until I turned to leave. “I doubt you’ll even be able to get up to answer the door by Thursday night,” she commented with a laugh.


I smiled at her. “I promise, if I don’t have it in me to do the work myself, I’ll have you attended to in a manner I approve of. I doubt I’ll have a problem though. I’ll be as spry tomorrow as you will be on Friday. I guarantee it.” I left a slight edge in my voice for the last statement. Her smile didn’t falter, but I could see that she’d taken the challenge in my words to heart.


When we got out of there, the three of them were looking at me oddly.


“Well, Zoe,” I said lightly. “You wanted to know how a BDSM relationship works. What did you think of your first look?”


“Is that how it works?” she asked incredulously.


“Sometimes. The one category of people who submit that I forgot to mention is those people who have to be strong, confident and in authority in most of their lives. They’re in control of others so much of the time, that they crave the loss of control. They can’t just give it up though. They need to find someone that can TAKE control from them in their normal environment. That’s what you saw. I don’t think Hanna hates men. If I had to guess, she’s never found one that didn’t act like a whipped puppy when she pushes them. Ironic that at fourteen, I’m pushing her buttons better than any partner she’s ever had.”


“How do you know that?” Tricia wanted to know, paying rapt attention.


“When I ducked to measure her ankles, the aroma of feminine arousal was distinctive. She was turned on enough to have taken me up on the offer tonight if I’d made it.”


“Why didn’t you?” Emma asked, glancing at me in the rear-view mirror.


“Three reasons. She pushed me physically today and I suspect that if I don’t seek treatment before bed, it might actually be days before I can walk. Second, it takes control out of her hands. I set a date and a place. She has two choices now: admit defeat and skip out on it or show up and see where the end of the path goes. I also have an ace up my sleeve that I wouldn’t have been able to play before tomorrow night.” I smirked and couldn’t wait to make that call.


“So now what?” Zoe asked.


“First, we need to hit a 7/11 for ice.”


“Ice?” she asked, surprised.


I nodded. “Enough to fill a bathtub with it or at least as much as we can get. That’s the treatment for muscle strain. I’ve got the right painkillers at home. It’s just naproxen.”


“You’re gonna sit in a bathtub full of ice?” Tricia exclaimed.


“Yep. For fifteen minutes every hour until the ice melts or it’s time for bed.”


We got enough ice to half-fill the tub and I declared that was enough once we added cold water to it. The three of them helped me empty it into the tub upstairs and then I took them down to show them what I had to work with.


“Holy shit!” Emma breathed softly when I had the Rubbermaid totes open. “Where did all this come from?”


“Miranda. I inherited her collection when no one else wanted it,” I said simply. “There’s more, but I really didn’t have a place for it.”


Tricia was looking around curiously. It was her first time in this room. She laid her eyes on the bed and nodded. She’d obviously wondered how to fit multiple people into one.


“So what’s going to make Hanna beg for mercy?” Zoe asked and I picked up a cane from the top of the punishment chest.


“This one gets good results,” I told her.


“How does it feel?” she asked, uncertain.


“It depends on how much force I use. Normally it gives a stinging welt that fades on its own, but I don’t put a lot of force into it. I let the cane do the work.”


“If you put more force into it?” she asked. I could see a pain-slut forming in the questions she was asking.


“It would leave raised welts that bruised harshly. It would likely be painful to sit if the welts were on your ass, possibly for days.”


“What if she’s too tough for that to break her?” she asked.


I smiled and handed her a blindfold. “Put that on for a sec,” I told her. She eagerly complied and I went to the closet for something I’d put in here to keep it from getting crushed.


I swept her red hair back and smiled at Emma before I lightly brushed her neck with the feather in my hand. She squealed and flinched away before pulling the blindfold off, gasping. “That’s not funny!” she blurted out.


“It’s not meant to be. Just because she’s hardened against one form of torment doesn’t mean she’s immune to them all. Tickling may break her where I could beat her bloody and have her laugh at me.”


“That’s devious,” Emma said with new respect. “What else do you have?”


I pulled out a Magic Wand. “Anyone familiar with this?” I asked and Emma nodded. The other two had no idea.


I plugged it in and had Zoe lay on the edge of the bed. I turned it on low and touched it to her pussy through her yoga pants. She jumped and then groaned, liking the sensations as it vibrated through her deliciously. “Oh! That’s good!” she comment and then yelped when I switched it up to high speed. “OHMYGOD!” she blurted and trembled through a small orgasm. I pulled the wand away and she took a moment to catch her breath.


“You want to see what it feels like?” I asked Tricia and she bit her lip, trying to decide. Finally she nodded and lay down next to Zoe. I leaned over and kissed her, turning it down to low and touching it gently to her sex, letting her squirm and moan into my mouth as I rubbed it gently in a slow circle, grinding away at her clit. She trembled and moaned and her hands clutched me to her as we kissed, her first orgasm with me overwhelming her. When I thought she was coming down from it, I turned it up to high and she screamed into my mouth, biting my tongue as she lost control.


I finally turned it back down to low and then switched to intermittent touches while she cooled down. Her eyes fluttered open and I kissed her again, turning off the wand and putting it on the night table before gathering her up in my arms and holding her while she coasted on the tail end of the orgasm.


She wrapped her arms around me and purred contentedly. I moved so I was between her and Zoe so I could gather her into our embrace too. Emma came to join us, laying fully on top of me and kissing me deeply as she wrapped her arms around the girls from above, just as I was doing from below.


“I wish I could be here to see you destroy Hanna,” she said softly. “You’re gonna crush her.”


“No one said you couldn’t be here,” I told her with a smile.


She looked at me and considered what I was saying.


“Remember, I told her that if I wasn’t feeling up to it, I’d have her attended to. She’s prepared for the idea that I might not be the only person here when she arrives.”


She chuckled and leaned in to kiss me again. “That’s evil.”


“With a girl like her, everything’s about dominance and submission. I actually want you here if you can make it. She’s already submitted to it. She just doesn’t realize it yet.”


“It sounds really complicated,” Zoe said, surprised at the complexity of the relationship.


“It can be. It’s like any relationship, but it’s also like working on a contract that’s redacted and only gets declassified line by line as the clauses are fulfilled.”


“That’s a really good way to describe it,” she said, surprised. “So how do you move forward?”


“It’s not as hard as it sounds. She wants it. She’s been looking for it for a while. I don’t know how old she is, but probably since college. She gives tiny little cues that most people misread. She pushes men but not women so she wants her Dominant to be a man. That’s her way of flirting, but it’s also a test to weed out the weak. Only someone strong-willed would rise to the challenge and take her on at her own game.”


“So now you’ve got her,” Zoe said. “What’s next?”


“The next battle of wills happens in this room. It’s a mix of verbal sparring, physical torment and application of willpower. If I had a way there, I’d go to the gym before school in the morning just to show her that I was tougher than she’d given me credit for.”


“I can stay the night,” Emma offered with a grin.


“Why am I only getting this offer now?” I asked and kissed her.


“I wasn’t sure you’d be up for company after what Hanna did.”


“I’m always interested in company,” I said. “I might not be able to manage more tonight, but my bed is always open for any of you.” I turned to Tricia. “I know that’s not really an offer you can take me up on since your father would lose his mind, but I want you to know that’s the only reason I haven’t asked you to be here.”


She grinned at me and kissed me. “I know. I’ll work on Dad. I have a plan, but it might not happen before New Years.”


“Do I get to know what the plan is?” I asked curiously.


“By the time Christmas comes, we’ll have been dating for two months. I’m going to ask him to let me stay over with you some nights for part of my Christmas gift. I’m already on the Pill. He knows you’re good to me. By then he’ll be more comfortable with the idea of me having sex or at least he’ll be convinced that we do more than hold hands when we’re out together.”


“I trust you to know your Dad well enough to know whether he’ll listen to reason or flip out and try to shoot me,” I told her and kissed her again. “Until then, we’ll just have to be extra careful to stay on his good side.


I turned my head and kissed Zoe. “Will you stay the night?” I asked softly, inviting her to be here. She nodded and kissed me back.


“We’re gonna take Tricia home and then stop by our dorm and get what we need for the morning and pick up dinner,” Emma told me. “You go soak in your ice bath and we’ll be back soon.”


The four of us got up and I walked them upstairs and out to the car with a deep kiss for each of them and a lingering hug for Tricia. I felt bad about not being as free with her as with Zoe and Emma, but we needed to respect her father.


When they were gone, I went back inside and changed into my robe before going upstairs to what was now Lilly’s bathroom and filling the tub with water over the ice. I grimaced and got in, wanting to scream as the chill soaked into my bones almost immediately. I stared at my watch as the seconds ticked off and finally got out shivering and dripping when my fifteen minutes were up. I left the ice in the tub and dried off before getting back into my robe.


I was just getting back into the tub for the second time when they came back. I told them I was in the tub and they came up to see how I was doing.


“I’m good so far,” I told them. “It’s tomorrow that I’m worried about.”


When my fifteen minutes were up, we went downstairs and ate fried chicken which added to my stock of leftovers. I was rapidly getting to the point where I needed to sit down and finish off some of what was in the fridge.


After dinner, the girls settled in to study, curled up on the beds while I did some programming assignments and took frequent breaks to visit the tub. Eventually, the ice had melted enough that I let the water out of the tub and hoped that I wouldn’t have any problems in the morning.


“One more thing I need before bed,” I said. “A massage. Do either of you know how to give one?”


“I do,” Emma said and laid me out on the bed on towels while she worked my overtaxed muscles expertly. She could have worked as a massage tech if she’d wanted and I was practically limp when she was done.


“Where did you learn that?” I asked, sleepily.


“Spa treatments are standard back home. I’ve been getting massages since I was ten,” she told me.


“Perfect,” I said. “I’ll probably need another one in the morning too,” I warned her.


The three of us curled up together and drifted off to sleep together. I was so deeply in love with these girls that I felt like I was floating on a cloud all the time.


Chapter 17


Wednesday wasn’t as miserable as I suspected it would be and I stretched out when I got up before the three of us got a quick shower and headed off to the gym after another brief massage from Emma. Hanna was surprised to see the girls since they were only in every second day. It was me that she really didn’t expect to see. I gave her a big grin. “Ready to stretch me out?” I asked. I’d prepared for her to do her worst by stretching out at home to limber up.


She worked me over good and I could feel the tautness in my joints. While she was working on me, I bantered with her, telling her how much I was looking forward to tomorrow night. Every time I mentioned it, she pushed a stretch just a little farther.


After she gave up on me, I got in a light run on a treadmill and then some of the machines before the girls dropped me off, laughing about the look on Hanna’s face when she saw me.


“She’s starting to get nervous. She expected me to be crippled for days. Now she’s wondering if it was willpower that brought me in this morning or if I was really tough enough to stand up to it.”


“And which is it?” Emma asked as they pulled up in front of the house.


“A little of both,” I admitted. “I’ll talk to you both after I see Dr. Spencer and pick up my ace.”


“Do we get to know what this ace is?” Zoe asked.


“I promise, I’ll tell you tonight, but I need another shower before school.” I kissed them both and hopped out to get ready for school. I took some Aleve and got a shower before I poured myself a quick bowl of cereal and threw a couple of energy bars in my backpack.


I met Tricia at her locker and she asked how I was. I told her we’d gone back to the gym this morning and Hanna had looked shocked to see me. She laughed and kissed me. We were walking to class when a girl I didn’t know walked up to me and asked if I wanted to go to the Sadie Hawkins Dance.


I looked at her and smiled. “I’m sorry. Tricia asked me yesterday. If it’s okay with her though, I’ll save a dance for you.”


She looked disappointed, but smiled when I told her I’d save her a dance. When she left, I looked at Tricia. “Do you know who that was?” I asked curiously.


“Her name’s Alicia. She’s nice. She’s never said anything mean that I’ve heard, either about me or about you.”


I dropped her off at her class and then walked to mine.


I noticed right away that Beck was back. She looked at me sadly and then looked away. I felt like that was progress. She seemed to understand where we were without going to pieces. The morning was fairly mundane. I watched lectures, was called to the board to solve a math problem, finished debugging my first programming assignment and emailed it to the professor after I confirmed the output three times.


Lunch was a strange event. Three more girls asked me to go to the dance with them and each time, I gave them the same answer, that Tricia Saunders was already taking me, but if they asked her, I’d try to dance with them. Beck and Lana were seated with their friends and I realized that when they’d been sitting with me before that they hadn’t brought any of their friends. I wondered about that, but decided it was for the best since I wasn’t about to be friends with any of those girls at this point.


Just before the end of lunch, Lana came over to the table. “I know you asked not to talk to us,” she started. “I just wanted to know if you were going to come to practice tomorrow? I told the coach you’d talk to her before this all happened.”


I shrugged. “I can come to the practice, but there’s not much point. I can’t be part of the team and avoid talking to you and I don’t think Emma would approve of me spending this much time with you let alone long practices and competitions. So yes, I’ll talk to your coach briefly, but I can’t imagine she has any way of convincing me to join.”


She nodded and apologized for breaking the silence before returning to her friends.


I immediately texted Emma to let her know and to tell her that I handled it. I also told her the basic conversation.


“I never dated a cheerleader before. =D” was her reply.


“Are you telling me to join up? LOL”


“Depends. Do you get the skirt and pompoms?”


“Pompoms are maybe. Skirt seems unlikely.”


“Skirt or no deal. XD”


“I’ll ask coach tomorrow.”


“Cute.”


“I kind of expected you to be mad Lana talked to me.”


“Not really. You handled it. If she keeps it up, she’s gonna find out that Malibu girls know how to beat a bitch. If you decide to try out, you’ll have to talk to her.”


“That’s why I wasn’t planning on joining the team.”


“Join. You’ll be in the middle of all that girl-flesh. It’s good for you. Just remember who’s president of the Sorority.”


“I’ll think about joining, but I think I have all the girl-flesh I need with you, Zoe and Tricia.”


“Maybe, but I like the thought of you having your choice of girls and still putting a ring on my finger.”


“I got asked to the next dance four times today, if that makes you happy.”


“What did you do?”


“Told them I was going with Tricia, but I’d dance with them if she let me.”


“Good boy. You’re either incredibly lucky with your choices or you really understand girls.”


“I understand. I’ve read everything I can find about love over the past nine years. I know she’s got self-esteem issues and she’d be crushed if I didn’t make it clear to all those girls that I’m not just going with her, but that she’s in charge of me.”


She told me she loved me and I told her the same before I ran to meet Tricia to steal a kiss and tell her about lunch.


“Three more?” she asked. “What did you tell them?”


“Same as this morning. I was going with you and if they wanted a dance, they had to ask you.”


“They don’t have to ask me,” she said, embarrassed.


“Yes they do. I’m not dancing with any girl that you don’t bring to me to dance,” I told her. “It’s your night and you don’t have to share me with anyone if you don’t want.”


She grinned and kissed me again before she dashed off to lunch and I went to my afternoon classes.


After school I met her at her locker and we walked together. I was headed to the hospital for my appointment with Dr. Spencer and her house was along the way.


I kissed her and told her I’d be online later before hurrying off to the hospital.


On the way, I made a call and asked for a meeting after I left Dr. Spencer’s. That call made me smile. I liked to win. I was fourteen after all.


“You’re running a bit behind schedule,” Dr. Spencer commented when I finally hung up my coat.


“Sorry. I’m on foot these days. It’s not far, but it’s still slower on foot.”


“Understandable,” she said and waited for me to sit down. I handed her an envelope. “For Charlotte. Don’t worry, I use ‘Mom’ in the note and I tried to make it light and supportive.”


“Thank you. I’m sure she’ll be happy to get it,” she said. “How are you doing? You’ve had a busy week.”


“Between the fight and Lana and Beck’s part in causing it, I’m not speaking to them. Emma asked me to cut contact with them. She didn’t ask out of jealousy, but because she sees them continuing to hurt me.”


“So you’ve put her in charge?” she asked, surprised given the tone of my previous relationships.


“Not precisely. She made this request and I knew that someday it would come down to a choice between her and the Powers sisters. I’ve known them for 9 years. There’s a lot of history there. I chose to take that anxiety away before it started to grow. In a choice between them, I choose Emma.”


“You’ve known her for a couple of months now. Are you convinced that she’s the one?”


“Is anyone ever convinced?” I asked. “People divorce all the time because they changed their mind about who they married. All we can do is be sure of our choices when we make them. Will we end up growing old together? Who knows. Do I love her enough to mean it when I gave her that ring? Absolutely.”


“And how do your other former girls think about this?”


“They didn’t really say. I haven’t seen them in a while. When I mentioned it to them, we were talking about more pressing matters. I think they took it as a sign that things have moved out of their ability to fix. Whether they can be happy for me and move on, I don’t know. Whether they can adjust to how things are now and find a place in my life, I don’t even know if they’re considering it.”


“Maybe you should talk to them,” she suggested.


I shrugged. “I’m not against that idea,” I said lightly. “They haven’t done anything like this latest revelation from Lana and Beck.”


“It bothered you a lot?”


“Of course. They were high on crystal meth and two of them were on PCP. The DA told me that. He said I would likely have been killed by them. I looked up the effects and I agree. They wouldn’t have known when enough was enough. They would have beaten me to death if they’d managed to overpower me. They also said directly that they were going to rape those girls for no other reason than they were with me and there was probably a second half to their payment that they were going to get out of them.”


She nodded. “I’ve seen the video,” she told me gently. “You did everything right. You reasoned with those boys and pleaded with them to reconsider and you left them alone once they were out of the fight.”


“That’s what the cops and the DA said,” I told her. “I don’t feel guilty about what happened with them at all. They earned what they got. They’ve still got a lot to answer for. The sticking point for me is that they were hired. Whether the girls paid cash or on their backs, they bought the services of a gang to put me in the hospital. They didn’t think to call them off and they didn’t think to tell me to watch my back.”


“And you’re sure that was malicious?” she asked.


“I’m sure it WASN’T malicious. A drunk driver doesn’t kill people maliciously, but does he deserve forgiveness when he plows into a group of kids?”


She nodded in understanding. “How long are you going to shut them out for?”


“I don’t know. Forever? Until Emma knows that I’m completely hers? Until they’re well enough to be out of therapy? Until I stop feeling angry? Emma said that the more I forgive them, the more they’ll find things for me to forgive. I think she’s right. I’ll always love those girls. I care about them even now, but they can’t be in my life. The role they play in my life now is tormentor.”


“So for now, you push them out of your life until they can serve a different role?”


“I suppose that’s one way of thinking about it,” I allowed. “The truth is that their exile doesn’t have an expiration date. They’re out. Talking about them coming back in is just an admission that circumstances could occur that would make sense for them to be back in my life. Nuclear war could break out and the three of us could be the only survivors for a thousand miles. I can hardly hold a grudge that far. I think that’s the most likely twist of fate that would result in us mending fences though.”


“You’re taking it fairly well,” she said simply. “How are the rest of the family handling it?”


“Lilly and I had a fight about it the other night and she hasn’t spoken to me since. I told her to go fuck herself. Patty understands that I don’t have any forgiveness left now. Dan and I haven’t had a chance to speak and Donald doesn’t even stop to talk to me most nights when he checks on us. He’s concentrating on mending things between him and Lilly.”


“Maybe he talks to Lilly because your fight with her upset her more than you thought.”


“Maybe, but that’s too bad. She was out of line and I told her off for it rather than letting her have her way.”


“You don’t sound sorry about that,” she commented.


“No reason I should,” I said simply. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I just refused to allow her to get away with talking to me like I had.”


“Imagine if you’d been able to do that in September,” she said, drawing the point back home.


“So it’s all my fault?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.


“Not at all,” she shook her head. “But you’re fond of pointing out what everyone else could have done to avoid it. You begged for a clue as to what had happened, but you’re a fairly self-aware person. When you couldn’t make sense of it, you could have set them down like you did with Lilly. It’s a lesson to take into the future. It’s difficult to be assertive like that. We all worry that we’re being selfish. Spend some time reflecting on that. Don’t obsess, but think about how you can make that part of yourself and use it.”


I nodded. She’d given me a lot to think about, but then she always did.


“And now it’s time for you to go,” she said. “I received a call and was informed you needed a different type of consultation. Emma has expressed an interest in submission?”


“No actually. Someone she introduced me to. She’s an interesting enigma. She’s ... combative. She pushes men hoping to find someone strong-willed enough to push back.”


“You’re sure she’s not just hostile to men?”


“Positive. She notices men and seeks them out. It’s sort of like a test to weed out the ones who’d be disappointing to her.”


“And you’re looking for guidance to attract her attention?”


“No, that ship has sailed. She’s interested. My consultation is on methodology. Our next encounter is going to be a test to see if I can break her, since she failed to break me.”


“And you want to break her?” she asked.


I shrugged. “I’m fourteen. I like to win. She made it a game, I’m just playing it smarter.”


She laughed. “Be careful, Matt. You could end up having to buy another collar.”


I shrugged. “We’ll see. Thanks for everything. Tell Charlotte we miss her.”


I left and made my way through the hospital to Samantha’s office and knocked.


She let me in and I took the seat she offered me. Her office was smaller than Victoria’s and seemed more cramped with medical journals. As a surgeon she didn’t need to project a relaxing environment.


“So, what brings you to me?” she asked, her smile telling me she was looking forward to this talk.


“I have a session scheduled for tomorrow night with someone new,” I told her. “She’s an interesting case. Openly hostile to men in public, combative about her ability to inflict pain and boastful of her tolerance for torment. We have an open challenge as to which of us can break the other. She failed to score in round 1. Tomorrow is my chance to tip the scale in my favor”


“And what methods do you have at your disposal to inflict torment?”


“Name it. Canes, whips, quirts, cat-o-nine-tails, paddles, straps, a Pear of Anguish, restraints, violet wands, just about anything you could ask for in a dungeon except for furniture. I do have a pull-up bar that I can dangle her from though. That’s rated for 250LBS.”


She looked disturbed at the equipment I’d listed. “Where did you GET all that?”


“The previous owner died. I was helping clear out her apartment and no one else wanted the stuff. There’s also a couple of fuck-machines and a Sybian with all the attachments that I could find available online.”


“Jesus, kid. Put a little furniture in your dungeon and you could start your own pro shop.”


“I could probably GET the furniture, since I doubt they were able to get rid of it, but I really don’t have a place for it. Oh, I also have a few feathers and things that can be used to tickle.”


“Alright. You have to be flexible. She might legitimately have a pain tolerance high enough to make it impractical to beat her into submission. Feathers are good. The Pear of Anguish is NOT for the faint of heart, so leave that in whatever drawer you have it in unless you actually want to torture the girl. The Sybian has potential. Girls sometimes break from orgasm denial if you can keep them on edge long enough. It could work the other way too. She could go bonkers if you strapped her onto it and left it turned up.” She paused, tapping a pen on the blotter deep in thought.


Over the next hour we hammered out a rough plan, but she warned me to be guided by the cues and to switch often so she didn’t have a chance to adapt. “Blindfold her. She won’t be able to see what’s coming next. Throw in some different sensations, like hot or cold. Wax play and ice cubes work best. Wax has the added benefit that it’ll make the skin more sensitive, so coat anything you want to sting like a bastard.”


I nodded, having gotten quite an education from her today. I smiled at the excitement on her face. “Would you like to watch?” I asked.


“It’s a public session?” she asked, surprised.


I told her about our exchange and my promise that if I wasn’t recovered enough, that I’d have her attended to.


“What time and where?” she asked, looking forward to it.


I gave her the address. “She’s showing up at 7. I’d like the spectators to be there at 6:30 to make sure that she’s the last to arrive. It keeps her off-balance to think she might be late.”


“You’re going to be very good some day,” she smirked.


“We’re hoping tomorrow is that day,” I said and got up to go. I thanked her and left, planning to get a few things squared away.


Back at home, I ate the leftover Chinese and predicted the lasagna was going to fall victim before bed.


I Skyped with Emma and Zoe and they agreed to pick me up from school since I had a few things to get for tomorrow. “They know on campus,” Zoe informed me. “Not everything, but they know Hanna and you are seeing each other tomorrow. One of the girls on our floor said she asked her about it and Hanna laughed and told her that you’d be sorry.”


“We’ll see. I don’t expect any less than a draw, but I have a few tricks up my sleeve. She’ll have to bring her A-Game. I have another spectator for tomorrow night too. She’s ... anxious to see what I can do to her.”


“Who is she?” they wanted to know.


“She’s my ace in the hole. She’s experienced in BDSM and she agreed a while ago to mentor me if I needed. I had a meeting with her today and she jumped at the chance to be here tomorrow to watch.”


“Sounds fun,” Emma commented with a grin.


“Before it gets too fun, we should talk about how far we want things to go tomorrow.”


“What do you mean?” she asked.


“Well, we agreed to make decisions together. I kind of went with the flow in talking to her, but up until she shows up here, we haven’t done anything. What’s the group consensus? Break her and send her home? Back down and declare her victorious? All in and own her when she breaks?”


“Those are the real options, aren’t they?” Emma said, thinking about it. “I know which one you’ll pick,” she said with a smirk.


I shrugged and made an indifferent sound. “I have three gorgeous girls. Adding another girl isn’t high on my priorities. I’m okay with any of them really, but I would prefer to not declare her victorious. My competitive nature sulks when I lose.”


“So that leaves keep her or let her go,” Emma agreed. “I don’t want you to sulk either.”


“Keep her!” Zoe said from across the room. “Tricia said keep her too.” I could hear them talking in the background on Zoe’s laptop.


I shrugged. “That’s two votes for keep her. Honestly, if her personality softens once she breaks, I’m okay with that. She was friendly to you girls at the gym. If it’s going to be a daily battle, then she’s just going to cause friction. My vote would be to wait and see. Keep her in the short term with no commitments in case it turns sour.”


“That’s the plan then,” Emma declared. “Now, about you getting on the cheerleading squad...”


“Yeah, what’s up with that?” I asked and suddenly all three of the girls were in the frame, although Tricia was on screen from Zoe’s laptop.


“Are you gonna do it?” Tricia asked.


“I had no plans to,” I admitted. “Emma seems thrilled with the idea though so long as I get pompoms and the skirt. I’m told they don’t GIVE the skirt to boys who joined the squad or team or whatever they call it.”


“I’m sure if you talk to the coach, she’d make sure you got one on the down-low,” Emma assured me, to much giggling from the other girls.


I shrugged. “Okay. We could order a cheerleader costume online. Why do you REALLY want me to do this? Lana’s a cheerleader. I’m supposed to be staying away from Lana. I WANT to stay away from Lana. Why push us back together?”


“Well, it’s a club. It’s also very much in line with hobbies you already have and it’s a club most guys never join. When the cheerleaders have bad breakups, they turn to each other for support. Imagine being the only guy there when they need to feel loved.”


I was getting an enthusiasm from Emma that made me wonder. “You want me to have sex with the cheerleaders,” I said flatly.


“Not all of them,” she said with a grin. “All but one, maybe, but not all of them.”


I rolled my eyes but smiled. “So you want me to give a little back to Lana by working my way through her friends?”


“Not really,” she said. “Okay, maybe. A little.”


“And everyone else is in agreement that this is something you want me to do?” I asked, ignoring her and concentrating on Zoe and Tricia for the moment.


Zoe smirked. “Well, I wasn’t into cheerleading in school so I don’t know what it was like, but I know that they were all hot and popular and people that hung out with them were popular. Be a bit of a slut. Bang a few, see how they measure up. If you like them, keep them. I’m as interested in girls as I am guys or maybe even a little more. Bring us a snack once in a while.”


That was the real motivation. I could see it in Emma’s eyes too. She liked girls and she’d promised me before that I’d be ‘swimming in quim’, as she put it.


“Tricia?” I asked, wanting her opinion.


She shrugged. “I’ve never had a boyfriend before, so I don’t know what the rules normally are, but I don’t mind. I just want my first time to be special and I know you’ll be good to me. We probably can’t do that ‘til Christmas, so do it. If you want, that is. I know most boys think of cheer as a girl sport.”


“Alight. I’ll talk to the coach tomorrow and see what she has to say. I get the feeling that they’re pretty desperate for help.”


“Desperate cheerleaders are the best kind,” Emma purred. “We’ll pick you up at 4:30 from school. Text if you’re gonna be later. We’ll pick up the mats and candles you mentioned before we get you.”


One thing I’d wanted was hard plastic mats of the type that offices put under rolling chairs to protect the floor. That way I wouldn’t be spending two weeks brushing wax out of the carpet with a toothbrush.


I thanked them and told them I was going to get some things ready for tomorrow while I was thinking about it. I told them that I loved them and we all signed off of Skype.


I was going through the canes and paddles when my phone chimed. I picked it up and when I saw what it was, the phone slipped out of my hand. Fortunately, I caught it before it could shatter and scrolled through the other notifications. “Holy shit!” I said softly. I sat at my computer and opened Twitter and YouTube to look at what happened. I just stared at the screen blankly for ten minutes before I turned Skype back on and messaged Emma.


She popped up right away and saw the look on my face. “What’s wrong?” she demanded.


“Get the others,” I said, shaken.


Zoe sat down where I could see her a second later. She was still talking to Tricia so I had all three of them.


“The video’s officially gone viral. It’s gotten seven million hits. Who did you send it to?”


“I sent it to Daddy and Mark and Char and a bunch of people back home. Why?”


“Chris Pratt posted it on Twitter, sent it to Chris Evans with the line ‘This is how you kill it in one take’. They’re both tweeting about it and they followed me on Twitter.”


“OHMYGOD! REALLY!??!” Tricia blurted out. She had her phone out in a flash checking on what I was saying. I didn’t even know she knew who they were, but I was impressed that she did.


“Don’t be surprised if you get invited to tour some of the studios when we’re out west this summer,” Emma beamed at me. “Daddy said a lot of people asked about it. Daddy also said to tell you that he said thanks. Surprise!”


“I can’t believe it!” I said, staring at my phone again. “It’s amazing. Wait, I’ve gotta check something. Gimme a sec.”


I opened up PayPal and checked my balance. I read it twice. “Jesus wept! There’s a million dollars in my PayPal account,” I said bluntly.


“Seriously?” Tricia asked.


“I get paid ad revenue for my videos. It’s like two dimes every time someone watches a clip all the way through. I’m officially wealthy now.”


“I need to start calling people,” I said. “Thank you for sharing this. I gotta go.”


I signed off and asked Patty if she and Dan could come next door.


I met them upstairs and they could tell I was shaken. “What’s wrong, Matt?” Dan asked and I laughed.


“Nothing!” I said. “Come with me. I took them down to my room and showed them the Twitter comments from Chris Pratt and Chris Evans. Then I showed them how many views I’d gotten. “It’ll start getting shown on news shows as one of those trending viral clips and I might get another couple of million views for that.”


“That’s great, Champ!” Patty said, clapping me on the shoulder. “You’re famous.”


“Not just that,” I told them. “YouTube videos pay for advertising revenue.” I brought up my PayPal account and showed them the balance. “That is legitimate bankable income.”


“Wow!” Patty said. “That’s from one video?”


“Yeah. It’s sort of a perfect video and it’s got a SUPER-high view rate for the number of clicks, but just from that video. I have to call Donald. He’ll need to figure out what to do with it.”


They congratulated me again and then went home, probably to tell the girls about it and I called Donald.


“Hi. I need advice on what to do with a million dollars,” I said starting off.


“Thinking you can sneak that much of it into the system?” he asked, concerned.


“No. That YouTube video of me from Halloween? It’s everywhere. I’m a legit millionaire. I get paid advertising when people watch it. It’s up to seven million hits and I got paid through my PayPal account.”


“Really? Well there’s a lot of options available, but your age will make some of them a little difficult to arrange. Let me do some investigating and we’ll talk in a few days.”


“Fair enough. This kind of hit me out of the blue. Emma shared it with her father who works in Hollywood. I suspect her mother shared it with a few people too.”


We talked for a few more minutes and then hung up. I went back upstairs and ate the rest of the lasagna. Lilly still hadn’t returned from next door, but that was normal. I thought she might have come home to talk to me about the money, but she appeared to have taken the news with some calm if they told her at all.


I went back to my room and turned on Skype, Twitter and Facebook while I fished out the rest of the gear for tomorrow. Ankle and wrist cuffs, collar, bondage belt, blindfold, whips and paddles, crops and canes. I took out some lengths of rope and set them aside too. There was a lot of activity on Twitter from people talking about the video. I put in a brief post thanking everyone for everything they’d said about it and thanking the actors for showing it to everyone.


Pratt and Evans were still teasing back and forth about it and I laughed at what they had to say. I was about to go to bed when my phone rang. It was a number I didn’t recognize so I wondered about it.


“Hello?” I answered the call.


“Hey! Is this Matt?” asked a vaguely familiar voice.


“Yes, who’s this?” I asked curiously.


“It’s Chris Pratt. I just wanted to find out about your video. I hope you don’t mind that I tracked you down.”


I sat in my chair and grinned. “Hi! I don’t mind at all. You really want to know about the video?”


“Yeah! It was pretty awesome. That must have taken a while to choreograph. Was the shield real or did you add it in afterwards?”


I laughed. “It was real. It wasn’t staged. Those guys were legit gonna kick the crap out of me.”


“Wait! That was REAL?” he asked, incredulously.


“Yeah. Those four guys went to the hospital. There’s police reports from that night. I can give you the report number, if you want to look it up.”


He wrote it down and asked his next question. “So how old are you? I mean it looked like it was at a high school.”


“I’m fourteen. I just started Freshman year.”


“And you can DO all that?”


“I was shocked that the shield came right back to me, but my sister thinks I did all the math in my genius brain.”


“Smart too? I can’t wait to tell him that.”


“Harvard.”


“Shut the shit. You just said you were in high school.”


“I’m doing both. I take my classes at high school, but I take courses from Harvard by virtual classroom. It’s complicated.”


“So you’re taking a degree at Harvard while you sit in high school for fun?”


“No, I stay there because kids who skip a lot of grades end up socially stunted. Think NASA in the 60s. And I’m taking four degrees.”


“I can’t wait to tease Evans with this. Younger, faster, smarter, better looking. He may come to your house to beat you up. Fair warning.”


“So long as I have enough time to suit up before he gets here, I’ll do it. Should make for a great video.”


“I love it. I’m gonna challenge him to a Cap-off to see who gets the title. I’m gonna go, but you should put up a vid explaining how it all happened. I wanted to know. Everyone else will too.”


When he hung up, I created a new contact for him and stored the number. Then I moved a few things around, hung up the shield where it’d be seen from the camera and sat down at my computer. I started the webcam and explained in vague terms what had happened, that the video wasn’t staged. I decided not to call the shield a fluke. Instead I confirmed that it DID happen like that and then I thanked Chris Pratt for calling me to talk about the clip and encourage me to explain what had happened.


I posted the clip and I noticed my subscribers list. I had 20 subscribers last month. Now I was close to 300,000. I was amazed and wondered if I’d be able to put something up every month.


I worked out and then Lilly finally appeared. “So you really made a million dollars?” she asked.


I nodded and showed her the PayPal balance. I also played the new video for her which was already over 100,000 hits. I had the options I needed now. Emancipation was mine for the taking if I wanted it. I didn’t need another dime to make it happen.


“You actually got a call from a movie star?” she asked. I nodded and went back to Twitter where Chris Pratt had already made the Cap-off challenge.


“Your life just gets weirder,” she said, shaking her head.


I nodded in agreement. “If Chris Evans actually shows up looking for a fight, then it’ll be weird. Now it’s just eccentric.”


Chapter 18


Thursday morning, there was nearly a million views on the explanation video. I put away the shield and got ready for my day. Amazingly, I felt good. Being stretched out two days in a row left me with no real side-effects.


When I got to school, there was a lot of people watching me. They knew about the video and at least a few of them must follow celebrities on Twitter. When I got to my locker, Tricia was waiting for me rather than the other way around.


“You’re famous!” she gushed loudly. “It was on the news this morning that Chris Pratt was talking about you doing a skills test with Chris Evans.”


“I’m pretty sure it was a joke, but you never know. He actually called me last night to ask about the clip. It’s huge!”


We were both excited and everyone else in the school seemed to know about it.


When I got to my first class, I decided to check Twitter while I waited for class to start. Chris Evans had posted a response to the comparison that I was younger, faster, better looking and smarter. It was a picture of him and Scarlett Johansson from the set of the last Avengers movie with the caption that he got to hang out with Black Widow.


I couldn’t let that go. I pulled up the pictures from Halloween and posted one of me and Zoe with the caption, “My Widow’s hotter. Sorry Scarlett.” and tagged both him and Chris Pratt.


I forgot about it all through the morning and was at lunch when Emma called.


“Did you really post online that Zoe was hotter than ScarJo?” she asked.


“Of course I did,” I said. “Did you see what’s been going on with Twitter?”


“DID YOU!??!” she shot back and I felt like maybe I should look something up. Sure enough, there was a few celebrity responses. Chris Pratt claimed I’d just upped the ante and there was a new follower notification from Scarlett Johansson saying that she might trade in for the newer model if we couldn’t agree to share.


“Well shit!” I said, stunned. “I think I just got propositioned by Scarlett Johansson. She can be my fifth favorite person for this.”


“Just fifth?” she asked dryly. “Who are the top four?”


“You, Zoe, Tricia and Patty. If Scarlett can cook then she’s a tough contender for fourth though.”


She laughed and told me to enjoy the attention. That it probably wouldn’t last and promised to see me at 4:30.


There were a lot of people staring at me now. Word was spreading and by the last class of the day, the teacher had noticed. “WHAT is so riveting about Mr. Russell today?” he demanded and I put up my hand.


“I think it’s easier to show you, Sir,” I said and brought my laptop up to his desk. I played the first video for him and then rolled through the Twitter war through to today. I explained to him who was posting about it and then got to Scarlett Johansson’s comments and he looked at me like I was crazed.


“You’re getting pick-up lines from a Hollywood actress and you’re sitting here why?” he asked.


I showed him the picture of the four of us from Halloween and pointed to it. “That’s why,” I told him and let him study the picture for a second.


“A compelling argument, but fame and fortune await. You could finish high school before the end of the month at this point. Why are you spinning your wheels here?”


I shrugged. “I can take all my courses online right now. I’m taking four degrees and high school. I get to set my own pace better here than I would there since I can watch the lectures on whatever schedule I need. I still get to spend time with the people I want to spend time with and I already have fame and fortune. That video made over a million dollars in advertising revenue.” I shrugged. “Why would I leave?”


He shook his head and then gave up for the day, letting us go ahead of the bell since it was only a few minutes. I put my backpack in my locker and headed off to the cheerleading practice to see what they were up to. I took a seat and waited for the girls to get changed and hit the floor. They were practicing in the gym now that it was too cold out to do it outside.


“You’re Russell?” the coach asked me gruffly and I nodded, getting to my feet and offering her my hand.


“Matt,” I said, introducing myself.


“I don’t usually allow people to watch practice,” she told me.


“I know. Lana Powers asked me to come by and talk to you.”


“Yeah, she suggested you for a Base. What do you know about cheer?” she asked.


“Next to nothing,” I admitted. “I’m aware of the outfits and the fetish, but beyond that, I’m not sure what there is to it. She suggested I’d be good at it though for some reason.”


“Yeah, most guys think it’s empty-headed bimbos that exist for sex with football players.”


I shrugged. “I presumed that wasn’t the case, since I don’t think I have the hips for sex with football players. I guessed that if that was what you needed, I wouldn’t make the cut.”


“Fair enough,” she said and when the girls assembled, she got them working on different things, having me trail along with her. She explained what they were all doing.


“So it’s more like a choreographed dance routine than the old fashioned pompom cheers from pop culture,” I clarified as she talked me through it all.


“Exactly. There’s still some actual cheering, but there’s no spelling out school names with pompoms.”


We watched it for a while and I asked what their schedule was for competitions and displays? “Do you do things at the football or basketball games or is that a thing any more?”


“We do halftime shows for the basketball games, but they don’t start for another month. We do the football games, but they’re done anyway. That gives you a month to get into shape for the first game. We also have some competitions in April and May. It’s a lot of work. If you sign up, you’ll have to work hard. I’ve heard a lot about you so I expect you to pick up the routines easily. Developing the muscle memory is where you’ll have to put in the hours.”


“I’m not so much worried about the work,” I said quietly as we moved over to the side of the gym while she watched the girls work. “I AM worried about the schedule. I don’t have a lot of free time as it is. It all works out, because my social life has been circling the drain, but lately it’s started to pick up. I’ve also had a pretty nasty falling out with Lana Powers and I don’t like the thought of working closely with her.”


“I can accommodate that,” she said, dismissively about Lana. “She’s varsity and you’d be junior varsity since it’s your first year. As for the social life, I can’t decide for you, but practice is Monday and Thursday right after school until 5. There are 36 JV games between boys and girls and there might be up to 6 playoff games if our teams get that far.”


“When are the games usually?” I asked, taking the possibility seriously.


“Usually Sunday afternoon and evening and Wednesday and Thursday nights,” she told me.


“I’d have to give up another activity to be here for the Sunday games,” I said, frowning.


“What’s on your schedule now?” she asked.


“I take a dance class on Sunday afternoon. The only other time I could take it is Thursday night.”


“So it’s a choice between learning to dance and learning to cheer. Not a choice many guys struggle with.” She glanced at me, considering me differently than she had a few moments ago. “Let’s try you out with a few of the girls and see if you catch onto this easily.”


She called over a few of the girls and between them, they explained the lift they were doing and how I was supposed to plant, what I was supposed to do to support my top and how to let her down.


It was strange, but I caught on relatively quickly and held her up easily. She was light as a feather and I didn’t feel any strain. I let her down and caught her just as easily and the coach nodded. “Not too bad. Could be smoother, but if you were to work at it, you’d have it down in plenty of time.”


“What do I need to get?” I asked. I thought I might give it a try and see if it was for me. My dance class had already taught me enough to manage through formals without embarrassing myself. I might as well give this a chance.


“You’d need indoor shoes and athletic clothes for now. We’ll have to order you a uniform since there hasn’t been a boy on the squad in a number of years. I’ll need to know your sizes for everything.”


I gave her my sizes. “Fair warning though: I’m not wearing the tights, so issue me a skirt at your own risk.”


“I’ll be sure to order the pants, but I may make you attend practice in the skirt.”


“My fiance told me to get the skirt and pompoms or no deal. I think she intends for me to wear the pants, but she’s a kinky little minx so I don’t know.”


“You’re engaged? At your age?”


“I’m attending Harvard at my age. The normal limitations don’t apply to me,” I told her. “Alright, I guess you officially got your first boy on the team. God help you with the issues of figuring out locker rooms.”


She smiled and then blanched at that thought. “Well, you’ll just have to change with the boys,” she said.


“I’m sure the basketball team will be very charitable to a cheerleader in their midst,” I said dryly.


“Think you can handle it?” she asked.


“I put four guys in the hospital on Halloween. There might not be much to cheer about when the boys are trying to score baskets with broken arms, but I’ll manage.”


“You’re going to make me pay for this, aren’t you?” she asked.


“Probably not,” I admitted. “I don’t start trouble and I don’t go out of my way to make it worse when it happens. On the other hand, I kind of expect someone’s going to see a guy on the cheer squad and assume that I’m an easy target.”


“Yeah. It’s never been an issue before.”


“Don’t worry about it. I’ll watch my back,” I said simply.


“Well, let me know if you have any problems,” she said.


“I will,” I told her and glanced at my watch. “I have to go now. I have an appointment with a trainer this evening.”


“Good stuff. I’ll see you Monday.”


I left and went outside to meet Zoe and Emma. I gave them both kisses and we got underway. We had a light dinner and went home to get everything ready. We put down the plastic mats under the bar and in front of the desk and set the candles out where they could be lit at a moment’s notice. We chatted about my Twitter account and I checked the latest word.


I had to laugh. Chris Evans had posted that he’d fight for his Widow and told me to name a time and a place. I started typing and posted, “Always room for another Black Widow in the Sexy Avengers. How’s April 2nd for the Cap-off? Boston Commons? Avengers vs Sexy Avengers!”


I let them read it and they giggled. “You just started a fight over Scarlett Johansson,” Emma pointed out.


“I also made it far enough away that I’ll win. I intend to go into training.”


“Where do you even find training for something like that?” Zoe asked.


“My Sifu may be able to help,” I said simply. “I take Kung Fu on Saturday mornings. I can ask him.”


“You actually intend to go through with this?”


“Why not? We can get someone to sponsor the event, do it for charity and have fun. It’s an excuse to wear the costume again.”


We laughed about it and then I turned off my phone for the evening since it was after 6. Just before 6:30, Samantha showed up and I made introductions. I led her downstairs and showed her the equipment I’d laid out and what was still in reserve.


“You weren’t kidding,” she said, impressed by the collection. “Where’s the pear? I just want to see it.” I pulled it out and let her hold it. “I’ve never even seen one outside a museum. You’re lucky. This might be the only one in the state.”


I put it away and shrugged. “I’d have thought they’d have one at the museum in Salem,” I said, surprised.


“Probably not,” she said. “The witch trials were carried out by Puritans. “They wouldn’t have gotten into sexual torture. Speaking of which, what’s your game plan?”


“Start out with what she’s expecting and move into torments that won’t occur to her once she’s sure she’s dealing with an amateur. I have a couple of surprises up my sleeve. One of which will overload her pain tolerance for sure, but it’s ... mean. REAL mean. I’d prefer not to have to play that card.”


“Do I get to know?” she asked, her eyes gleaming at the prospect.


“Not unless I have to break glass in case of emergency,” I told her. “You bring a female pain-slut that needs her breakers reset and maybe we’ll explore that torture. Until then, I hope we don’t need to break it out.”


She pouted, but she understood. A magician safeguards his best tricks. This was instant surrender.


I told them that the beds were available for them to lounge on and I went upstairs, expecting her any time now. At five minutes past seven, a black jeep pulled up to the curb across the street and she got out, checking the address and looking up at the house. I tsked and noted the time. She was already late. She strode across the street and up to the door. I was there ahead of her and opened it before she could knock.


“I was starting to think you weren’t coming,” I said with some detachment.


“I couldn’t find the place,” she said defensively.


I took her coat and noted that she’d be punished for the offense “Did you bring a change of clothes?” I prompted her and she nodded, hefting the large purse she’d brought with her. I hung up her coat and turned on my phone briefly to text Lilly that I had company and wouldn’t be available to talk this evening. I shut the phone off and brought it with me intending to put it on the dresser.


She followed me to the basement and I stopped outside my bedroom door. I’d discussed this speech with the others and they’d all liked it. I turned to her. “This is it,” I told her. “This is the door. Behind it is submission and torment and surrender. No one can force you to open the door. That choice is yours. Relish it, savor that choice. It may be the last one you make for a long time.”


She looked at me as I spoke and my eyes bored into hers expectantly. This was our next battle of wills. I don’t know how long we stood there, but her face slowly began to change. She lost some of the cocky certainty that she was dealing with a kid.


I’d spoken loudly enough that the women in the room had heard us out here. I waited impassively. She was waiting for me to say something, but I’d already said everything. This choice was hers. Opening the door would take her forward. Returning to the stairs would keep that door closed for good. She watched me and I wondered what she’d choose. It didn’t matter to me. I’d already won. We both knew it. I could see in her eyes the knowledge that she’d grossly underestimated me.


She finally reached out, hesitantly and turned the knob, swinging the door open. I nodded and gestured her into the room. She went slowly and I could hear her breath hitch as she saw the room’s other occupants.


“What is this?” she asked, suddenly more uncomfortable.


“I told you,” I reminded her. “I would see you attended to as I would approve of if I were to be unable to give you my full focus. If my arm gives out, they’ve assured me that my will shall be done.” I closed the door behind me and clicked the lock shut. I led her to the desk and locked the cuffs around her wrists and then at her ankles and then I locked the collar in place and wrapped the belt around her waist and cinched it snugly, but not tight.


She took it all stoically and I attached the cuffs to the rope looped over the pull-up bar. I pulled the rope tight, stretching her arms above her head and pulling her up to her toes before I tied the slack off and left her standing on the balls of her feet. She’d worn cheap sweats that looked a little threadbare and I walked around her in a circle, looking at her as if trying to decide where to start. Instead, I walked back to the dresser and opened the top drawer where I’d hidden most of the tools for tonight. I walked up behind her and slipped the blindfold over her face, leaving her in blackness. I tested it by slapping her lightly across the face. She flinched at the unexpected blow and I resettled the blindfold as she laughed that I’d have to do better than that.


I grabbed the neck of her shirt in both hands and tore it from her body in response, slapping her hard across the breast, leaving a hand-print and making her nipple harden in protest. That got her attention and it got a gasp from Zoe. She’d been warned that what she was about to see was the deep end of the pool. Hanna was into this. She’d asked to be treated like this and mercy would disappoint her. She was grinning, but also gritting her teeth.


I tore her shirt the rest of the way and laid it on my desk, a trophy of a war we’d only just begun to fight. She wasn’t beaten and I wasn’t relenting. I put the bowl of ice on the night table and pulled out a chunk, running it over the nipple I’d just stung. She gasped and squirmed, the ice giving her an unexpected combination of sensations. I tossed it back in the bowl and got the spreader bar from where I’d propped it in the corner. I stuck my knee between hers and pushed them apart before crouching to attach it to one cuff and then shoving her legs apart so that it would attach to the other.


I used scissors to cut the side of her sweat pants and ripped my way down her leg to her ankle. I would have just pulled them off of her before fitting the bar in place, but that wasn’t the point. I hadn’t said a word. She’d be the next one to speak and she knew what word she was expected to give me. I tore them down the inseam of the other leg and tore them off of her, leaving her in a very old pair of bikini panties. I left those where they were for now. They might be useful later.


For now I went to get her warmed up. I had a leather strap that I wanted to start with. It was soft leather and two inches wide. I doubled it up and held it in my hand walking back to her. She was probably expecting to be tormented, but I’d tested this against my arm. It stung, but I’d have to do a lot of work to get it to actually hurt. I let the strap bite into her skin, leaving red marks that soon bled into each other, making her whole back glow like a sunset. I took about ten minutes, enjoying the slap of it on her skin and savoring the color of her skin.


I took it back to the dresser and picked up my next tool while she chuckled. I returned to her and she decided it was time to mouth-off. “If that’s the best you’ve got, you might as well-” She shrieked before she could clamp her jaws shut as I caned her hard across the tits. I turned her briefly so our audience could see the welt raising across them I’d hit both nipples and they rose angrily as blood poured into the welted area.


Samantha nodded in approval and I stepped back into it, letting the cane swish through the air, striping her skin and making her squeak. I still wouldn’t return her verbal barbs and I let the silence hang in the air heavily. I pulled her panties between her ass cheeks so I could cane her without even the minor protection of the garment. I striped her from shoulders to knees, front and back before I put the cane aside and started applying ice to her body, starting with her bruised nipples.


She cooed in reaction to the soothing on her hurts and whimpered as I massaged her skin. Again, I caught Samantha’s smile and I nodded. I’d caught it too. She was responding sexually to the aftercare. She’d take the worst punishments stoically, but the soothing afterwards was getting to her.


When her body was dripping with melted ice and she was trembling visibly, I put the ice back in the bowl and plugged in one of the Magic Wands. Samantha arched an eyebrow at that, wondering what I was going to do. I turned it on and ran it all over her back, making her tremble harder. She was putty as I rolled the head over her shoulders and neck. I ran it over her chest, circling her breasts without touching the nipples. That made her whine, her need starting to get away from her as I ran the Wand over her stomach, the welts making her skin sensitive. She writhed and started to breathe heavily, her body betraying her. She rolled her hips, trying to gain some relief, but her legs were too widely spread to even squeeze her thighs together.


I smiled, reveling in her need. Samantha watched with interest, but I’d veered from what she’d anticipated as the next step and she wasn’t particularly approving at the moment, figuring that I was going to let her have her release. I carefully avoided her pussy no matter how urgently she humped toward the Wand. Instead, I ran it down her thighs and over the welts on her legs before pulling it away.


She whined and tossed her head from side to side, starting to hyper-ventilate. “Please!” she whispered. I walked away and turned off the Wand. She sobbed in frustration, knowing my answer. I set it down with a smile and picked up the feather.


I returned to her and walked in a circle around her, letting my fingers trail across her skin as I watched her reactions. She was moaning and hunching her hips reflexively. We could all smell her lust. She was broken. We all knew it. She knew it. She just had to say the word for release, both physical and sexual.


I stroked the feather over her armpit and she shrieked like I’d shocked her, jumping in shock and pulling violently against her bonds. Samantha’s eyes widened in delight at the effect and I could tell that she wanted another long conversation with me after this.


I swirled the feather around her navel and she went berserk again, thrashing against the ropes that held her up. I spared a glance for her hands to make sure her fingers weren’t turning red, but she was doing okay. I saw Samantha give me a thumbs-up for checking on her. I kept walking around her in a slow circle and tickling a random body part with the feather. The inside of her ear, the back of her knee, the small of her back. She squealed and thrashed and tried desperately to get away. I paused to pick up the cane again and continued my walk, sometimes using the feather, sometimes the cane. She moaned and whimpered and cried, tears spilling out from under the mask.


I kept it up, swapping out for the strap that had some sting, but little bite, making her tingle wherever it landed only to be tickled with the feather afterwards. She was panting, her chest heaving as she tried to keep up. I put everything aside and picked up a long double-tailed quirt and lashed her back. This one had enough bite to make it hurt and she gasped, the pain cutting through everything else, pulling her back from the orgasm she wanted desperately.


Samantha watched me brutally beat her back away from the edge and she was laughing silently trying not to break the scene by making noise. She was also lazily stroking her breast, plucking at the nipple as she watched.


I stopped when I felt like she was in no danger of cumming from a casual touch and turned her so that they could see her from the bed. I slipped my hand into her panties and felt her juices dripping from her opening and soaking her panties. I coated two fingers and then pulled them out to show the girls how wet they were before I held her steady and held the fingers to her nose, smearing her juices all over her nostrils so that it was the only thing she could smell.


Samantha grinned at me and I could tell that was a trick she was going to use sometime soon. Zoe had been watching with fascination the entire time I was working as if caught in a trance, unable to look away or really do much more than breathe. Emma, on the other hand, had her jeans unzipped and one hand inside as she watched me reduce Hanna to tears.


I pulled my fingers from Hanna’s nose and put them to her lips. She ate herself off my fingers hungrily, licking and sucking on them like she was trying to convince me what a good girl she’d be if I only let her cum.


I let her clean them and then I stepped back. I went back to the bowl of ice and realized that I was going to need more soon since it was mostly water now. I massaged her down with a double handful of ice, making her groan loudly, sobbing at the feel of it on her inflamed skin. I rubbed her back with it and then her sides and her armpits, making her squirm all over again. I massaged her chest and shoulders without touching her nipples. She whimpered loudly when I moved on to her stomach without touching them. I glided the ice over her navel and let my hands drift lower, running my hands into her panties, but only over her mound. I kept the ice clear of her lips. I’d felt how scalding hot they were and I wasn’t about to quench that fire. She whined and cried “NOO-OO-OO!” when I pulled the ice away and bucked her hips violently, trying to reach the cool relief, but it was already gone. I put it back in the bowl and chuckled, the first sound I’d made since we’d entered the room.


She heard it and whimpered. She knew what I wanted. I knew what she wanted. The question was which of us would give-in to the other. She was primed for more, but I wondered if I could finish her off without digging deeper into my bag of tricks. I picked up the feather and worked her over, making her squeal and jump, stepping on the spreader bar to hold her steady. She whimpered and shrieked, cried and begged, babbled and quaked until she couldn’t take it any more.


“SISSYBOY!” She blurted. Sobbing and twisting, trying to get away from the torment as she screamed the safeword repeatedly, not even realizing I’d stopped as soon as she’d said it the first time.


I put the feather aside and pulled her close, wrapping my arms around her and yanking the knot that held her arms up, supporting her as she collapsed against me. She was still sobbing and she’d gone absolutely limp. I carried her to the bed and laid her down before detaching the spreader from her ankles and sliding her panties down her legs and off. I untied her cuffs from the rope and then I slid the blindfold up and off, leaning in to kiss her deeply.


She wrapped her arms around me and sobbed uncontrollably as we kissed. I’d broken her with a feather of all things. Zoe was still entranced. Emma had made herself cum at least once and probably two or three times while I was focused on Hanna.


Samantha had a deeply satisfied look on her face as she slid over to the side of the bed. “That was magnificent!” she told us both and then surprised me by kissing me passionately. “I’d been looking forward to breaking you when you turned 18, my dear boy, but after that ... Even if I could, and I don’t know that I could make you break before you got to me, I wouldn’t. Watching you work was surprising. I didn’t expect you to manage as well as you have. It was a rare pleasure.”


“I was glad you could be here,” I said. “Hopefully in the future, we’ll have the chance to do something similar again.”


“Perhaps,” she said with a slight smile. “Stop by my office on Wednesday after you see Victoria. I’d like to talk to you about this.”


She kissed Hanna on the cheek and then got up, unlocking the door and letting herself out.


I looked at the girls and then at Hanna who was watching me hopefully. I kissed her again and then slid off the bed, undressing quickly before returning to her. She spread her legs, welcoming me and I got my first good look at her pussy. Her lips were a bright coral pink, puffy and drooling moisture. “Are you on the Pill?” I asked her before I lost myself in the moment and she shook her head.


I was about to go to my night table for condoms when she touched my arm. “I can’t have children so there’s no need,” she explained and I nodded.


I climbed between her legs and touched my hard cock to her slit and she groaned softly, reaching down and spreading herself open with both hands, eager to have me inside her. I slid into her with no hesitation, her body accepting me willingly. We fucked hard and passionately. Her submission was complete and this was just the celebration of that act. I’d ignored her body’s allure while I’d been hard at work, but now I marveled at the hardness of her. Later I’d muse that she was like Beck matured to full womanhood and I loved every inch of that body. Emma was stripping down and joined us, straddling Hanna’s face and settling her pussy in place with a look of rapture as Hanna went to work on her. Zoe was pulling off her clothes, but looked at a loss for how to get involved.


I beckoned her to me and whispered in her ear to stand up above us so I could eat her. She grinned and jumped up between Emma and me, one leg on either side of us while she crouched slightly to put herself at the right height, pulling my head into her sex.


I ate her like a madman, tonguing her clit frantically while I fucked Hanna hard. Hanna came first, screaming into Emma’s pussy. Emma wasn’t far behind, riding Hanna’s face hard. I was next, groaning and pounding my cock into Hanna’s depths as I came forever. When I finally recovered, I straightened up and ate Zoe with renewed vigor, making her quake and tremble through two orgasms before we all fell into a heap.


I was about to suggest a shower to clean up when I felt lips closing around my still wet cock. I looked down to see Hanna’s head bobbing up and down dutifully in my lap, cleaning our mingled cum off of me while bringing me back to life. I felt like I could last forever until I felt Zoe slide down between my legs and start sucking my balls. That made me groan, the feeling of two mouths pleasuring me pushing me unexpectedly toward a second orgasm. I felt Hanna moan on my cock and I looked up to see Emma had plastered her face to Hanna’s pussy and was sucking the cum out of her pussy hungrily. I laid back and lost myself in the moment, groaning and warning them that I was about to cum. Hanna jacked me off enthusiastically and I blasted my cum into her mouth, groaning with each spasm of my orgasm.


I gathered the girls in and gently removed Hanna’s cuffs and belt, but she didn’t want the collar removed.


I nodded and left the leather collar in place.


“Shower in the morning?” I asked to general assent. I wasn’t specifically tired, but I looked at the clock and it was after 10. Sex hadn’t taken us as long as I normally take with it, but I’d spent a long time on Hanna.


Someone pulled the blanket over us and we turned on the alarm before shutting off the lights. I cuddled with Hanna on one side, Zoe on the other and Emma crawling on top of me to drape herself over top of me with a kiss for each of us.


We talked while we drifted off about nothing in particular, just lazy pillow talk.


Chapter 19


The alarm woke us all and we filed out of bed and into the shower. Hanna was delighted with the shower and she reluctantly took off the collar to get in with us. We had our shower and then went to get ready to face the day. Hanna wanted to put the collar back on and I asked if she wanted people at the gym to know she’d given her submission or she just wanted something sentimental to hold onto.


“Both,” she said instantly and I nodded and went to dig something out of the proper box. It was a simple stainless steel collar with an O-Ring attached. It locked with a tiny hex key. She loved it. It was ornamental, durable, obviously a slave collar and wearable in the shower.


I locked it around her neck and it fit like it was made for her. I kissed her and she grinned, starting to get ready. “You want to come by the gym before you head to class and I’ll stretch you out?” she asked.


“I’d love to, but I don’t think I have time for a round-trip this morning,” I said.


“No classes this morning?” she asked.


“No, I don’t go to campus. I use a virtual classroom.”


“Why? You’re close enough to campus that it’s not a brutal commute.”


“Have you heard of Dr. Saddler’s prized student?” I asked.


“His pet monkey? Yeah, everyone’s heard of that side-show.”


Emma made a strangled sound and Zoe looked worried that I was going to cane her for real.


I smiled dryly. “Is THAT what they’re calling me now?” I asked casually.


The blood drained out of her face. “You mean you’re that kid?!!? Oh fuck!”


“He’s not just the kid they call Epic,” Emma told her. “Show her the video.”


I got my laptop and opened up YouTube, playing the Halloween clip.


“You’re telling me, you’re THAT guy too?” she asked, skeptically.


I shrugged and went to my closet for the shield. I put it on and showed it off. “I actually hope you can help me with something, now that I think about it. I’ve got a thing coming up at the beginning of April. It’s sort of like a skills test. It’ll likely be athletic, possibly acrobatic, but definitely should involve the shield. Sort of like a version of American Gladiators.”


“What sort of skills test?” she asked.


“I kind of got into a Twitter war about who was the better Captain America with Chris Evans and we decided to fight it out with Scarlett Johansson going to the victor.”


I saw the look on her face and opened my Twitter, showed her all of yesterday’s traffic and there was even a note accepting my challenge if we could work out the details. “Stretching out with you is going to give me incredible flexibility. I take Kung Fu, dance and I’m signed up for cheerleading at SOMEONE’S insistence.” I shot a look at Emma, but spoiled it with a smirk. “I’ll need to work on strength and endurance and precision throwing, probably at targets.”


“Let me ask around. You might also want to talk to some of the history department. They’d be able to put you in touch with historical weapons experts if there aren’t any on campus. I think the football coaches could probably help you some, but they might not have time.”


“I can ask the high school coaches. Their season is over,” I said.


“High school?” she asked.


“I thought you knew about Carl’s pet monkey,” I said dryly before explaining. “I take my high school courses and attend the Harvard lectures by virtual classroom. It’s a pilot project designed to keep me with my peer group while nurturing my gift to it’s best potential. If it works out, it’ll become the model for how geniuses are educated in the future to grow their gifts and make them normal, stable individuals instead of maladjusted savants who can put a man on the moon but can’t get a girl to go to dinner.”


She shrugged. “So you don’t have to be in high school, but you’re there so you don’t get weird?”


“Yeah, I agree. It’s WAY too late for that. That’s essentially it. I could graduate by Thanksgiving if I started now. But instead, I’m taking four degrees while I sit in high school and not isolated from my age group which helps my emotional and social development. For the next four years, I’ll quietly finish everything I can do in virtual classrooms and try to arrange flexible schedules to do the rest.”


“Okay. I’m gonna pay in some really embarrassing way for that ‘pet monkey’ crack, aren’t I?” she asked, wincing.


“No, not really. I assume your opinion of the monkey is a little better than it was yesterday and that’s good enough for me. Feel free to abuse anyone that continues to call me that though.”


She smiled with some relief. We went upstairs and I made breakfast for the girls before they left for school and work. Lilly came downstairs while I was serving it up and I asked if she was eating with us or next door.


“I would, but I’m sure Patty and Dan are waiting for me,” she said, taking in the four of us.


“Okay. Have a good day and I’ll see you later.”


“Sister?” Hanna asked and I nodded.


“Her name is Lilly and you should probably assume that anything said to her will be repeated next door.”


“Best friend?” she asked sympathetically.


“Not exactly. Two of my ex-girlfriends live next door. They got custody of Lilly in the divorce.”


“There’s a story there,” she said shrewdly.


“Yeah, but now’s not the time for it. After work?”


“Sure,” she said. “I have a lot to find out about you.”


“We’re all still learning things about each other. That’s not a bad thing though.”


“True. I’ve got to run. I’ll see you when I’m off.” She kissed each of us and then was out the door, hopping in her jeep and taking off for work.


“I can’t believe the change in her today!” Emma said softly when she was gone.


“I know. I wonder if she’ll be the same as usual with everyone or if she’s going to have a teddy bear day where everyone gets to see her inner softy,” I mused. “You two coming after school?” I asked hopefully.


“Sure,” Emma said and Zoe nodded.


“Other than Kung Fu and dance on Sunday, I’m totally yours until Monday morning,” I said with a smile. “I’d skip dance, but I only have another few weeks of it before I have to choose between that and cheer.”


“Don’t skip it. We’ll come with you.”


They left and I packed for school. I checked my phone and had a couple of texts. One was from Lilly saying she’d go right upstairs when she got home and the other was from Tricia letting me know she had a new phone and this was the number.


I texted Tricia back right away and told her I’d had my phone shut off last night for the thing with Hanna, but I’d see her at school and I wished she’d been able to be there with us last night.


I also Tweeted back to Chris Evans. “Skills comp? Get sponsors with proceeds to kid’s cancer ctr. Need judges, events and sponsors. #Capoff”


Then I went to school, figuring I’d hear from him later in the day about it.


I was just sitting down to eat lunch when I got the call.


“Hey, Matt?” came a voice I knew all too well.


“Speaking. Chris?”


“Yeah. I got your number from Pratt. You seriously want to do this? It might be pretty rough.”


“I’m fourteen and cocky. I also set it for five months away so that I can train for it.”


He laughed. “I suppose. I’ll talk to some folks. You have anyone in mind for judges?”


“Chris Pratt, Scarlett Johansson and Robert Downey Jr. would be my first picks, but no one’s been around the character longer than Stan Lee. If one of them can’t make it, I’d want him making the final call on what makes a good Cap.”


“Pratt’s gonna love that,” he laughed. “But the shield stuff is all done in post production.”


“Yours is,” I said. “Mine was good looks and charm. The shield has to WANT to come back.” I laughed a little.


“Yeah, Pratt’s been talking to you for sure,” he laughed with me. “April second. I’ll call you when I find out something about sponsors.”


“Sounds good. Thanks for all this. I can’t begin to tell you how much it means to even get a mention on Twitter, let alone phone calls from you and Chris Pratt.”


“Any time. That video is pretty amazing. I’ll see you in April and I’ll talk to you soon. I’ll post to Twitter, accepting your challenge and I’ll see who else I can get to repost the video.”


“Thanks again. I really appreciate it.”


He hung up and I made a new contact for his number. When I looked up, the whole cafeteria was looking at me. The lunchroom staff was staring.


“Were you just talking to Chris Evans?” one of the cheerleaders I’d worked with yesterday asked.


“Yep,” I said. “We just set a date. We’re gonna fight for Scarlett Johansson. April 2nd.”


“Bullshit!” someone declared.


I shrugged. “Check Twitter,” I told them. “You just heard me make the arrangements for judges. He should post sometime soon that he’s accepted.”


My phone chose that moment to ping. I looked at it and held it up. “There it is! Challenge accepted! You heard it here first.”


People were diving for phones and I-Pads wanting to confirm. There was more shock as people read for themselves that Chris Evans and I were going to throw down on April 2nd for charity.


I pulled out my laptop and set up my schedule for the afternoon, spending the rest of the lunch period doing a programming assignment.


I had enough time to meet Tricia for a kiss and let her know about the call from Chris Evans.


“So you’re gonna do it?” she asked, letting me walk her to lunch.


“Sure. I suggested we do it for charity and that probably sold it for him. He gets great PR out of it, we raise money for the children’s cancer center at the local hospital and everyone wins.”


She went off to lunch and I went to class for the rest of the day. I met her after school and the two of us walked back to my place for a bit since her dad was still at work.


I rooted around the fridge and decided that we needed more food. I’d have to find out what Hanna wanted in the house since I suspected that she was going to spend a lot of time here.


We were sitting at the kitchen table, talking when the front door opened. I assumed it would be Lilly dropping off her books, but to my surprise, it was Tabby and Collie.


“Hi,” I said with a small smile. “Tabby, Collie, this is Tricia. Tricia, that’s Tabby and Collie.” I pointed them out, ignoring the irritated looks on their faces.


“Hello,” she said brightly.


“Hello,” Tabby said before rounding on me. “What’s this I hear that you collared a girl last night? You won’t even talk to us, but you’re collecting new girls like trading cards?”


I arched an eyebrow and waited for Collie to respond to Tricia, but other than a weak smile and wave, she held her tongue. “That was rude,” I told them both. “First off, Tricia is one of the girls that have become important to me. She’s my girlfriend and you were just extremely discourteous, dismissing her like she was part of the furniture. Second of all, Lilly STILL talks too fucking much and understands too fucking little. Third, I have talked to you every single time you approached me for a conversation and made you aware I still consider this house your home. Fourth, who I date and what circumstances I date them under are my business. Not Lilly’s, certainly not yours and you lost the right to have a voice in the matter when you threw me away. You can sugar-coat it to your heart’s content, but that’s what happened. I can understand you’re upset by the news Lilly delivered. Maybe now you understand why I don’t trust her. Her mouth knows no bounds. She was introduced to Hanna this morning. She didn’t ask what was going on, just got an eyeful and ran out the door to tell as many people as she could. I’m certain Beck and Lana are both devastated over the news she was only too happy to spread like butter. Finally, that comment that I’m collecting girls like trading cards? Isn’t that what Patty called the two of you the night she met you?”


Tabby had tried to interrupt several times during the calm lecture I was giving her, but I steamrolled her under, continuing to talk. Now I settled back and let her speak.


“You’re right. I’m sorry. She told everyone and we were both really hurt. We wanted to fix things and she’s telling us you moved on and we weren’t gonna get the chance to make it right.” She turned to Tricia. “I’m really sorry I was rude to you too. I was really upset by what his sister told me. It’s not an excuse, but I hope you understand and forgive me.”


Tricia shrugged. “You were the other two girlfriends he had?” she asked and they nodded. She surprised us all when she laughed. “The truth about you is way more interesting than the rumors ever were,” she told me. “We should get a picture of all of us in one huge group. Everyone would cry when they saw the girls you date.”


That defused a little of the tension and we all breathed a little easier for it.


“Tricia is the girl that I was supposed to have gotten pregnant over the summer,” I informed them. “She knows a great deal about everything that’s gone on. Not about Miranda yet, but that talk is coming soon. Please, join us. I clearly have a lot of misinformation to clear up.”


They looked at each other and took seats at the table with us. “So what really happened?” Collie asked softly.


“First off, Lilly didn’t even MEET Hanna. She saw her sitting at the table with a collar on and refused an offer to join us so she could dash off and ruin everyone’s day. She didn’t ask who she was, what she was doing here, who the collar belonged to or even say hello. She was out the door before I could even introduce her. So all the information that you got about the situation is speculation on the part of someone that’s not nearly as good at it as she thinks.”


I paused and let that sink in. They looked embarrassed, but they weren’t getting it.


Tabby spoke up. “Okay, then who is she? What was she doing here? IS it your collar?”


Her name’s Hanna Smith. She’s a trainer at the Harvard fitness center and she’s helping me get into competition shape. What she was doing here was being broken and yes, the collar is mine. None of that precludes the chance for either of you to make things right or find your way back into my care. THAT was either your assumption or information told to you by a halfwit. It does set a rather disturbing precedent though. Do you realize this is exactly the second rumor about me to reach your ears? It is, stunningly, the second one you bought at face value and it’s the second one you acted on in anger. Sadly it’s also the second one that turned out to be baseless.”


They both looked horrified now that I’d pointed it out to them. Tabby recovered first though. “How is it baseless? It IS your collar.”


“Does that collar mean I’m collecting girls like trading cards? Does it mean that I’m not talking to you or that I won’t give you a chance to talk things out? Does her having a place threaten you having a place if we decide you belong here?” I asked these questions calmly, but inside I wanted to knock Lilly’s teeth out for causing this. “Collie, you, more than anyone should know the answer to that after our talk about Manda.”


That brought them up short. “No, it doesn’t,” Tabby admitted. “She was so sure...”


“That’s EXACTLY what you said about Lana’s insistence that I’d murdered Tricia’s unborn child. Word for word,” I told her evenly, making her wince. “I have to walk Tricia home soon, but the other girls will be here this evening if you’d like to meet them. I’m making macaroni and cheese for dinner. I’m sure Patty has room for you next door too. I won’t be insulted if you decide the food’s better over there. You’d be right.” I said it about as gently as I could under the circumstances.


“Sorry,” Tabby said again numbly.


I smiled and took her hand. “I know. At least you came to talk to me about it this time. That’s progress. We’re working up to you believing in me,” I said dryly.


“How bad did we fuck up?” Collie asked, cringing.


“Not nearly as bad as Lilly,” I told them. “Would you be so kind as to go next door and make sure that Lana, Beck and Patty all know that they’ve been misled as to the nature of things? If Lilly is there, feel free to let her know that me telling her I wouldn’t trust her with the details of my life doesn’t give her the right to invent details. Or not. It’s really up to you whether you tell her anything.”


“How mad are you at her?” Tabby asked.


“I don’t think I even really care any more,” I said with a grimace. “Giving a shit doesn’t stop her. It barely even slows her down.”


Tricia had been quiet during this whole exchange, but spoke now. “Why do you listen to her?” she asked curiously. She was looking at both of them.


“What do you mean?” Collie asked.


“Well, she seems to like spreading the most damaging things she can and likes to keep things secret when they could help. Why do you pay attention? It sounds like you’ve been led astray by her advice pretty consistently. Why not just tune her out or assume that she’s not telling you the full story?”


They looked at her and then at each other. “It just never occurred to us to treat her like she wasn’t trustworthy.” Tabby admitted sheepishly.


Tricia shrugged as if it made perfect sense. “Well, she’s the youngest around here, right? She probably feels like it’s the only way to get attention from everyone. I suppose she’d make a sensational gossip columnist some day.”


“So you think she’s doing it to get attention?” Collie asked, horrified. “That’s terrible!”


I shrugged. “And yet, not so far-fetched in this house,” I said sourly. I picked up the phone and called next door, putting it on speaker.


“I wondered when I might hear from you,” Patty said when she picked up. She didn’t sound pleased.


“Just as soon as I realized that Lilly’s inventing details of my life to hurt other people, I called to warn you. Tabby and Collie burst in here ready to skin me because she told a bullshit story this morning that made them flip out. It probably drove Beck and Lana out of their minds too. Care to tell me what damage she’s actually done since breakfast?”


“If Tabby and Collie are there, you already know how that went,” she said. “What’s the real story?”


I told her what had happened over here this morning and what Lilly had made up, what she’d guessed right and where she’d gone horribly off course. “Tricia has suggested that everyone stops taking her at face value. She says she’s probably doing it for the attention and right now she’s getting plenty of it. I wouldn’t discount the application of a severe grounding. There are three psychiatric patients between the two houses. What she did this morning created needless anxiety for all three of us.”


“What sort of punishment are you suggesting?” she asked.


“I’m not suggesting a punishment,” I said softly. “I’m pointing out that I’m sick of her causing damage. I’m sincerely thinking about having Donald take her, but that’s something we’re all going to have to talk about.”


“That’s a little extreme, isn’t it?” she asked gently. “I was thinking more along the lines of chores.”


“Feel free,” I said lightly. “I’m only voicing my thoughts. This morning, she saw someone here and without knowing what had happened or even who she was, she bolted out the door to tell the news to the worst fucking people she could have spread it to. She’s our family’s equivalent to Fox News. I’m not getting involved in how this is handled. I personally want to insulate my life from her until she gets some idea in her head of how much she’s hurting people. Either she doesn’t get it or she doesn’t care.”


“I’ll talk with her,” Patty said solemnly.


“How much damage did she do over there, or should I just not ask in the interest of not wanting to know?” I asked, my mouth twisting sourly.


“You don’t want to really know,” Patty told me.


“Alright. I have guests coming for the weekend. We won’t be making time to socialize with Lillian,” I said, feeling like I’d really like one of my girls to bust Lilly in the face for this.


“She was very loud in not wanting to spend time there tonight,” Patty said gently.


“I think that’s for the best,” I said dully. “I’m gonna go for now. I want to walk Tricia home and then calm myself down before Emma and Zoe show up. I’ll talk to you later. Call my cell if she invents more lies I should know about.”


I hung up and put the cordless back on the charger. “Well that was pleasant!” I said with mock joviality. I patted Collie and Tabby on the shoulder. “Can you stick around until I get back just in case Emma and Zoe get here before I get back?” I asked.


“Sure,” Collie said. “We can do that.”


I thanked them and then we got our coats on and stepped outside. I took Tricia’s hand and kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks for speaking up in there,” I said softly as we walked away from the house and down the street.


“You’re welcome,” she said with a smile. “I’m surprised that you didn’t spot what she was doing before. You’re usually really good at reading people from what I’ve seen.”


“I have a bit of a blind spot for my family,” I admitted. “I’ve known them so long that the information is garbled in years of being around them. It’s weird, I know. I usually AM really good at this, but when they’re involved, it’s like there’s some static in the background that keeps me from tuning in.”


“Well what do you see when you look at me?” she asked brightly.


“Beauty,” I told her. “You’re not just physically attractive, but you’re a beautiful person on the inside. When I first met you, I thought you’d be the kind of person who’d feed stray cats and plant flowers for little kids to pick. You’d be the kind of person who’d find herself with a free afternoon and you’d wonder how you could use it to make someone else feel better.”


She crinkled her nose and laughed. “I don’t do ANY of that. I read,” she told me and I laughed with her.


“I didn’t think you did literally, but I saw that you were a good person and you wouldn’t think twice about going out of your way to make life better for someone if you thought of a way to do it,” I clarified. “You’ve certainly made mine better.”


“You’re really nice too,” she said and squeezed my hand.


I grinned and remembered something. “My doctor once told someone that I had an ‘incredible aptitude to make people’s lives better’. I think that might be exaggerating a little in my case, but I try to do something positive every day.”


“How does that work out for you?” she asked.


“Well today’s good deed was to invite my sister to join us for breakfast,” I said dryly. “Some days are better than others.”


“You did pretty good the day you introduced yourself to me,” she said. “I wouldn’t have gotten to go to the dance or get my first kiss, my first cum,” she blushed at that, looking adorable. “You’ve made a huge difference in my life.”


I grinned at her, my bad mood fading and I suspected that she’d decided to tell me that to lighten my mood. “See?” I asked. “You’re doing it again. You’re pulling me out of my bad mood.”


“By pointing out that you make me smile?” she asked.


“Yup,” I said simply and raised her hand to my lips, kissing it gently. “Sometimes I need that. I’ve had a lot of instances in the past few months where I worry that I haven’t been making things better. It helps to be told sometimes that I’ve done something right.”


“You’ve done a lot right,” she assured me.


We were walking up her block when I saw her father’s car pulling into their driveway. I smiled at her. “I love you Tricia,” I said softly.


She grinned at me, her eyes twinkling. “I love you too.”


Her father was waiting for us at the car, giving me a slightly less unfriendly look as he opened the trunk. “Tricia,” he said gently. “Give me a hand with the groceries.”


She nodded and went to join him, loading up on bags.


“Can I help?” I asked brightly.


He looked at me and shook his head. “We can handle it. Thank you for the offer, Matthew.”


I was clearly being dismissed, so I said a chaste goodbye to Tricia and walked back the way I had come, glumly wishing that she could be a bigger part of our lives, but willing to follow her lead while she had a plan to talk her father over to her way of thinking.


When I got back to the house, there appeared to be a party going on at the house. Everyone had arrived and I smiled at the five of them when I closed the door behind me. “Hi,” I said brightly. “What have I missed?” I asked, wondering whether they were getting acquainted or discussing the day’s bullshit.


“We were just getting to know each other,” Collie said with a smile. “Don’t worry, we haven’t told any of your secrets ... yet.” She smiled to take the sting out of that and I knew that they didn’t intend to embarrass me or damage my relationships.


“So long as everyone’s getting along,” I said with a smile, kicking off my shoes and coming to join them at the table.


“Actually Hanna had just asked why we didn’t still wear our collars,” Tabby brought me up to speed.


“I see. You’re getting VERY acquainted,” I said and looked around the table. “It’s a complicated story. Someone manipulated events to separate me from the people I was closest to. By the time that lie was uncovered, a lot had happened and we’re still working on getting back to a point where we trust each other.”


Collie looked at me blandly. “You’ll find out that Matt is generous to a fault. The truth is that someone told a lie and we believed it. We left him and wouldn’t even tell him why. When he finally found out, it took him less than a minute to point out it couldn’t possibly be true, but by then, we’d broken his trust and we haven’t really done such a good job getting it back since.”


“So what was the lie?” Hanna wanted to know.


“I was supposed to have gotten a girl pregnant this summer and pressured her into getting an abortion. I was housebound with a sprained ankle and concussion while I was supposed to be forcing her to do that. The family was watching me like a hawk to make sure I wasn’t in need of anything. I also didn’t know the girl until September,” I supplied.


“And NONE of it was true?” she asked.


I shook my head. “The girl in question is still a virgin. Never had an abortion coerced or otherwise, never been pregnant, never had sex even.”


“That’s crappy. Why would someone make that up?”


“High school bullshit. She wanted one of the girls I was dating free so she could match her up with someone else.”


“Rough,” she sympathized. “So why didn’t anyone say something?”


Tabby sighed. “We were convinced not to by the girl who was told the lie to begin with. She said that she didn’t want to listen to him try to talk his way out of it because she was sure that he could invent something that would make it seem less terrible.”


“Yeah. He seems like he can talk his way into or out of anything,” Hanna admitted, looking at me sideways.


I smiled and shrugged. “Not quite anything. I’m still working to live down the rumor. It went on long enough that it has some inertia of its own.”


Collie sighed. “I know and we’re all still working on it.”


“Not what I was talking about,” I told her gently. “Tricia’s father still thinks I’m a creep and it still follows me in other ways. In any case, you guys don’t want to be late for dinner. Patty’s expecting you and Beck and Lana probably need that talk you promised them.” I smiled, knowing that they wanted to stay and see if there was a way for them to fit into the new Sorority, but that would have to wait for another time.


I walked them out and had a quiet word with them at the door, promising as much. They hugged me gratefully and then they were off across the lawn and I turned back to the table where three very curious girls were watching me.


“What’s going on?” Emma asked, picking up on the comment about them talking to Beck and Lana.


I sighed and started working on dinner as we talked. “This morning after my sister left here, she scampered next door and gleefully told everyone who would listen that not only had I collared someone new, but that meant there was no more room in the Sorority for anyone holding out hope of making things right. Tabby and Collie showed up here filled with rage and armed with thunderbolts when they found out. I have no idea what went on next door, but I can’t imagine it was productive given that those two are already in counseling over it.” I put a second pot on the stove to make cheese sauce while I waited for the water to boil for the pasta.


“What?!!?” Hanna blurted. “Where did she get all that from? We never even talked about anything like that!”


“She made it up,” I said simply to sounds of disgust from all three of them. “And then she said it to two people that are in serious mental distress over the way they treated me in all of this.” I turned from what I was doing and looked at Emma. “I’m staying out of it. I promised you I wouldn’t let them draw me back in and I meant it. I told their mother what had happened and she’s handling it.”


Emma nodded gratefully. “I trust you to handle matters as you think is best,” she said lightly, but I could tell she was pleased that I hadn’t run off to comfort the two of them.


“You promised to tell me the whole story,” Hanna reminded me and I nodded.


“I haven’t forgotten,” I assured her with a smile. “It’s a long story, so bear with me and stop me if you have questions. I’ll start from where everything changed for me. It’s kind of necessary for some of the parts to make sense.”


I set the macaroni to boil, had the cheese sauce coming along nicely and cubed another block of cheese to mix into the dish before it went in to bake. I talked as I worked, starting with the divorce and the accident, explaining things with a new perspective now that my life had changed so drastically. I explained who Lana and Beck had been to me previous to the summer and how we’d come together. I was starkly candid about Miranda and her affect on our lives. I told her about the money and the plan Miranda had to kill us all.


I’d bypassed the normal control I had of making sure that people weren’t from Boston before telling them to cut down on the chance they were connected to the mob, but I judged someone working full-time in the fitness center at Harvard to be a minimal risk of being connected. Aside from that, I’d broken her. She belonged to me. It was something I’d never done to one of my girls before and I felt it was an important distinction.


As I drained the pasta and spread it out in a casserole dish, I told her about turning things around on Miranda and her death, my guilt over it and the role it had played in making everyone around me believe that I could mastermind aborting an innocent child and their overwhelming disgust over that prospect. I paused and then talked candidly about what the girls next door had done to try to punish me for that, refusing to pull punches for the sake of their comfort. I told them about the number of people they’d slept with to hurt me, about Lana’s attack, about Halloween and about how I’d had to distance myself from them or risk losing my new relationships too.


“I don’t know whether Lilly went over there this morning to try to hurt Lana and Beck or if she was hoping to cause another explosion, but she got both,” I said, finishing the story. I’d told it in more detail than I liked to use on the subject and by the time I was done, dinner was ready. I served everyone myself and then sat down to my own plate. It wasn’t as good as Patty’s, but it was better than I could have done without her guidance.


Everyone else seemed to love it though and we ate the whole pan. We sat around the table and chatted. Hanna hadn’t overreacted to anything I’d said from Miranda to the money to the events around Halloween, but I wonder how she was handling all the information so I decided to bring it up.


“I’ve given you a lot to think about tonight,” I said seriously. “Does any of it trouble you?” I asked, getting up to start a pot of coffee for everyone else.


She shrugged. “Not really. That woman tried to get your family killed and you turned it around on her. I don’t see anything upsetting in that. The shit that you’ve been through this summer is kind of a lot. How are you still normal after all that?”


I laughed. “I’m a fourteen year old Harvard Student who’s dating four women at once, one of whom is openly wearing a slave collar at her own request. Normal is hardly a word I can claim. I understand what you mean though. How haven’t I gone on a killing spree or been checked into a mental health care facility.” I paused and considered my answer, leaning back and thinking about it.


“There have been two women that have helped me stay functional and normal. Emma and Victoria. Victoria is my doctor. She’s overseeing my mental and emotional health as part of the study. She’s a therapist, friend, my primary care-giver and my confidant. I trust her more than my own family. Emma on the other hand is my rock. I couldn’t have gotten through the past two months without her. She’s been there for me in ways I can’t even begin to count. When I reached the end of my rope, she reached out to me. She swore to me that I came first even though she’d made friends with Lana. She convinced me to take her hand and let her pull me up out of the hole I was in.”


“I kind of wondered how someone as young as you had the strength to stand up to me,” she admitted. “Now I know. What I put you through was nothing compared to what you’d been through this summer.”


“Yeah, I wanted to ask you about that. What IS that stretching routine for?” I asked curiously.


She blushed a little and looked down. “Ballet,” she admitted. “If you can manage that stretch every day, you’ll be able to do contortion work. I was amazed you came back after the first day, let alone had it in you to do it again.”


“We sort of cheated the first night. I came home and took an ice bath for fifteen minutes every hour,” I told her. “The second time, I let it work out on its own though. It felt pretty good.”


She laughed. “The ice was a good idea. Your sports medicine friend suggest that?” she asked and I nodded. “Well, you’re pretty good for flexibility. You should be able to do pretty much anything you want.”


Zoe decided to pipe up at this point and changed the subject. “Hanna, how did your collar go over at work today? Many people notice?”


She blushed, but grinned. “A lot of people actually. There was a lot of stares about it. I don’t know why.”


“I do,” she giggled, drawing Hanna’s full attention. “Matt’s famous. He’s a legitimate celebrity now, but the stories about him around campus are already making him a legend. Word got out that you were seeing him last night. When you came in with a collar today, they all knew where it came from.”


“Maybe I should hear some of these stories,” she said, wondering what she’d gotten herself into. Emma spent the next hour telling her everything that had circulated around campus from the bodyguards and speaking in front of the grant review board to the proposal and the guy from Cambridge who ran into me on the beach twice. “I heard he’s dating a PAIR of very nice varsity basketball players,” she told me with a giggle. “The wisdom of the ages passes from the Master to the Student.”


“Actually, he called me a girl-guru when he asked me to teach him the path to true happiness,” I said dryly.


“What did you tell him that changed his life?” Hanna asked.


“Treat women like people,” I said simply. “We should definitely take a trip down to Cambridge someday soon and congratulate him,” I laughed. “He was so hopeless when I met him. I like the thought that he’s turned it around.” I described the first encounter with him and then the second and we were all amused by the change.


“So you talked your way past the admissions board, got yourself a name all over campus, outwitted the mob, regularly have more than one woman in your bed and you can’t even drive a car?”


“I know. Seems kind of surreal when you think that I can do all that and I’m not considered capable enough to operate a car without disaster,” I laughed. “I try not to let it bother me. It’s really not an issue most of the time. The only time it really bothers me is on Tuesdays when I go for testing with Carl at the Harvard campus. That’s kind of a pain in the ass now.”


I was about to say more when the front door opened. I turned and saw Patty holding a cake so I got up to take it from her so she could take off her coat and shoes. “Bringing me dessert to soften the news?” I asked lightly, but was aware that it was a real possibility. “Come on in and meet Hanna.” I made introductions and set the cake in the middle of the table while I went to get plates, forks and a cake knife.


The five of us sat and I asked Patty how things were next door once I had coffee for everyone else poured and we were all savoring the cake.


“Today was a bad day,” she admitted. “Lilly’s declaration made a lot of people miserable.”


I nodded. “Tabby and Collie were not on their best behavior when they were here earlier,” I confirmed. “They were much calmer when they left. Have they managed to undo some of the damage?”


“They’re working on it,” she said quietly.


“And what has become of Lillian?” I asked, using her full name to express my displeasure with my sister.


“She’s currently doing chores while I find out what sort of reception she’s going to get when she gets home,” Patty told me.


I shrugged. “I told you I’m staying out of it. I don’t intend to even bring it up to her. She was given a chance to meet Hanna and spend a little time with us this morning. She didn’t want to join us. I’m a little insulted that she treated us like that, but that’s her choice. There’s no consequences waiting for her here. By the same token, I’m not going to try to force her to get to know anyone important to me. She’s made it clear she’s not interested. She’ll just fill in the details later.”


She nodded and told me she’d send Lilly home when she was done with her current chores.


“You’re really pissed at your sister, huh?” Zoe commented, when Patty had left.


“Between knowing about the divorce ahead of time, the rumor about me that she wouldn’t tell me about and the stunt she pulled today, she’s lucky I don’t wring her neck,” I said dryly. “She’s hurt a lot of people this past year ... mostly me.” I took a minute to shrug off the worst of that melancholy and tried to put the conversation back on some semblance of pleasantness. “So did anyone actually ask about the collar, Hanna or was it just a lot of looks?”


She blushed and nodded. “A couple of the women I know from around campus asked. Most people assume I’m a lesbian so there were a few that asked what girl got her hands on me.”


I chuckled. “What did you tell them?”


“The truth,” she said simply. “Well, most of it. I told them it wasn’t a woman, it was a man. I didn’t tell them how young the man was or that there were women involved, but they were kind of shocked by it anyway.”


“If they thought you were lesbian, no wonder they were shocked,” Emma laughed. “Some of them will know it was Matt. Like we said, it was running around the dorms the other night that you were seeing him. Since the YouTube video, things have gotten worse. People are actually excited when we get tests now because it means he’ll be on campus. He’s a legend now. He’ll be one of the Gods of Harvard in four years when he starts collecting degrees.”


“How many can you pick up in four years?” Hanna asked, confused.


“I’m taking three full degrees right now and I’m working at a fourth on a more limited basis. I think next term, I can pick up the pace on that one though and finish all four in four years,” I answered.


“That’s like a degree every year!” she gaped. “Really?!!?”


“I could do more if the professors agreed to cooperate,” I confided. “I was doing fourteen courses and doing fine when I found a trick that would honestly let me take triple that number of courses. So if I found degrees I wanted and had profs that would work with me, I could take nearly a full degree every semester.”


“And you’re sitting in high school putting up with this bullshit for WHAT reason?” she asked, stunned.


“Because the study requires me to be there,” I told her with a laugh. “In return, it pays for my full tuition, books, equipment and any tools I need. I get a personal therapist who also happens to be sexy as Hell in the bargain, I get help testing out the full extent of what I can do and I’d have a lot less flexibility if I were physically attending courses on campus. Profs are stepping outside their comfort zone to have their lectures recorded.”


She nodded. “I guess that makes sense,” she admitted. “So you’re a genuine genius, huh? What’s that like?”


“I dunno. I haven’t really processed it. A lot of what I can do seems normal to me. Other people freak out a lot and make a big deal when I demonstrate something they can’t do, but I don’t consider myself to be better or different or anything like that. It’s kind of hard putting perspective on it since it’s normal for me. It DOES open some doors, like the study. People also seem to take me more seriously when they realize I’m not stupid. That’s kind of nice.” I shrugged dismissively. “I want to hear more about you though. I’ve been talking almost nonstop. Tell us about yourself.”


She shrugged. “What did you want to know?” she asked, uncertain where to start.


“Everything. I don’t even know your age. Are you done with school? Are you from Boston? Just tell us what seems important.”


She nodded and took a moment to think. “Well I’m 26. I just finished my Masters last year in Physical Therapy. I could have started working in a hospital or clinic, but most of those are a lot of war vets returning from active duty with heavy injuries and I don’t think I’m ready to face that yet. I’d rather work in the athletics department for a few more years and work with sports injuries until I feel more comfortable with those injuries. My parents still live in the house I grew up in just outside of Stamford. My dad works for the postal service and my mom’s a secretary at WWE headquarters. That’s how I got interested in fitness. I’d like to be a trainer for the company, but there’s so much competition for those jobs that it’s nearly impossible. My sister is three years younger than me and runs a ballet school back home. How am I doing so far?” she asked with a slight smile.


I grinned. “You’re doing fine. It’s not an interrogation. We just want to get to know you better. What about hobbies?”


“Well I’m in the gym pretty much full time,” she admitted. “I compete a little in fitness competitions in the summer. I like it, but I’m not as devoted as some of the girls that do it full-time. They’ll stay in competition form for eight months a year. So careful diet, all day in the gym, tanning and body-sculpting. I’d pretty much have to give up everything else. I love animals, but I can’t have one in my apartment so I go volunteer at a shelter once a week just to spend time with them. Other than that, I play video games and watch the worst girly TV shows possible.”


I chuckled at that and nodded. “That all sounds pretty awesome,” I told her. The girls questioned her on a lot of her interests and I got up to get my phone when I heard it ringing. I looked at the display and it was another number I didn’t know. I was getting to recognize the California area codes though. I answered it curiously.


“Hello, Matt speaking.”


“Hey Matt,” came a voice I knew all too well. “You got yourself a judge.”


“That’s great news!” I said. “I didn’t even know you’d heard about it.”


“Yeah. The guy you’re supposed to replace told me what you had in mind, so I’m there. You’ve got your Iron-Man for April 2nd. Just so I’m clear, that video he sent me, it’s for real? That actually happened?”


“Yeah. We were at a school dance when they caught us coming back inside. I honestly don’t even know how I made that throw.”


“I heard you’re pretty genius too. Gonna take on Iron-Man next year? First weekend in May gonna be a tradition? Run one of us off the Avengers every year?” He laughed a little.


“I guess it depends on what co-star we’re fighting over and whether we can find a charity we both believe in. Is this a make your own suit competition?”


“God no. I’m a menace with tools. Let me see how bad you embarrass Chris before I sign on for next year. Maybe I’ll get you a Starlord getup if I get worried. I have to jet. They’re calling me back to the set. I sent you a Tweet. Best-a-luck.”


I thanked him again, said goodbye and returned to the table where the girls were talking about dog breeds and sighing over their favorites


“Who was on the phone?” Emma asked since I’d walked away to take the call.


“Iron-Man,” I said as I created a contact for Robert Downey Jr. And saved the number. “He called to tell me he’ll be a judge the event in April.”


“Really? That’s great!” she said with a grin.


I opened up Twitter and showed them the Tweet that said, “May the best Cap win. See you April 2. Boston Commons. #Capoff” from his account.


We chatted for the rest of the night, moving downstairs after Lilly came home. She looked upset, but didn’t try to talk to any of us, just went upstairs to her room. We hung out and watched Hanna show off her game skills on the TV, played some pool and generally just enjoyed being together.


When it was time for bed, Hanna stretched me out naked for the entertainment of all involved before we all climbed into bed together. I pulled Zoe to me and we made slow, passionate love while Emma and Hanna alternately watched and made love to each other, winding up in a 69 beside us, each of us reaching out to touch the others as we came one after another.


When I’d collapsed off to the far side of Zoe finally, it was Emma who came to clean me up lovingly with her mouth while Hanna made sure Zoe didn’t leak onto the sheets. We crawled under the covers in a sweaty tangle of limbs. I’d missed being like this. I’d missed feeling connected to someone, something, anything.


Chapter 20


When the alarm woke me on Saturday, I smiled. It was always a treasure to get a full night’s sleep. I stretched and then yelped in protest as someone tickled me. “Payback for the other night?” I asked Hanna, grabbing her collar playfully in the dark.


“Maybe,” she laughed. “I would never presume to torment my Master,” she said coyly, using the formal term she’d adopted for the first time.


I laughed and kissed her. “When we’re in the gym, I EXPECT torment from you. Right now though, we need a different kind of punishment.” I explained by flicking on the light, making all of us flinch at the sudden glare.


We got up and showered in a group and made plans to make a shopping trip after my class.


Visitors to the class weren’t unheard of, but they didn’t happen often and certainly not three beautiful women at once. Sifu was irritated with the performance of most of the class. “Captain Rogers is able to concentrate,” he scolded them, tapping me on the shoulder. “So should the rest of you.”


At the end of the class, he asked if I had any pictures of my costume and I retrieved my phone to show him the pictures before asking for the help I was looking for. I played the video and told him about the charity event in the spring. “I’m hoping you can help me actually learn to use the shield as much as it can be used. I know it’s not a normally studied weapon, but I hoped you might know someone I could talk to if it’s one you haven’t studied.”


He chuckled. “The shield is a time honored tool of warfare,” he said, playing the clip again. “You use it well instinctively. Shaolin does indeed use a Tengpai, a shield very similar and made of rattan. Normally this would be advanced training, but you have shown restraint in using what you already know and you are performing in this event to help others. Bring your shield next week. We will spend some time examining it and then we begin training you. I will also bring someone versed in other uses of the shield that you may find useful.”


I bowed to him and thanked him profusely, promising to bring it next week.


When we were leaving, Hanna looked interested in the class and asked a lot of questions about it. “Can I come back to watch again next week?” she wanted to know.


“Sure. If you’re interested in joining, I can arrange that instead,” I told her.


“Are you sure? I don’t want to cause a problem,” she said.


I just turned around and led her back inside to see Sifu and explained to him that she was interested in taking the class. He nodded agreeably and before we left, I had paid for her Gi and her membership fees for the month. Sifu gave me a questioning look when I was paying for things, but didn’t bring it up today.


From there, the rest of the weekend was perfectly uneventful. Hanna stretched me out twice a day, we went shopping to stock the bathroom for her and the kitchen for all of us. I also got some extra athletic clothes and a couple of pairs of quality indoor shoes.


We spent some time in the gym that afternoon and drew a lot of looks as Hanna led me around, helping me plan out a new workout routine for the goals I had in mind.


She left me alone to follow the plan and went to join the girls and do her own workout. I worked hard at it, finding the new exercises targeting muscles that I hadn’t been using as much. I liked it and fell into a routine until Hanna tapped me on the shoulder and I raised my head. I’d been in a state of semi-hypnosis and I suddenly became more aware of my body. I knew right away that I’d overdone the workout and I stopped right away.


“You okay?” she asked gently. “You were kind of hitting it like a machine.”


I nodded. “I just sort of hit a zone and got lost in it. Dance class tomorrow should be interesting.” I could feel a deep fatigue in my muscles, but I felt good and told her so. “Thanks for helping me out with this. I may have to be carried around for the rest of the night though,” I chuckled, but was only half kidding.


She patted me on the shoulder and put a towel in my hand. “Go shower and then we’ll eat and relax tonight. Emma and Zoe want to go to the movies. Plenty of time to recover in a theater”


I nodded and got showered and changed before we went out to a Thai restaurant Hanna had suggested. I’d never had Thai before, but I enjoyed it.


That night, we sat through two chick-flicks and my mood turned sour during the second movie which had a female lead who split from her boyfriend after the movie’s villain convinced her that he was cheating on her. That soured my mood, but I stopped paying attention, closing my eyes and trying to drown in my thoughts until the lights came up.


When we got back to the house, they were still talking about it and I let them until they drew me into the conversation.


“I stopped paying attention after about twenty minutes,” I admitted.


“Did you hate the movie that much?” Zoe giggled and I shook my head.


“The actors were all fine, but that breakup was a little too familiar. I checked out and started rehashing a couple of books in my head.”


They nodded and got it. “You pick the movies next time,” Emma promised me. “Honestly, that was the only part even remotely like your life in the whole movie.”


“It’s fine,” I assured her. “I’m just happy to spend time with you. We can go see whatever movie you want. I just proved I can entertain myself if the movie doesn’t suit me.”


That night ended with a serious massage from Hanna since I’d pushed myself on the workout too much. We passed on sex and just cuddled in, relaxing together in a comfortable heap. I still hadn’t seen Lilly since she’d returned home Friday. I was okay with that. Every time she touched my life lately, she wrecked something. I suddenly realized she needed her mother back, badly.





We slept in Sunday and when we woke, I was surprised at the smells of something delicious being prepared upstairs. I woke the girls and we got dressed enough to go investigate. I noticed that Hanna’s ‘dressed’ was a pair of boy-shorts and a tanktop that looked so tight it was practically skin. We filed into the kitchen where Patty was making herself at home in the kitchen.


“Take a seat,” she told us. “Everything’ll be ready in a minute.”


We sat and she started bringing plates to us with bacon and eggs, toast and home-fries.


“I’m not complaining,” I told her, “but was this just an excuse to come see us or do we have an emergency?” I took a sip of my juice and sat back, mentally prepared for whatever had happened while we were enjoying our day yesterday.


“Nothing really,” she said simply. “Lilly’s been over at our place except for bed, so I thought I’d come over here and surprise you since everything’s cleaned up at home.”


“She’s adapting to her new chores?” I asked lightly.


“She seems to be. She apologized to the girls Friday and she’s helping them out with their chores,” she told us.


I nodded, but in a detached sort of way as I dug into my brunch, eating hungrily. “I think she needs you right now,” I told her. “If you had a spare room, I’d suggest she move in full time. I think she’s acting out because she misses Charlotte.”


“That’s probably true, but short of Charlotte coming home, this is the best we can do.”


“I agree. Making her part of the household and sending her home when it’s bedtime is as good as we can do for her right now.”


“What about you, Champ?” she asked. “How are you handling things now?”


“Are you kidding? In a couple of hours, it’ll have been two whole days since someone came through the door and slapped me with a handful of dog shit for something I didn’t do. I spent all day yesterday in the best company possible and I got a call from Robert Downey Jr. Friday night to confirm he’d be here on April 2nd. For me, that’s a pretty good weekend. I also found someone to teach me how to use the shield for that event, I’m being stretched out to be able to do any of the flexibility tests I might need to do and I feel like I’m in the best shape of my life. I’m pissed at my sister for being such a miserable cunt to me, but the more time she spends next door, the less reminded of how pissed off I am.”


She nodded. “How do you feel about Charlotte returning home?” she asked lightly.


“It depends on what condition she arrives home in. If she’s okay then I’ll manage. If she’s twitchy with me, but fine with Lilly, I’ll go to Donald’s and camp there until I can find a decent place of my own.”


“Still going to look at Emancipation?” she asked. I was aware of everyone listening raptly as they ate.


“Maybe. If Donald is willing to sign off on me living alone, I won’t have to. He’ll have to co-sign for an apartment just because I’m so young.”


“Just remember to keep me and Dan notified of where you are. We still worry about you.”


“I know and I will,” I promised.


The five of us cleaned up after that and they wanted to see what my dance class was like so the four of us went to that, the three of them watching from the sidelines and giggling together occasionally as they watched me put through my paces.


I told the instructor I was going to have to drop the class soon due to school commitments. I wasn’t specific about it and she nodded and said she understood, but to come back if my schedule changed and I could manage it.


After a quick dinner, Zoe and Emma had to go home to study and finish assignments. I had caught up on programming and was up to date on all my lectures, so I had nothing better to do. Hanna agreed to drop me off and we said goodbye at the restaurant with hugs and kisses that made me wish they could all come home with me.


We got in Hanna’s jeep and she looked at me with a weird smile. “Just you and me now,” she said lightly.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked with a smirk of my own.


“I have to be up early so I shouldn’t stay, but it sounds like you’ll be all alone there tonight. You gonna be okay?”


“I should be good,” I said and leaned over to kiss her. “I wouldn’t say no to company, but I’ve always got things I can do. I can catch up on Twitter postings, post another video on YouTube to update everyone and generally just prepare for the school week. If you need time to take care of things at home, do it. Your life is important. Take care of you first and I’ll still be functional when you have the time to play. We need to find a normal for us anyway.”


“What do you mean?” she asked about the normal comment.


“Thursday was AMAZING and erotic and spectacular on so many levels. It was also exhausting and we both needed a lot of aftercare outside of scene. I don’t know how often you want to do things like that or if you’re content putting it aside now that you have that collar. I suspect you’ll still want it, but I want to talk about it before I make assumptions.”


She nodded and smiled. “Well maybe not QUITE so extreme,” she allowed. “I was actually sore the whole next day.”


I nodded. “That’s totally understandable and the welts are just starting to disappear. We can talk in a lot more detail about what you want from your scenes so I can make sure you get it.”


“I want to cum,” she told me. “I want to be held down and made to cum so much that my whole body hurts from it. I want you to make me forget my own name.”


I nodded. “Yeah, that shouldn’t be a problem. I have a Sybian. I can just strap you onto that rocket and watch it take off.”


“You have one?! Seriously??” she gaped at me. Fortunately we were at a red light when I told her.


I nodded. “Along with all the attachments we need to make you babble incoherently,” I promised her. “Friday we’ll put you on it and see how long it takes you to scream your safeword.”


She bit her lip and growled in delight at that prospect.


“Or maybe the rest of us will just take turns fucking your face until you make us cum that much,” I suggested and she moaned.


“You keep talking like that and we’re not going to make it ‘til Friday,” she warned.


I chuckled and backed off. “So now that we’ve gotten to the point where I’m worthy of your submission, our scenes can take on a softer tone for the most part?” I asked.


She nodded. “Every so often I’ll want that, but not regularly. It was ... intense.”


“Would it be bragging to tell you I could have done worse?” I asked lightly.


“No. I suspect that when I challenge you, I’ll be in for the ride of my life,” she said with equal parts dread and anticipation.


I nodded. “It’s amazing just how much mileage you can get out of a rubber band and a box of paper-clips,” I told her and she looked at me worriedly for the rest of the drive.


When she dropped me off, she stopped me and asked. “The paperclips, I don’t get,” she said. “The rubber band is easy, you wrap it around nipples to pinch them.”


I smiled. I hadn’t had a use for the paperclips. It was just a mental exercise to make her intrigued by what I might do with them. “The paperclips are a surprise,” I told her, getting a sudden inspiration for them if I could find ones that worked well enough. “Thanks though. I hadn’t thought of using the elastics like that.” I grinned and kissed her hard before hopping out of the jeep and leaving her there with a look of shock on her face that she’d given me more tools.


I spent the rest of the night catching up on Twitter and posting a new update video. The explanation was doing well on its own and my PayPal was even more flush as views were still pouring in from all over. I was starting to wonder how far it was going to go before people got bored of that clip. I had the shield hung up full time now and I mentioned Mark and Char every time I recorded anything new.


I read through the comments and saw a lot of specific questions and requests. I laughed at the ones that asked me to do a video without my shirt on, post my workouts and things like that. I thought about having Hanna stretch me out for one of the clips, but I thought that might be something for March to lead up to it.


When I went to bed, I smiled. I could smell sex off my sheets. It didn’t fill me with a sense of loss and I thought it was a perfect way to end the weekend.





The most exciting thing that happened Monday was cheerleading practice. I met Tricia before school and after lunch, but I was on my own for the rest of the day until I got to the gym. I changed and went out to the mats to start stretching out as much as I could without a partner. I went over to the side of the bleachers and used them to push the rest of my stretches. Not nearly as good as Hanna grinning with sadistic glee while she shoved me deeper into the stretch, but it worked out as well as I could have asked for.


When I was done, I had an audience. I turned around and not only was the coach eyeing me, but both the JV and varsity squads were paying full attention.


“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to hold everyone up.”


“No,” the coach said, a little distractedly. “That’s okay. You can hold me up any time.” That got some laughter from the girls and brought her around. She looked at them sharply and then looked back at me. “What do you even use a stretch routine like that for?” she asked, trying to cover what she’d said.


“Ballet,” I told her without thinking. FUCK! Why did I say that. “Fuck, my mouth,” I said in horror. FUCK! Why would I say THAT in a room with Lana Powers of all fucking people?!!?


“Me first,” one of the JV girls said brightly and they were all laughing.


Lana was looking at me like she’d never seen me before. “I knew you were in dance, but you never told me that you were taking ballet.”


“I’m not, but my trainer turned me onto the stretch for flexibility,” I told her, but loud enough for everyone to hear.


“You need to be more flexible than THAT?” the coach asked.


“I’ve got a ... thing coming up in the spring. It’s April 2nd and it’s for charity. It’s kind of a big deal for me. I need to find a gymnastics coach that can do something with me before the end of March and then I’m pretty much set.”


“How much gymnastics do you really need?” she asked.


“Enough to make Chris Evans look bad,” I answered and explained what was going on. Most of the girls knew and they nodded when the coach looked skeptical. One of the girls ran and got her phone and showed her the video and Twitter. I was surprised to see that she was following me on Twitter. I wondered how many of the other students were.


“I think we can help you out here some,” the coach told me and then told us all to get to work.


I was playing catch-up and was getting a lot more attention as I had less time to get everything down than the others did. The JV cheer squad consisted of seven girls and me. The Varsity team was slightly larger at ten girls.


Much to my surprise, I was enjoying it. It was a good workout, the tumbling was interesting and I was surrounded by girls that I was supposed to be grabbing. Some days, life was good.


I went back to the locker room and got changed, deciding to get showered at home. I was about to leave the gym when the coach yelled for me from the upper level where her office was. I climbed the stairs and joined her at her office. “Everything okay?” I asked, curious about why she’d called me up.


“Stellar,” she said and sat me down. “That stretch ... Do you think you can help some of the girls with that?” she asked me.


“I needed some pretty extensive care after I did it the first several times,” I told her, thinking about the ice baths and the massages I’d had from the girls. “I suppose I could, but it wouldn’t just be a matter of ratcheting out the limbs and then walking away.”


“I’ve had enough of the girls ask me about it to make it something for us to consider,” she said. “What did you end up doing to stay limber afterwards?”


“Ice baths followed by massages both at night and again the next morning,” I said to her.


“You know how to give a proper massage?” she asked, looking at me blandly. She’d had experience dealing with perverts and she thought she smelled a rat.


“This summer I suffered a bad sprain to my ankle. Lana Powers’ father got me in to see the trainers for the Boston Bruins. They taught me enough about sports medicine to be the school nurse,” I returned. “I have an eidetic memory. I remember everything. I also read a book and took a crash course from my personal trainer who taught me to stretch like that.”


“That still seems suspicious,” she said reluctantly.


I shrugged. “If I stretch someone out without making sure they’re okay after, then I deserve to be punched in the face for it. It’s DAYS of not being able to walk if it’s not cared for both before and after. Talk it over with them. I can make time early in the mornings and stay late after practice to do it, but that’s the thing. They need the aftercare.”


“But it doesn’t have to be you that gives it to them,” she pointed out.


“No, but I have the skill, the familiarity with the process and the time.”


“You’re also a boy,” she said dryly.


I got a comically shocked look on my face. “I am?” I pulled out the waistband on my sweats and looked down. “OH MY GOD! I AM!” I blurted out in mock-shock before I turned serious. “Now that we’re all on the same page about my gender,” I said with a slight smile, “I’ll point out that I’m a boy that’s going to be touching these girls in very intimate places in front of a few hundred people at once with much applause, probably including their parents. Given the deeply perverse nature of that revelation, I don’t understand what the issue is. That they’ll be naked in the bath or during the massage? I don’t have to supervise the bath. I just have to be on hand to issue the massages.”


“That’s the sticking point,” she said sternly.


“Then I’m afraid I can’t help you officially,” I said. “If those girls approach me on their own and ask me to do that with them on their own time, that keeps the school out of it and gives you the position that you vetoed the idea officially for reasons of boys touching girls.”


She nodded. “I’ll tell them that the answer is no,” she said, sounding relieved as she got up.


I shrugged. “Not a big deal. I already have four girlfriends. I don’t particularly need more girls in my life.”


“Four?” she asked, clearly thinking I was bragging.


“My trainer, two girls I know from Harvard classes and Tricia Saunders,” I said simply.


“Sure,” she said sarcastically. I shrugged and followed her downstairs.


Lana was just coming out of the locker room and looked over at us curiously. “Lana lives next door. Ask her,” I challenged the coach.


She gave me a look and called her over.


“Your friend likes to brag,” she said when Lana was close enough to talk without raising voices. “I’m not sure we should keep him on the team if there’s a chance that he’s gonna make up such wild stories about the girls.”


She looked between us and asked what stories I’d told her.


“He claims he’s got four girlfriends so he doesn’t need to chase the cheerleaders around.”


“Technically, he only has three. The last one is his fiance,” she said. “Though I think one of the girls might be a little more involved than just a girlfriend,” she speculated.


“Oh?” the coach asked, concerned.


“She wears a collar, like a pet,” Lana filled in, doing a little bragging on my behalf. I nodded to her with a small smile. She seemed to be in better spirits today.


The coach rounded on me. “So you have two girlfriends, a fiance and a pet,” she said flatly.


I nodded. “My life is it’s own brand of strange,” I told her. “I do ballet stretches and this spring I’m fighting Chris Evans for control of Scarlett Johansson in between taking 20 college courses during my moments of boredom in American History.”


“Answer’s still no,” she growled.


“And I totally respect that. I wasn’t trying to change your mind. I was just pointing out that it’s not a big deal for me.”


“What’s going on?” Lana asked.


“Some of the girls want to learn that stretch and because of the aftercare that goes into it, the coach can’t sanction it for the team.”


“What is there?” she wanted to know.


Ice baths and massage,” I said.


“Oh,” she said, understanding.


I shrugged and looked back at the coach. “You want me to stick around while you deliver the bad news?”


“Stay if you want,” she said with a shrug. Girls were starting to come out of the locker room now and I waited with the coach and Lana. “Listen up, ladies,” she said, gathering them all in. “Some of you have asked Russell here to help you learn to stretch like that and I talked to him on your behalf. I have determined that the conditions he attached to his cooperation are inappropriate, so there will be NO advanced stretching for any cheerleader. Do I make myself clear?” she asked sternly, looking around at each of them.


That was a shot below the belt. I was angry, so I answered her. “You make yourself perfectly clear. You’ve spent a fair amount of time treating me like a pervert, a liar and someone who’s going to make up vicious tales about the cheerleaders. Now you’re telling them that I was trying to leverage sexual favors from them to get my cooperation when that is NOT what I told you. I told you that if they weren’t properly massaged and cared for afterwards, they wouldn’t be able to walk for days. I supported your decision not to endorse the routine because of the delicate situation that creates, but your rule that no cheerleader can perform the advanced stretching routine makes it impossible for any of them to come looking for help outside of school hours too. Since I do the routine already, I guess I’m kicked off the team.” I turned to the girls there and shrugged. “Sorry girls. I was really looking forward to getting to know you and working with you. I wish things had been different.” I picked up my gym bag and left the gym, furious.


I grabbed my backpack from my locker and left the school with my head down against the early November wind. My phone rang when I got to the bottom of the steps and I pulled it out, wondering which of my least favorite people this was going to be. It turned out to be the lawyer.


“Hello, Matt Russell speaking,” I said crisply.


After we got down to the pleasantries, he told me why he was calling. “The hospital’s offered a settlement,” he said, sounding cautiously optimistic. “I’ve gone over it and the settlement includes a nondisclosure clause for five years, which is standard. It just means that you can’t discuss the details of the settlement. You can advise people that you settled the suit with the hospital, but that’s it.”


“Okay,” I said. “What’s the bottom line? Is this a good offer or is it a slap in the face?”


“The settlement amount is for eleven million dollars. Legal fees come out of that, of course, but it still leaves you with $7.5 million free and clear. Should I accept the offer?”


“What do we have to do? My mother is unable to sign obviously, but my father can.”


“That will be fine. I have the papers here and we can issue the checks as soon as we do that. I assume you want to get this handled today?”


“Absolutely,” I said. “I’ll call my father and we’ll be there as soon as possible.”


I hung up and called him right away. “I need your help. The hospital just settled and I need a guardian to sign the papers. I’m at the school now.”


“Okay. I was already on my way out to the house to see if you or your sister needed anything. See you soon.”


I was still pacing in front of the school when Lana came down the steps. “What are you still doing here?” she asked. “I figured you’d be long gone as mad as you were inside.”


“Waiting for Dad. We need to go sign some paperwork. The coach keep everyone behind to tell them some more lies about me?”


“No. She tried to get you to come back, but you weren’t listening. I told her that you get like that and she should let you go ‘til you calm down.”


I shrugged. “Any idea when THAT usually happens?” I asked dryly.


“It’s usually pretty quick once people stop fucking up. I really am sorry about those guys, Matt.”


“I know,” I said with a sigh. “Just keep getting well. Dr. Gionetti will get you there. Victoria trusts her. In time, you will too.”


“You’re not gonna forgive us this time, are you?” she asked sadly.


“It’s not just forgiveness, Lana,” I told her, watching the street for Dad. “I have to think about Emma too. She can’t cope with the ghosts of relationships past. She didn’t tell me to step back because of that, but I see the problem. If I keep running to you, then she’s going to always have that nagging certainty in the back of her head that she’ll always be second. If I don’t kill that certainty, I’ll lose her.”


She nodded. “That part I get,” she said softly. “I wish we’d told you about that sooner, but we were scared.”


“Scared of what they’d do to you or scared of me finding out what they’d already done?” I asked sadly.


“Both. It wasn’t just sex we were into that we shouldn’t have been,” she admitted. I hadn’t read her list through.


I sighed. “Are you both clean now?” I asked, feeling a thousand years old.


She didn’t answer me right away and I nodded. “Get help, Lana. If it helps you to think of that as an order, then do it. Get help, get clean, get well. Make your sister do it too. Tell her it’s an order if you can’t get her to go any other way.”


“Yes, Mas- Matt,” she said, crisply.


“You still think of me that way, don’t you?” I asked.


“Always,” she said with a deep conviction that gave me pause.


“I’ll be telling Emma about this conversation. Don’t be surprised if she contacts you to reprimand you. You’re supposed to contact her for permission before you approach me.”


“I messaged her before I came out,” she said and showed me the conversation on her phone.


I nodded. “Good girl,” I said and I could feel her smile. I kept my eyes on the street. I couldn’t look at her smile right now. I couldn’t. It would still hurt too much. “I need to ask, who turned you onto drugs?”


“Patrick and Vance,” she said softly.


“Not Marlene?”


“I guess her too,” she admitted.


“Good.”


“Good?” she said incredulously.


“Yup. The Waterman boys are being offered a plea deal and I’m told they’re coming back for revenge. I’m gonna break more than fingers this time.” I was calm and certain. I was going to cripple both of them. I had Vance picked out for a wheelchair. Patrick might be able to get by with a walker when I was done.


“Don’t,” she pleaded with me softly. “I don’t want more trouble for you.”


“The principal was told by the District Attorney that they’re planning to come back and get revenge on me. He also told me that I was in for it. When it happens, it’ll just be a case of self-defense If they come back and ask me to forgive them and never get out of line again, then I’ll live with the disappointment and walk away. If they start something though, they’re in for years of regret.”


“Just promise me you’ll try to avoid them?” she asked.


“Nope. I’m not avoiding anyone. I’ll promise not to go looking for trouble though. Are they the only ones that were gunning for me?”


“I don’t know,” she admitted. “We were all high that weekend. I barely remember talking to them about it.”


I closed my eyes. So much pain over a lie. “You realize that Marlene has harmed our family more than Miranda did?” I asked her softly. “If she ever comes back, I can’t promise not to go looking for her. At this point, I can’t promise to stay out of Alaska.”


“Take me with you,” she said darkly.


“Maybe a family vacation,” I said dully. “How are you handling Lillian being at your place full time?” I asked.


“I don’t talk to her really,” she said and looked at me sideways. “You’re mad at her?”


“I’m starting to realize that she’s done a lot to harm us for her own entertainment. I think she’d be better if Charlotte were around to keep her in check, but I’m not her parent and Dad doesn’t qualify. She needs someone to set boundaries. I’m glad Patty’s doing that. At least she has the decency to issue apologies at your house.”


“She hasn’t apologized to you?” she sounded surprised.


“She hasn’t spoken to me since Friday morning,” I told her and shrugged. “Not a big deal. I expect her to show up when she needs another big scoop to share with the worst people possible. Do yourself a favor. Take those lists and put them under lock and key. If she finds them, I have no idea what she’ll do with them, but it’ll probably be the worst thing imaginable. Tell Beck she should do the same.”


“You really think she’d hurt us like that?” she asked, shocked.


“Who was it who hit you when I came home from the hospital? Who was it who showed up at breakfast to tell you about Hanna?”


“Yeah. I’ll do that when I get home,” she said.


“Get something with a key, not a combination. A patient little snoop can go through all the combinations on a cheap lock box in a couple of hours.”


“Will do,” she said.


I saw Dad and asked if she was on foot or waiting for a ride.


“On foot,” she admitted.


“Come on. We’ll stop at Staples on the way home.”


We climbed in and I explained to Donald that we needed to stop to get a couple of things on the way home.


The lawyer’s office was particularly anticlimactic. I’d expected some sort of fanfare or pomp, but it was just their lawyer and mine, me and Donald. Lana wasn’t allowed into the meeting. We all signed, Donald countersigning my signature because I was underage. The lawyer received a check from them and then issued one to us. The funds were all certified so it was just a matter of going to the bank. I’d had a checking account for a couple of years now, but I’d never paid much attention to it before. It was mostly a convenient way for our grandparents to deposit money for our birthdays. Lilly had one too. My account was suddenly a big deal.


We stopped at Staples and I got the girls a pair of fire-safe boxes with keys. I hesitated, but then got one for myself. Donald suggested a full safe. “This one fits the nook in your floor,” he said, pointing one out.


“I don’t know if I’m gonna be staying in the house much longer. Should I really install a safe?”


He shrugged. “It can’t hurt.”


I nodded and wrestled the heavy safe into the cart. We checked out, I paid cash and he dropped us off. I helped her carry the boxes to the house. I went in and gave Beck the other safe. “Your sister will explain,” I told her.


She thanked me anyway and then I said goodbye to Patty and Dan.


“Oh, Patty, I have testing at Harvard at 1PM tomorrow. Do you have time to drop me off? I can find my own way home afterwards.”


“Sure,” she said with a smile and I thought she was glad to have a chance to do something for me.


Explaining things to Dad about what Lilly had done and how I felt about her was a fun conversation, but we had it while getting the safe downstairs. I emptied out the hollow and then we slid the safe into place and programmed it. It needed a code and a key, so I put one key on my key ring and tried to decide what to do with the other. I put it in my desk for now and figured I’d probably give it to Emma. I put all the piled cash in the desk for now, figuring that everyone who was in this room was trustworthy anyway. Unless Lillian was snooping around when I wasn’t home.


When he left, I checked my accounts. Twitter was quiet, the hype over the weekend’s news having died down for now. YouTube was showing steady interest in the clips I was posting and my PayPal was now disposable income. I wondered if you could buy a house with PayPal funds. I doubted it.


I checked Skype, but there was no one online at the moment. I figured that the girls were eating and I’d hear later. I went upstairs and ate through a potluck of my old leftovers, figuring I’d have to make something to eat tomorrow.


When I got back to the computer, Emma and Zoe were waiting for me.


“How did your chat with Lana go?” Em asked right away.


“It was all kinds of fun,” I said. “She told me she’d gotten your permission to talk to me. She told you about practice?”


“She really kicked you off the team?”


I shrugged. “That stretching routine is banned for all cheerleaders,” I said. “I just made her eat those words.”


“Damn. I was looking forward to seeing you in the skirt,” she teased and I chuckled a little.


“Not a big deal.” I said. “Now I don’t have to put up with her shit. She seemed pretty content to think of me as a pervert.”


“Honey,” Emma said gently, “you ARE a pervert. Look in one of those Rubbermaid totes if you don’t believe me.” The three of us laughed about that.


“Okay, that’s fair enough,” I admitted. “She doesn’t know about those totes. She’s basing it on me talking to her about joining in the first place.”


“Lana seems to think she calmed down after you left,” Emma said. “Maybe she’ll apologize tomorrow and you’ll be back on the team.”


“We’ll see. She’s been sort of a passive-aggressive cunt to me though so I’m not holding my breath.”


“You seem to be taking it well,” Emma said. “You sure you’re okay?”


“Yeah. I appreciate that you guys wanted me to join something at school and I love that you wanted to indulge my cock, but I really have as much as I need with you girls. I was planning on bringing you snacks from time to time though. I can probably still do that. Just not as a cheerleader.”


We chatted more and I told them that I loved them. I managed to chat with Tricia and Hanna too although only by text and only briefly. I did my workout and then crawled into bed. I hadn’t heard from Lilly again today. She was avoiding me and I was perfectly fine with that. It made me sad in a way. A year ago, we were as close as I could have asked for. Now, she was like a stranger who had a vendetta against me. I drifted off to sleep without any thoughts of how I could fix things.


Chapter 21


Tuesday was a long, horrible day. I met Tricia at her locker like normal and reminded her that I was going to be at Harvard most of the day. I missed her and told her so. I wished we could spend more time together, but between her father, the study and my ill-fated cheer career, I hadn’t seen her in days. I hugged her tight when I dropped her off at her class and smiled at her. My classes seemed to drag as if they knew I was only here for a short time and were punishing me for my freedom.


At 11:30, I breathed a sigh of relief. I was meeting Patty out front in fifteen minutes so we could have lunch before she dropped me off for my afternoon of testing. I was engrossed in my lectures, trying to kill the last minutes when I heard my name called over the PA.


I groaned and packed up, heading to the office where I found myself in Mr. Peterson’s office wondering what I was doing here. I texted Patty to let her know where I was and I’d be out as soon as I could.


When the principal joined me, he wasn’t alone. Coach Mullins followed him in and I could feel the headache starting.


He took a seat and I spoke before either of them could start. “Mr. Peterson, I’m scheduled for testing on campus all afternoon and my ride should be here any moment. Is this urgent?”


“I don’t think it’s urgent,” he admitted. “It shouldn’t take long though and then you can be on your way. I understand that you’ve joined the cheerleading team here. I’m very impressed by that. Most boys your age would look on it as a less prestigious sport.”


“That was my intention. It hasn’t precisely worked out that way though,” I said.


“Yes, Coach Mullins was telling me about it. She had hoped to speak to you before classes, but you didn’t go to your locker this morning.”


“I actually went to my locker first thing this morning, but my custom is to get what I need and then go wait at my girlfriend’s locker since I only get a few minutes a day to talk to her,” I said simply. “Regardless, I wasn’t aware there was more to discuss on the matter. Coach Mullins made it clear that my behavior was unbecoming of a cheer ambassador for our school. I bowed to her authority and left practice, informing her that I was crystal clear about the decision she’d made.”


“Well, I think there was a bit of a misunderstanding about that,” he said gently.


I shrugged. “That’s entirely possible. After all, I’ve been known to have trouble focusing on what’s going on around me,” I said with a slight smile since that had been his assessment of me the first time we met.


“Touche,” he said with a chuckle. “Alright, why don’t you tell me what happened from your point of view and we can go from there.”


“I’d be only too happy to,” I told him, “but can we do it tomorrow morning? I really DO have to go for tests. The neuroscience department gets cranky if I’m late.”


“We can certainly talk tomorrow morning,” he said with a nod. “We’ll see you at 8:30.”


I thanked them and was out the door just as Patty was pulling up.


“What’s up?” she asked, taking in my stressed look.


“Cheerleading coach had me called to the office to talk about how she kicked me off the team,” I said sourly.


“Oh. I heard about that,” she said, pulling away from the curb. “How’re you going to handle it?”


“I dunno. She had the principal doing all the talking today. I guess we’ll see tomorrow,” I admitted. “I like Mr. Peterson. I’m not sure I like her at all.”


“Well, figure it out and do what’s right for you,” she said firmly before changing subjects. “I also wanted to thank you. Those lock boxes were a good idea. Lana and Becky and I talked about them and why you suggested them last night after Lilly went home. The girls want you to have the spare keys for them.”


“You should keep them. Search them while they’re at school. Don’t read the things they’re putting in there, but make sure they’re not keeping anything they shouldn’t.”


“What do you mean?” she asked warily. “What would they be keeping?”


“Oh no! I’m not going to rat them out unless necessary. You’ll know it when you see it though. I guarantee it.”


“I see,” she said sourly. She knew what I was talking about. “When did you find this out?”


“Yesterday. I told Lana to get help. God help me, I told her if it helped her get the help she needed, to consider it an order and tell her sister the same.”


“Then I should have known about it yesterday,” she told me irritably.


“Not to be indelicate, but I wouldn’t announce I’d had a wet fart where Lilly could hear let alone give her more damaging information.”


“That’s going too far, Matt,” she said gently, trying to pull me back from the edge.


“No it’s not. She went over to breakfast Friday and made up a lie to cause the most damage possible to the largest number of people possible. It’s fine to have sympathy for her because she’s thirteen and her mother is not well, but she’s not rampaging through my life any more. For example, she doesn’t know that the hospital settled yesterday. I could leave any time once the check clears. If I do, I promise I’ll keep you and Dan informed on where I am and what I’m doing.”


She thanked me and we drove in silence after that, each lost in our own thoughts.


After lunch, everything seemed to go wrong. The equipment wasn’t working right, the scans were off, the machines needed to be calibrated, techs were irritated and tempers flared. I tried to ignore it and spent a lot of the afternoon meditating. Things finally hit the fan when one of the techs snapped back at Carl and things started spiraling out of control.


“HEY!” I shouted, getting everyone’s attention. “Calm down! You’re professionals. Think about how you’re acting. How would your mentors feel about you if they could see you right now? How would your friends and family? Take a deep breath and STOP ASSIGNING BLAME! Work the problem. If the scan’s not working, is it diagnostic or systemic? If it’s systemic, can we fix it with our expertise and tools on hand or do we need to call in a specialist? Stop what you’re doing. Step back. Assess the problem. Come back with a solution. Everyone out for ten minutes. Go for a walk, get a drink, take a leak, masturbate, do whatever you need to do to shed some hostility and then come back and tackle it as a team. Now go. No one back for at least ten minutes.”


I checked my watch and then gave them a look that said I wasn’t kidding. They filed out one by one until it was just me and Carl in the room.


“You too,” I said and nodded to the door.


“Me?!” he said, shocked. “Why me?”


“Because you were as out of line as everyone else. Go find your center and come back in control. I’ll be here.”


He sputtered and protested. “This is MY lab!”


“Your ten minutes don’t start until you’re outside,” I told him mildly.


“You can’t kick me out of my own lab!” he bellowed.


“If you don’t go, I’ll throw you out, Carl. You’re screaming at me for telling you that you’re having a bad day and need a break. Which of us would you prefer to call Victoria?”


That got his attention and he backed down. “You spend too much time with her,” he growled irritably.


“Impossible,” I told him with a smile. “If I spent the rest of my life with her, I couldn’t ever make everything up to her.”


“That sounds ominous,” he said. “Falling for your doctor?”


“You’re stalling. If you don’t leave now, it’s twenty minutes, not ten.”


“FINE! I’m going, I’m going!” He threw up his hands and went for a walk.


“Alone at last,” I muttered and started deliberately checking the connections on the ‘thinking cap’ that they used for measuring the electrical activity in my brain. I unplugged every connector and then plugged it back in until I found one that slipped out of the socket as soon as I touched it.


I reconnected it and put the cap on. I wheeled my chair over to the panel and started the diagnostic cycle, performing the test and checking the data. It looked good this time. I did several more of the tests and realized that a fair amount of time had passed and no one was here. I finished the panel, muttering to myself that it was a good thing the MRI scanner hadn’t broken. I finally took off the cap and set it back on the mannequin’s head we were using to store it.


I turned around and they were all standing there. They’d all come in while I was running the tests and had stood back.


Carl was looking at me strangely. “What did you do?” he asked.


“I checked the connections. There was a loose one so I tightened it and ran the first test. The scan came back like it should, so I went to the next test and just finished the whole series. I figured that should help put us back on schedule.”


They all returned to their stations and looked like they were doing a little better. The rest of the tests passed without more glitches, but there was still a lot of tension in the lab when they were getting ready to shut it down for the night.


I took a few minutes to talk to each person as they were getting everything shut down, telling them that they did well today and that glitches like this happened from time to time. I knew what a few words of encouragement did for me and decided to hand out a few today instead of soaking them up.


Finally, it was just Carl and I. He still seemed flustered. “You okay, Carl?” I asked, clapping him on the shoulder.


He nodded. “I’m a little disturbed by a few things though.”


I took one of the seats nearby and gestured for him to do the same. “How did you know what was wrong?” he asked.


“I didn’t,” I said. “I decided that the easiest thing I could check is the physical connection points. If that hadn’t turned up anything at either end, I’d have checked the cables for crimping and then looked at the cap for signs of damage, like scuffs. At least then I could tell you I eliminated a couple of the possibilities when you came back and were ready to work the problem.”


“And how did you know how to run those tests?”


“I’ve been watching you set them up for months,” I laughed.


“When are you going to tell Victoria you love her?” he asked, changing topics.


“I tell her all the time,” I said without missing a beat. “I tell her when I give her carte blanche to discuss my case, when I tell her I trust her with my life, when I tell her how attractive I find her, when I leave her drawings at the end of our sessions, when I turn to her for guidance. I tell her every day when I make just a little progress toward fixing my issues and getting past them.”


He considered that and I smiled. “I know what you were actually asking,” I told him. “You were asking me when I was going to confess to being IN love with her,” I clarified.


“And?” he asked.


“The answer’s the same. I don’t ever say those words, but what does it mean to be in love versus loving someone? It’s the passion that drives the one and the deep emotional connection that drives the other. When you have both, it’s a powerful force. I would gladly take a bullet for Victoria. I would count the cost of my own life as a bargain to save hers. Is that loving someone or being in love with them? If we ever crossed that line between patient and doctor, there would be whole days just gone from our consciousness. We’d lose ourselves in each other so completely there’d be no day or night. Time would stand still and the world would have to wait for us to be sated. There’s no doubt that there’s passion. At the same time, she would have to come to me because I love her enough not to push that choice forward. I suspect some time over the next five years, she and I may find ourselves sorely tempted to express that passion and when that day comes, if she’s not ready to embrace it, I love her enough to say no because in the aftermath, she would regret it. Does that answer your question?” I asked. I felt serene in my answer. It felt right.


“I don’t know,” he said. “It was a lot of words for a simple question.”


I shrugged. “It’s the truth. What’s on your mind, Carl? Are you thinking about settling down with her and want me to take a step back?”


“No!” he said quickly and then shook his head again to emphasize it. “I’m worried about the two of you, how close you are and how much of her I see in you.”


I grinned at that, taking it for praise. “I admire her, possibly more than any person I have ever met. Don’t get me wrong, I admire you too and I think of you as more of a mentor than I think of her as. But she’s performed miracles with me. She’s taught me to be calm in the face of adversity. Maybe that’s what you saw today when I banished everyone from the lab,” I suggested, amused. “The point is that she’s done so much for me that I can’t even measure all the ways she’s shaped my personality. I take it as the highest of compliments when you say you see her in me.” I paused and smirked. “I’d personally rather it the other way around though.”


He barked a laugh. “So you haven’t...”


I shook my head. “Not for lack of interest and maybe I flatter myself, but I think some of that interest is mutual. We have very clear focus on what crossing that line would mean to each of us though. Right now, the cost is higher than the benefit. Tomorrow though? Who can say. If something changes, the cost might be far outstripped by the benefit.”


“What could possibly change that much?” he asked skeptically.


I shrugged. “If she got news that she has a medical problem and had only a short window if she wanted to be a mother, she could very well ask me to assist her, being the most gifted person she’s likely to find on short notice. Nuclear war could break out, leaving her and me the only two survivors in a thousand miles. I could suffer a catastrophic loss in my life and she could judge it to be the last best hope to reach me before my mind spirals out of control.”


“Do you stay up at night thinking about these things?” he asked, shaking his head.


“Nope, but you’re not the first person to ask me to generate a list of circumstances under which unlikely outcomes seem like optimal solutions.”


“I see,” he said. “I suppose that’s understandable.”


“What’s going on, Carl?” I asked, trying to get to the bottom of what was bothering him. “Something’s gotten under your skin. You weren’t that mad at the techs earlier. You’re better than that. Something else has you tied up in knots. What is it?”


He sat quietly or a few minutes and I waited him out. “Cancer,” he said finally. “This is just between you and me. I don’t intend to tell anyone about it until it takes over my life.”


I felt like I’d been hit in the stomach. “No!” I whispered. I was horrified. “How serious is it? Can it be treated?”


He shook his head and sighed. “It’s advanced and it’s spread. They tell me I’ll have about six months.”


I swallowed hard and struggled to breathe. “Fuck!” I said softly, tears starting to spill over my cheeks. My shoulders trembled with the effort of keeping myself together. I wept bitter tears. I had no words for this loss. I don’t know how long we sat there but when I finally calmed, both our cheeks were wet.


“That’s why you asked about her,” I said softly when my voice wouldn’t betray me. “You weren’t trying to separate her and me, you wanted to make sure I took care of her.” I broke down all over again, unable to process it.


“Yes,” he said sadly. “She does love you, you know.”


I nodded, my throat not working. I knew.


“We have to tell her,” I croaked and I willed myself to pull myself together, detesting how hard it was to do.


“No. I don’t want her to know until absolutely necessary,” he said adamantly.


“It IS absolutely necessary. We have to groom someone to continue this work. It’s your life’s work and I WILL see it done.” My voice was at least getting stronger with use. “I WILL see it published and I WILL see your name put on it. I can’t do anything about your cancer, but I can make sure THIS doesn’t die!” I gestured around the room emphatically. “We have six months, you and I and Victoria to groom a suitable candidate to continue your work.”


“Worried about the scholarship?” he asked gently, wondering if I was looking at the situation from that perspective.


“Carl, I stole one hundred million dollars from the mob this summer. I can pay to go to Harvard until I grow up to be a very old student. I care about YOU. I can’t cure cancer. I can’t fix this. All I can do is make sure that this work gets done and you’re remembered for it.”


“A hundred million?!!?” he asked incredulously.


I laughed, taken by surprise by his response. “Yeah. You have cancer, but THAT’S today’s shock of the day.”


“Well, it’s a lot of money,” he admitted. “Tell me about it.”


I told him about Miranda and how she’d hidden the money with Dad and how I’d turned things back around on her so that when the theft was reported, the cash was well hidden and she had no explanation.


He listened with rapt attention and laughed when he found out I was keeping the money and using it to pay for educations for the people closest to me. “Good for you, my boy,” he said, meaning it.


I nodded. “It’s what I always intended the money to do,” I said feeling glad to be sharing this last secret with him. I sighed. “Let’s go find Victoria,” I said reluctantly. “We have a lot of work to do.”


He looked like he’d rather do anything other than face this, but he nodded.


I’d never been to her place, but Carl knew the way. I called her and asked if she was busy.


“Not too busy to talk,” she assured me.


“Something came up today while we were going through the tests and you and Carl and I need to sit down and talk about how we move forward from here. Carl says we can be there in twenty minutes.”


She didn’t like the sound of that. “What’s wrong?” she demanded.


“It’s ... better if we talk about it in person,” I told her.


That told her it was catastrophic. “I’ll be here,” she said, her voice trembling a little. It was horrifying to hear.


“Victoria,” I said softly. “Everything will turn out okay in the end. I love you. We’ll be there soon.”


I hung up and took several deep breaths to calm myself.


“Did you just...”


“Tell her what you asked me to? Yes,” I confirmed and got up. Instead of moving to the door though, I hugged him fiercely. “I love you too Carl. I don’t know what I’d have done the past few months if I hadn’t met you. I’m sorry it took me this long to tell you.”


He put his arms around me and we held the hug for a moment before it was time to go.


We didn’t talk much on the drive over to her place which was a surprisingly conservative home not too far from the hospital. She looked like she was barely holding together when she let us in and I hugged her tightly, knowing that we were going to need each other over the next few months while we got through this.


The three of us sat down and for once, I didn’t look around.


She sat next to me on the couch while Carl had taken a chair. “How bad is it,” she asked.


I took her hand in both of mine and just held it. I turned to Carl and nodded for him to tell her.


“It’s cancer,” he said as gently as anyone can say those words.


“Oh my GOD!” she bawled and wept on my shoulder.


I pulled her into my arms and comforted her as the news sank in. I hadn’t reacted any better when I’d found out. She wept inconsolably and I told her we’d get through it.


She raised her head after a time and looked at Carl. “How bad is this?” she asked him. “Can we fight it?”


“No,” he said softly. “It’s advanced and it’s spreading.”


She looked heart-broken and she clung to me again. “How did this not show up before?!!?” she asked, shocked by the revelation.


Carl sighed and nodded. “I’ve been sick for a while, Victoria,” he confessed. “I just haven’t had a real reason to treat it until now and I’m sad to say it’s too late now.”


“What?” she asked, confused. “You? You’re sick? I thought...” she looked back and forth between the two of us and I realized what she’d thought.


“No!” I said, realizing what she’d thought. “I’m not sick,” I assured her quickly, giving her another tight hug. “Just devastated that Carl is. I’m sorry. I should have been clearer. I didn’t mean to make you think I was...”


“Dying,” Carl supplied.


She hugged me so tight I thought my ribs might break. She was losing her mentor too, but at the same time, she was relieved that I was going to be okay. Then she got up and went to Carl, pulling him up out of the chair and holding him. They cried on each others shoulders and I couldn’t stop my own tears.


I put my head in my hands and tried to make the world stop hurting for a minute. Some time later, we all got hold of ourselves and talked it out. I was horrified that Victoria had thought I’d been dying.


“I think it’s important that we groom someone to take over the study,” I said softly. “Carl wanted this research to be his life’s work. I want to see it completed and see him remembered for it. We can’t cure his cancer. Even if I dropped everything and blazed through medical school, there’s not enough time for me to read all the research and take it to the next generation of research. We might as well ask for aliens to drop out of the sky with science fiction medical treatments. Don’t get me wrong. If an alien ship falls out of the sky tomorrow, I intend to storm it to get the cure for cancer from them. In the mean time though, I think the three of us should make it a priority to see to the survival of the study. I want Carl to be remembered for this work. That’s the only way I can help. I know it’s not much, but there’s only one other thing I can do to help ensure that he’s remembered.”


“And what way is that,” Carl asked curiously.


“I intend to start a scholarship fund. The hospital settled yesterday and I have a million dollars in YouTube income. I want to start a fund in your name to provide education for worthy candidates looking to attend medical school.”


“You’d use part of your settlement from the hospital to start a fund like that?” he asked, surprised.


I nodded. “I only need enough legitimate income to justify my expenditures until I start a career. I don’t have extravagant needs.”


Victoria took my hand and patted it. “We’ll talk that out another time,” she assured me. “It’s a nice gesture, but we’ll have to look into whether it’s feasible to set up a fund like that or if it would rapidly bog down and deplete. I promise we’ll talk about it, but not tonight. Right now, we need to process this and figure out what we do about it.”


“Matt’s right, Victoria. We find a replacement. The study needs to continue. We’ve made such great strides that we can’t let it fail when I pass.”


“We also can’t keep your illness a secret,” I said. “I understand you want your privacy respected, but the administration needs to know and anyone that we interview to join the study will need to know as well. Also, I can’t keep this from my loved ones. Patty and Dan will need to know. Emma will. My father should hear about it even if he hasn’t met you.”


He nodded. “I suppose that I’ve kept it to myself too long as it was,” he admitted. “I’ll start building a list of successors first thing in the morning.”


“All three of us need to find someone perfect for this,” I said firmly. “We need to put your life’s work into the best hands possible.”


“I think Victoria will agree that the best hands possible haven’t been through medical school yet,” he told me with a significant look.


“I’ll make you proud,” I promised him.


“You already do that, dear boy,” he chuckled. “I still expect you to name me when you win the Nobel Prize.”


I laughed and nodded. I knew that he’d be named every time I was given an accolade as long as I lived.


We spent most of the evening talking and getting used to the idea of what we were up against. At the end of the night, we were getting ready to go and I told them I’d walk. “It’s not too far to my house and I can use the cold air to clear my head.”


Carl nodded and hugged me again before we got ready to leave. Victoria laid a hand on my arm, telling me she wanted a word before I left. I laid my backpack by the door and returned to the living room while she saw Carl out to his car.


When she came back, I rose from the couch. I still hadn’t even looked around the room. This news had pushed all my normal tendencies away for the moment. She crossed the room and hugged me tightly. I wrapped my arms around her and we just stood there in each others arms.


“Thank you, Matt,” she said thickly. “He would never have done this on his own. The things you said to him tonight were exactly right. He’s so proud of you. Your determination to see the study through means more to him than you can know.”


I nodded and gave her a squeeze. “I can only think of one thing that would set his mind at ease more than the study continuing,” I said. “He was very gratified to hear me tell you that I loved you on the phone. I think he was overwhelmed when I told him the same thing.”


“Matt,” she said warningly, but I shook my head.


“That wasn’t an attempt to match-make on his part or mine,” I assured her. “He confided in me that not having family was the biggest regret of his life. I think he’s worried that you’ll follow him down this path and he wants us to be there for each other, especially after he can’t be here for either of us any more.”


She nodded and we hugged for a long time before we stepped back and kissed her on the cheek. “Is there anything that I should bring for Charlotte tomorrow?” I asked softly.


She nodded. “She’s running low on candy and books,” she said. “Your note last week made a big difference.”


“I’ll write another one tonight,” I promised. “If she seems better, then put me on her visitor’s list and I’ll come see her on Saturday afternoon.”


“I’m so sorry, Matt,” she said sadly. “The people you count on keep falling apart around you.”


“Maybe that’s part of the reason Carl’s pushing us toward each other too,” I suggested. “We need each other.”


She ran her hand through my hair and touched my forehead with hers before patting my cheek. “Head home. It’s been a long day and you’ve got a couple of difficult conversations ahead of you.”


I nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow after classes finish,” I promised her.


I walked home slowly, sending out messages that I had a bad day through my phone to the people that mattered and a few that didn’t. I took to Twitter and posted that it had been a hard day today and I had even more reason to compete for cancer research now.


When I got home, I ate something out of the fridge and went downstairs. I went through my workout on autopilot and turned on my computer to check Twitter. I turned on Skype and pinged Emma. She was there in a heartbeat and took in the look of me.


“What happened, Matt?” she wanted to know. Zoe was beside her as soon as she said my name. “You look like shit.”


“Is your room door closed?” I asked softly.


“Yeah. It’s just the three of us,” she promised.


“Carl’s dying. He told me today that he has cancer. Now we have the ghoulish task of finding someone to take over the study so that his research continues.”


“That’s awful!” she said, concerned. “How are you handling it?”


I shrugged. “When everything fell apart, the only three people I could count on were you, Carl and Victoria. It’s been a pretty awful day. I’m gonna head to bed. I just wanted to check in with you and let you know. I suppose I need to call next door. Patty, Lana and Beck all met him.” My voice was toneless, dead. I was in shock and I needed to stop and sleep soon. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow after I finish with Victoria.”


They nodded and told me they’d come spend the night with me tomorrow. I told them I loved them and then picked up my phone. To make the call next door.


“Hi, Mamma,” I said in the same dull voice.


“I’m on my way over,” she said and hung up as soon as she heard my voice.


I went back upstairs to meet her and she came right over to me, sweeping me up in a hug. I let it all go, bawling into her neck in grief that I couldn’t even begin to express.


I’d thought I was cried out, but I’d clearly been wrong. It took forever to calm down and tell her what had happened.


“You can’t seem to catch a break,” she cried with me, grieving for the impact on my life. She’d only met Carl once, but she could see the profound impact he’d had on my life.


“God I want a drink,” I muttered. “I know it’s the worst possible way to react, but I don’t think anyone should face this sober.” I ran my hands through my hair.


“If you want to skip classes tomorrow, I can call the school for you,” she offered and I shook my head.


“No, Carl will be disappointed if I don’t give it my all,” I told her. “Besides, Coach Mullins wants to talk to me about cheer. I really don’t have a lot to cheer about right now, but I rescheduled that meeting to tomorrow morning.”


She nodded. “If you need to get out of there tomorrow, just call and I’ll come get you,” she said softly.


I nodded. “I have to talk to Victoria after classes and I promised to write a note to Charlotte and bring her more candy. I have to ... I need...” I shook my head, not able to grasp what I needed to do right now. “I think I’m gonna go to bed. I’ll be able to think in the morning.”


She guided me down the stairs to bed and then showed herself out. I asked her to let Lana and Beck know since they’d met Carl a couple of times.


“I will. Sleep tight, Champ.”


I turned out the light and clutched at the pillow that smelled like Emma while I cried myself to sleep.


Chapter 22


Wednesday started with me jolting awake to the alarm. For the first time since I was able to get back into this bed, I’d had a terrible night of sleep.


I started my day mechanically and got myself to school to attend my meeting about ten minutes early.


Mr. Peterson showed me into his office and we waited for Coach Mullins who finally showed up just before the meeting time. I waited for them to start talking. I had no desire to say another word so long as I lived right now.


He started. “Thank you for coming back, Matt,” he said, trying to start the meeting on a positive note. “I think yesterday, we were going to discuss what happened from your point of view and see if we could settle things.”


“I thought they WERE settled,” I said tiredly. “Coach Mullins stated that the exercise program I used would not be tolerated from any cheerleader. Since I perform that exercise plan, I told her I understood that would stand in the way of my participation and I left. What have I misunderstood?”


“Coach Mullins said she intended to stop the other girls from seeking you out since your help comes with inappropriate touching,” he said, trying to smooth it over and doing a lousy job.


“Coach Mullins is a fucking liar if she told you that,” I said with the same toneless voice. “The stretching routine I do is an advanced ballet stretch. Putting someone through it and not treating them for muscle strains afterwards would leave them crippled for days. I told her that and explained it. If she characterized it as inappropriate touching, then I don’t see what this meeting is even supposed to accomplish.”


Both of them visibly blanched at the bald language I was pushing. I delivered the whole speech in the monotone of someone who’s run their emotions ragged.


“I was hoping we could establish a dialogue and see if there’s a way to move forward from here,” Mr. Peterson said, ignoring my swearing for the moment.


“I don’t think so. Coach Mullins treated me like a pervert that was looking to sexually assault the cheerleaders even though one of them recruited me for the team and I considered it as a favor. She called me a braggart and a liar and told one of the other team members that she was considering throwing me off the team because she didn’t know what sort of lies I’d make up about the rest of the girls. Then she gathered everyone together and made a rule that barred anyone performing those stretches from participating on the team. She lied about me, accused me of the most insulting things imaginable and then created a situation which would give her an excuse to kick me off the team. I know when I’m not wanted. I didn’t make a stink. I apologized to the girls and told them I’d been looking forward to working with them and then I left.”


“Coach?” he said to her. “Some pretty harsh criticism. Care to respond?”


“I think that there was a lot of tension at the practice,” she said diplomatically and I wondered how practiced her response was. “Certainly none of us are used to having a boy on the team. It was certainly not my intention to make Matthew uncomfortable and since I certainly seem to have done so, I respectfully apologize for any harm I did.”


“I understand,” I said softly. “Apology accepted.”


“Good!” Mr. Peterson said, clearly uncomfortable with how I was reacting, but hoping to put the best face on it. “So I guess that means that you’ll be returning to practice after school tomorrow.”


“No,” I said softly.


“But you just said you accepted her apology,” he said, confused.


I dug a pencil out of my backpack and reminded myself not for the first time to buy more. I passed it to him and he took it curiously. “Would you do me a favor and break that for me?” He looked confused, but snapped it in two. “Now, please humor me and apologize to the pencil for breaking it.” He looked at me oddly and then said the words. “Did it fix the pencil?”


“No, of course not,” he said, understanding.


“Putting the issue of how I was treated aside for the moment, since our meeting yesterday, I learned that my close, personal friend, mentor and the man who runs the study I’m participating in has terminal cancer. My parents separated over the summer, I lost every friend and relationship I had to that filthy rumor about me at the start of the term and I was nearly killed by an incident of malpractice in the past three months. I really don’t HAVE a lot to jump up and cheer about. After last night’s news, I doubt I’m much of an asset to the team. Quite frankly, I’m willing to concede the point that I’m probably over-sensitive right now, but I’m not in any fit state to put myself in any situation where I might be put in MORE stress than I’m already in. So what’s the endgame? Why are you both so invested in me joining the cheer team? What am I missing?”


“Your participation is a chance to turn cheer from a ‘girls’ club and into a real sport,” Coach Mullins said finally. “Me and my girls see it as a sport, but most boys and even parents see it as a club for the girls to support the school teams.”


“Then stop cheering at games,” I said simply. “train harder for your competitions. Perform at assemblies. Do anything but perform at games if you don’t want to be seen that way.”


“It’s not that simple. It’s traditional to perform at those games.”


“It’s also traditional for cheerleaders to be gibbering idiots with tight sweaters, pompoms and cheers that start with ‘Gimme a G’,” I pointed out. “None of those traditions are being honored any more. Why hold onto this sacred cow?”


“It’s also a platform for us to demonstrate our skills and perfect our routines,” she said.


“Fair enough,” I said. “I didn’t come her to argue. I just made a suggestion. If it wasn’t helpful, it wasn’t helpful.”


“None of us are looking for a fight, Matt,” Mr. Peterson assured me.


“You’re just hoping that I’ll sign on to be the face of male cheerleaders in the school so you can change the face of the sport,” I filled in.


“We would be extremely appreciative,” he said, hopefully.


I rubbed my forehead, knowing it was going to be a long day. I couldn’t wait to see Victoria. “So we’re taking Monday and chalking it up to an overreaction on everyone’s part to the first boy to join cheer in years?”


“We actually looked it up. The school has never had a male cheerleader. You’re the first ever,” he told me.


I felt my chest tighten and willed myself to breathe, knowing it was a panic attack. Victoria called them anxiety attacks, said she didn’t like the shameful connotations of the word panic. I was stalling.


“Fine,” I said, investing the word with all the resentment of a teenager being pushed into something I didn’t want to do.


“So we’ll see you there tomorrow?” he asked, clarifying hopefully.


“Sounds that way,” I said flatly. “How you think you’re gonna paint a smile on my face in time to perform in front of people, I have no idea, but that’s a problem for later, I suppose.”


Coach Mullins got up and thanked me again before she left. I was gathering my backpack up when Mr. Peterson asked me to stay a moment.


“Are you okay?” he asked gently.


“No.”


“Is there anything I can do to help?”


“On the record?”


“For starters.”


“Cure cancer. Right now, that’s the most help anyone can be to me. Carl Saddler has become like a father to me. When I lose him, I’ll be lost.”


“And off the record?”


“When the Waterman twins take their plea deal and return to the school, let them come looking for me.”


He was shocked. “Why? They’re probably going to be worse than they were. They could kill you.”


“They took girls I cared about, lied to get their confidence, got them addicted to drugs and then while they were too high to remember much of their weekend, they raped them and let them be raped by nearly fifty people. Don’t ask me for names. I’m not going to start pulling other people’s pain into the public eye. If they don’t come looking for me, I’m not about to start anything, but once the knuckles fly, I’m going to give them a gentle reminder that some people stand up for the people they care about.”


He looked ashen now. “This goes back to that rumor at the start of the year?”


I nodded. “The third person that helped get those girls raped is in Alaska, so she’s well beyond my ability to deal with ... for now.”


“Have you considered talking to the police about this?” he asked gently.


“Two under-aged boys that they’re already offering a plea deal for attempted murder, attempted kidnapping, attempted rape, possession of drugs and drug paraphernalia? Those police? The fact of the matter is that there was a party organized by those three where there were drugs provided, so legally no one in that house could have given consent. Forty people, multiplied by three days. They wouldn’t want to even count up the number of combinations, let alone type the paperwork.”


“Jesus! How did you find out?”


“One of the girls that was at that party confided in me that she’d been provided drugs and had sex with everyone there while she was too high to have a clear recollection of the events of the weekend. I suspect that there’s a lot of girls and probably a few boys that still go home from this school and try to scour the unclean feeling from their bodies. I can’t fix that. What I can do is see that the masterminds are punished. If they attack me, I’m going to make sure they can’t attack anything tougher than mashed potatoes ever again.”


“You’re not allowed to carry your shield around the school, you know,” he said delicately.


“I don’t need it. I take Kung Fu classes,” I said. “I’m also working out daily and I’m filled with enough rage at what they’ve done to my life personally and the lives of people that I care about, that I don’t think I have to worry. I just need a day’s notice that they’re coming back and your word that if they attack me, the words self-defense get used a lot.”


He nodded. “I doubt you’ll want to put that dust-up on YouTube”


I shrugged. “Depends on how bad it is. If they come after me armed with fists, probably not, because I intend to assume they’re coming to kill me outright. If they’re dumb enough to bring a weapon? Then yeah, I’m gonna post it.”


“You know of course that I can’t condone what you’re considering.”


“I know. If they come after me with weapons though, I expect to be exonerated or at most, get a suspension. It’ll be twice that they tried to kill me on school grounds, after all.”


He nodded. “After what you’ve told me here, I’ll do what I can for you,” he told me and then sent me off to class.


I managed to find Tricia and told her about last night. She was horrified and wanted to know if that was why I got called to the office yesterday. I told her about the meeting and she stopped me.


“You don’t seem to be too happy to be back on the team,” she said.


“The coach doesn’t care about me being on the team. She cares about a boy being on the team. I’m her only option right now. It’s a PR stunt.”


“Then why do it?” she asked.


“I dunno. Right now it’s just easier to do for others.”


“You do that too much. How much do other people do for you?” she asked.


Again I was reminded how much she spoke like Carl sometimes. I hugged her tight. “You make me feel better all the time,” I told her softly. “Emma, Zoe and Hanna have all helped me. Patty and Dan have been there for me. Other than that? It’s a pretty short list. Mr. Peterson has been good to me and he was doing the asking, so I guess that’s a big part of it.”


She hugged me back and asked what I was doing after school and I told her I had my regular appointment at the hospital, but I’d walk her home after school.


I went to my first class and put my head down, hoping that the day at least went by quickly. I started some of the lectures I hadn’t had time to do last night and experimentally started four of them, hoping that I’d trained my mind to pay attention to the audio enough to make out the lectures. I was better, but I scaled back to three again for comfort. At the end of class, I was getting ready to leave when Beck approached me.


“I just wanted to say, I’m sorry about Dr. Saddler,” she said sadly.


“Thanks,” I said dully.


“If you need anything...” she knew there was nothing she could do to help. It was just one of those things people say.


“It’s okay, Beck. It’s just the way it is. I lose people. I’m getting used to it.”


I didn’t see the look on her face, but she fell back and left me to my thoughts.


I walked through the rest of my classes and collapsed into a chair in the cafeteria, feeling exhausted. I picked at the fries I’d ordered, but they didn’t seem all that good today. I knew there was no difference, but I couldn’t manage to rouse any interest in food or much of anything else right now.


My phone pinged with a couple of responses to my Tweet last night about having a bad day. I didn’t have it in me to post anything more right now. I put the phone away and then picked at my fries a little more before dumping them in the trash and walking out to wait at Tricia’s last class of the morning. I walked her to the cafeteria and told her I loved her before I kissed her and went off to my afternoon.


Blissfully, the day came to an end without anyone else asking me for anything. I was grateful for the few minutes I got to spend with Tricia on the way to my appointment and told her so.


“I’m gonna talk to my dad tonight about getting more freedom to spend time with you,” she said firmly. “I know he’s been giving you a hard time and it’s not right. I’ll message you when we finish talking and let you know how it goes.”


I nodded and kissed her. “Just don’t push him too hard. We’re trying to get him used to the idea of us being together.”


I dropped her off at her house and then went on to the hospital.


Victoria closed the door behind me and hugged me gently before we took our seats.


“How’re you managing today?” I asked, taking my seat.


“I think I’m supposed to be asking that,” she pointed out.


“But a good therapist addresses the issues uppermost in the patient’s mind,” I reminded her.


“And my well-being preys on you?” she asked.


“Normally, no,” I admitted. “Last night was a terrible night. You received terrible news. You were told someone you loved had cancer.”


“We discussed this before,” she said. “Carl and I have never been in love. We have deep affection for each other and respect between us, but not love.”


“That’s not what I meant,” I told her. “You thought he was telling you I was dying before we figured out what you were thinking and corrected that.”


She looked extremely uncomfortable with the tone the conversation was taking and seemed to struggle for a way to turn it aside from disaster.


“I can imagine you feel a lot of things right now. Devastation. Carl is your mentor, just as I’ve come to see him as mine. Relief. You thought that the tests had picked up cancer and I was going to die. Guilt. You don’t feel as crushed at his death as you were at the thought of my death. Shame. As long as you’ve known him, you feel like he deserves more of your grief than that.”


“You DO spend too much time with me,” she said, her voice choked with emotion.


I got up and pulled her up out of her normal chair to hold her. We both needed each other today. “I told Carl yesterday that I could spend the rest of my life with you and never make up to you everything you’ve meant to me,” I told her. “He desperately wants to know that we’ll be here for each other.”


She stiffened at that and pulled back to look at me questioningly.


“Maybe not as lovers,” I allowed. “But I think that would make him supremely happy too. He loves us both a great deal. I don’t think it’s ridiculous to say we’re the two most gifted students he’s ever had. That’s how he’s built his family over the years. You’re his favorite and I’m his last.”


“Oh, Matt!” she said tiredly, her fingers running through the hair at the base of my neck. “Why couldn’t you ignore this? It makes it so much more complicated!”


“Someone I love very much taught me that ignoring my feelings isn’t healthy,” I told her gently. “Even if the only way forward is difficult, hiding from it is just going to hurt you and me and Carl.”


She gave me a hard squeeze and sighed. She’d shown me more of her thoughts last night in her devastated state than she could ever cover over now. “I HATE it when you pay attention!” she hissed and we both laughed.


“Better that we move forward with our eyes open,” I said softly. “We’ve been sort of dancing around the issue. Let’s talk about it instead of trying to pretend it’s not there.”


She nodded and took our seats as normal.


“Tell me about yesterday,” she said softly, trying to reconnect with normality.


I nodded and started talking. I could remember the dialogue as clear as if I’d read it from a page. I told her about the tension in the lab and about how I’d sent them all for a break, including Carl, about chasing down the loose connection and running the tests.


“Carl must have loved being banished from his own lab,” she said, amused for the first time.


“I had to ask him which of us he’d prefer to call you to settle it,” I told her. “In the end, he tried to stall me until I threatened to throw him out for twenty minutes. We were all productive after that. And then at the end of the day, I walked around and talked with everyone there and gave them a little pep talk before they went home. It’s the kind of thing Carl wouldn’t think to do, but it means a lot to people at the end of a hard day.”


She nodded. “That, it does. Knowing that our struggles are noticed helps us in innumerable ways. ‘In solace, we find salvation’,” she quoted again and I smiled.


“And then Carl asked me when I was going to tell you that I loved you,” I told her.


She nodded. We’d touched on how he was driving us together, but now I was telling her what had been said. I told her what I’d said to him, how I said it all the time and that I just didn’t use those specific words. I told her about how I’d told Carl I’d take a bullet for her and count myself lucky and about how we would lose ourselves in each other if we ever crossed that line, but how I loved her enough to say no if I felt she’d regret it after the passion had been sated.


She sat and watched me as I talked and nodded occasionally. We both needed tissues for parts of it and she looked supremely proud of me when I told her I’d convinced him that he needed to tell her.


“When I hung up, he was astounded that I’d told you, but it wasn’t so big a leap to me. I’d never made a secret of it. I told him I loved him too. Then we came to see you and, to my ever-lasting shame, we made you think I was dying. I’m so sorry for that. We should have been clearer from the start.”


“That’s not your fault, Matt. You were understandably overwhelmed. You’re lucky you knew what you were saying at all,” she said. “I mostly made that leap based on the realization that you were there for tests. I’d worried that Carl had discovered a tumor in your MRI scans.”


I nodded. “Then we were with you. You know what happened from there.”


She nodded. “Other than this issue, how has your week been?”


I sighed and told her about Hanna and about Lilly’s new behavior, about the settlement and about the popularity on YouTube and the money it was making. I told her about the meeting at school today and my desire to have nothing to do with team or helping people out right now.


“I know it’s selfish, but I want to just tell everyone to fuck off when they come to me for such stupid shit. I know it’s important to them, but with everything going on, showing up for practice twice a week is the farthest thing on my mind.”


“Would you care for some advice?” she asked gently. I knew what she was going to tell me, but I nodded anyway. “Stay with it. I’ve been trying to establish a normal routine for you to follow for months. It hasn’t worked out and we even had to move our regular day from Monday to Wednesday since the school year started. I’d be supportive of any activity, but cheerleading is especially well-suited to your needs.”


“How so?” I asked, surprised.


“It’s a team sport, with little to no individual achievement. It emphasizes positivity, athletics, trust and team-building. You’re someone who feels detached from almost everyone around you. You would quickly make that team your new family and work as hard for their triumphs as your own.”


I nodded and shrugged. “Everyone else is encouraging me to join because they’re hoping I end up in bed with half the team,” I said dryly.


She arched her eyebrow at that. “Really?” she said and asked me to elaborate on that.


I explained that my girls all seemed to be interested in me having fun with the cheerleaders to a certain extent. “Some are hoping I’ll find one that’s interested in joining them too. Others think I could use the distraction from all my current worries.”


“You do seem to have a lot of worries,” she admitted. “I won’t tell you not to, but I do worry about your sexual habits. We’ve talked about it before. It’s easy to have your ability to be monogamous damaged by dating more than one person. You’ve balanced these relationships twice now, so my concern isn’t that these relationships are impossible, per se. As you get older though, you may find it more difficult to gather partners who are as willing to participate in this kind of relationship.”


I nodded. “Would it help if I reminded you that neither of these situations were created by me?”


She nodded. “I remember and I’m not saying you were wrong to agree to them. You gathered four beautiful girls to yourself, no matter how it happened. I haven’t met any of your new tribe, but I’m certain they’re all lovely as well.”


“They prefer the term ‘Sorority’,” I told her with a laugh.


We chatted some more and I told her Samantha had asked me to stop in before I left for the evening. I pulled a folded note from my backpack and handed it to her. “I had to write this today at school. Last night was just too much to think about doing this.”


“I understand and if she reacts well, I’ll put you on her visitor’s list for the weekend,” she promised.


We got up and hugged. She felt good in my arms. It was the first time I’d noticed how she felt and I savored it for a moment longer before letting her go. “Thank you,” I said softly, “for everything.”


She nodded and touched my arm before I left. “When the study is done and you don’t need me any more...” She left that in the air and I smiled.


I hugged her again and put my lips close to her ear. “It’s a shame I have to wait that long,” I breathed in her ear, “because I’ll ALWAYS need you.”


She hugged me tighter at that and then she did something that shocked me down to my toes. She bit me. I felt her teeth sinking into my neck just above my shirt collar and she bit hard, knowing she’d leave marks. She held them for a full minute while I ran my hands over her back. My mind was reeling. This couldn’t be Victoria. It had to be some alternate dimension doppelganger.


She finally let go and then put a deliberate lipstick kiss in the middle of the ring of teeth-marks. “Make sure Samantha sees that,” she said with a smirk and patted my cheek softly.


I blinked and laughed, starting to pull myself together. “Someday I am going to fulfill the promise I made to her and I’m going to ravage you like a hurricane.” I was about to let her go and leave when I smirked. “Your lipstick is smudged,” I told her. “Let me help.” And then I kissed her. It was a line. We were crossing it, but we didn’t care. She kissed me back without hesitation and I knew that we were about to cross all the lines if we didn’t stop.


We both pulled back at the same time, breathless. She looked like she wanted to say something, but I shook my head. “No regrets,” I said. “If we never get that hurricane, then consider this a gentle rain that will remind us that it would have been the perfect storm. Leave it at that until a larger storm brews.”


I opened the door and checked the hallway before grinning at her. “I do look forward to pounding the coastline someday,” I couldn’t help but tease.


“Hopefully the flood plane moves a bit further inland,” she said dryly, but I noticed her cheeks color


I was in a bit of a daze as I walked to Samantha’s office and knocked. She opened the door and stopped dead, looking at me in shock. I had lipstick all over my mouth. I’d seen enough smirks from people I passed on the way here to know it was noticeable.


She stood back and as I passed, the kiss and bite-mark were just as visible. She sat herself down and composed herself visibly. “Did you ... When ... That ... That’s Victoria’s shade of lipstick, isn’t it?” she asked a little too casually.


I frowned and then made a shocked look like realization had struck me. I touched my fingers to my lips and then looked at them, smearing the lipstick between my finger and thumb. I reached to the box of tissues on her desk and she snatched them out of my reach with a smile.


“No, I think I like you like this,” she said, looking decidedly pleased with this revelation. “This is a much nicer surprise than the bouquet of orchids SOMEONE sent me on Monday with a note thanking me for a WONDERFUL time.”


I chuckled. “I apologize. I’d wanted them to arrive on Friday, but it wasn’t an arrangement they get often.”


“I can imagine,” she said. “You’re definitely a man out of time. To find out that someone your age is capable of breaking a woman like that and then think to send flowers to little old me to thank me for being there? It’s very flattering.”


“Well, I was grateful for your guidance and like I said, it’s deeply disconcerting that no one sends you flowers. It pleases me to be the only one bold enough to stand out.”


She chuckled and we got down to talking about Thursday. She was working on locating a pain-slut tough enough to get me to reveal the game-changer I’d promised her I had in store.


She took a piece of paper and wrote a note when she was ready to let me go. She hadn’t returned the box of tissues to where I could reach it though. “Could you deliver this to Victoria before you leave?” she asked, holding out the note.


“Do I get to read it?”


“Sure, but not until you’re on your way back to her,” she said with a smirk.


I nodded and she came around the desk to give it to me. She pressed it into my hand and then descended on the other side of my neck, biting me to match the bite Victoria had left. She pressed her lips into the center of the bite and then left deliberate kisses all over my face before smearing her own shade of lipstick over my lips to mingle with Victoria’s.


She leaned back and nodded. “I think she’ll get the message.” She grinned at me and returned to her seat to wipe her mouth with a tissue and reapply her lipstick with a smack of her lips. “Make this a habit,” she said. “Stop in and talk after your appointment with her on Wednesdays. If I’m not here, I’ll be in surgery and we can catch up the week after.”


“I look forward to it. Will you be hanging around to see if there’s a reply?” I asked lightly.


“Save it for next week,” she laughed and sent me on my way.


This time I got a lot more open smiles. Surprisingly there were a lot of women who looked at me knowingly. Walking along covered in two shades of lipstick and a slightly spacey smile.


When Victoria answered her door, she burst out laughing. “Message from the front lines,” I told her and handed her the note. I’d read it on the way over. It said, ‘Your move’. “She did say to save any reply for next week,” I told her helpfully.


She pulled me inside and I took a selfie before she helped me clean up all the lipstick. “Were you embarrassed?” she asked.


“Honestly, if I’d spent much more time in the halls, I probably could have added a couple of other colors to the collection,” I told her. “Or I could have stopped by x-ray.”


We were both in better spirits and I said goodbye to her, walking home quietly. When I got home, I called Emma and she told me she and Zoe were bringing dinner.


I recorded a new video for YouTube explaining that I’d just found out that someone close to me had just told me that he had cancer and this was his last winter with us. I was a little emotional at the realization that it was his last Christmas and I expressed my hope that everyone would come out on April 2nd to support cancer research in all its forms. I ended the video with hopes that my mentor and friend would be able to join us on that day.


There were tears in my eyes in the video and I posted it without any reservations. It hurt to know that he was dying. I wouldn’t pretend differently. I started my workout before the girls arrived with dinner. I was deep into it when I heard my phone. I dug it out and saw the number was Chris Pratt.


“Hey, bro,” he said somberly. “I saw your new vid. I wanted to call and let you know how sorry I am. Stay strong man. You okay?”


“Thanks. I’m doing better than yesterday. It’s hard to think he might not make it long enough to see me compete that day, but at least we have some warning. It’s not gonna be a shock when it happens. We’ve still got some time to spend with him and prepare mentally for it.”


“That’s a really good way to think about it,” he told me. “I’m gonna link it on Twitter and make sure it gets around. It’s kind of sick how this happens. It was your idea to do this for cancer and now someone you know is diagnosed.”


“Yeah,” I agreed. “It sucked, but he’s not a kid. I can at least tell myself he’s had a long full life. We’re doing this specifically for kids. That’s even more important.”


“For sure,” he said gently. “I’m making a few calls and seeing who else I can rope into helping out. I’ll be in touch and we’ll all get to meet in April. Take care and keep your phone on. You might get an important call.”


“Thanks,” I said. “It means a lot that you called.”


“No prob man. I check out all your clips now. So do a lot of other people. Stay strong and keep posting so I know you’re okay.”


We hung up and I went back to my workout before settling in to check on everyone online. There were a few Tweets, but nothing noteworthy. I messaged Tricia and she sent me a video request.


I got online and she wanted to know how the rest of my day went.


“It was okay. I’m still reeling from the news, but I’m doing better. I put up another video just now explaining. I linked to it on Twitter too. It’s still pretty fresh, but I’m starting to get through the worst of it.”


“Let me call you back in a few minutes. I want to watch it.”


She killed the link and I spent the time typing my programming work for one of my classes. I still had two weeks to do this, but I wanted to prove that I could handle more so that I could justify picking up a few more courses next term.


Tricia pinged me back and she looked upset. “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked, insistently. “I could tell you were upset when I watched it.”


“It just sort of hit me that this is going to be his last Christmas,” I told her. “I only just met him and now he’s going to be gone this time next year. The realization took me by surprise.”


She nodded. “I took a little longer because I asked Dad to watch that clip too. My mom died of cancer when I was 8. He doesn’t like to talk about it, but I know that video got to him. We’re gonna talk again later tonight. I told him that you need me around more.”


“I do, but then again, that was true before I got that news yesterday,” I told her, smiling softly.


“You’re too sweet,” she said with a grin. “You always say the nicest things to me.”


“You deserve them,” I said simply. “I’m sorry to hear about your mom. I didn’t know she’d died.”


“It was a long time ago,” she said with a shrug, but I could tell that it still made her sad. “Right now I’m worried about you and how you’re doing.”


“Mostly I’m horrified over it, but at random times, something happens to make me forget about it for an hour at a time. Zoe and Emma are bringing dinner over and they’re gonna keep an eye on me.”


She nodded. “You’re really close to Dr. Saddler, aren’t you?” she asked.


“He’s my mentor, my friend, in a lot of ways, I look up to him like a father since my parents separated. I just found him and now I’m losing him. I’m pretty busted up about it. I’m not gonna lie. I’m just glad we have a few months left.”


She nodded and she looked like she wanted to cry. “Go have dinner and feel better. I’ll see you at school in the morning.”


“I love you, Tricia,” I told her softly.


“I love you too,” she said and signed off.


I went upstairs and set the table for three, figuring they’d be here soon. I felt calmer than I had last night, but the loss was still crushing. Fortunately, they were at the door before I’d been alone with my thoughts too long.


They’d stopped at a local market and gotten chili and fresh bread. They asked about my day while we ate and I told them about the meeting that started the day.


“So you’re back on the team?” Emma said, excitedly.


“For now,” I said. “Dr. Spencer suggested that I stick with it. She said it was good for me to have a routine and she thought that I’d end up adopting the team as a surrogate family to replace my loving home environment.”


“True,” Zoe said, glancing around the house. “You basically live here alone now. Your dad has some clothes upstairs and your sister comes home to sleep and that’s it.”


“Yeah, I know,” I said, getting up to get another drink. “Either of you need anything?” I asked to a chorus of ‘no’. I sat back down and sighed. “Just a couple of weeks ago that I was thinking of moving out and now everyone else is gone. Maybe I should just buy the house and be done with it.”


“Or buy one nearby,” Emma suggested. “If you seriously move out on your own, we don’t have to be in the dorm for next year. It’s only about a twenty minute commute from here. If we can find a place we fall in love with, we should grab it. We’ll be going to school for most of the next ten years and when we’re ready to leave Boston, we can sell it.”


I smiled. “I like it,” I said. “Let me figure out how things are going to go with my mother and see where that stands. Then we can figure out what to do. That’ll be settled well before summer. That reminds me, what are you doing for summer, Zoe?” I asked. I knew Tricia was going to end up in Florida unless something changed there.


She shrugged. “I’m not taking summer courses, so it’s back to Phillie for me. I’ll end up working to save up for next year if I can find something decent.”


“You having trouble?” I asked, concerned.


She shrugged. “I’m doing okay,” she said. “I have enough saved to get through. I mostly work to pay for extras during the year, like movies and parties, restaurants and concerts.”


I nodded and excused myself for a minute, going downstairs to my desk. I came back with a full brick and put it on the table next to her.


“That should cover you for extras,” I said lightly and went back to my chili.


“I can’t take that!” Zoe blurted in protest, looking shocked.


I sighed and nodded. “Sure you can,” I said. “When the money came to me, I promised myself that I was going to put it to a better use than any of the people that had it before me. I planned to put all the people important to me through college. That includes you. Emma has everything handled so I didn’t bring it up to her really, but if you’re scraping by and working your ass off during the summer just so you can afford to go out, then I WANT you to have that so you can enjoy your summer.”


“You were gonna do this for the other girls too, weren’t you?” Emma asked.


“I DID do it for them,” I said. “I spent as much on Tabby and Collie to get their tuition paid and get them new computers and updated wardrobes. When it’s time for Beck and Lana to go to college, I’ll make sure their parents have enough to get them through without any woes. I’ll do the same for Lilly and Tricia and if Hanna wants to go back to school, the money’s there.”


“That’s still crazy generous,” Zoe protested.


I shrugged. “I have nearly ten million dollars in banks right now and I’ve got a scholarship through the study that’s worth close to two hundred thousand per year. I don’t NEED the money. The only possible thing I could do with it would be to go to the mall and buy a lot of video games and crap I don’t need. I’d rather be selective about what I buy and spend time with people instead.”


She still looked reluctant. “I dunno,” she said, looking unconvinced.


“If it helps, think of it like this: I want you to enjoy your summer, recharge and come back ready to tackle your coursework next fall without having to spend half the summer stuck working your ass off to make it happen. Save that job for someone who needs it to pay for an apartment or is counting on it to pay tuition.”


“Okay,” she said finally, the idea of leaving that job for someone less fortunate appealing to her.


“Now that we’ve settled that, how’re you feeling about Dr. Saddler?” Emma asked softly.


“I’m okay and devastated by turns,” I admitted. “I had a mostly normal session with Dr. Spencer. We’re drawing closer over it since we’re both close to him and going through the same grief. Then afterwards I came home and posted a video to explain what was going on and it got pretty emotional when I realized this is going to be his last Christmas. That got to me. This time next year, he’ll be gone and we’ll be continuing the study without him.”


They both nodded. “It’s the only Christmas you’re going to have to celebrate with him,” Zoe said. “Sounds like a good reason to make it as special as you can.”


I nodded. “That was my thought too. I assume both of you are going home for the holidays?” they nodded and I smiled. “That sort of clears my calendar to spend it with him and Victoria if they’re up for that.”


“You’re not doing anything with family?” Emma asked, surprised.


I shook my head. “I’ll decorate the house a bit, but Lilly can spend the day next door. I’ll talk to Carl and Victoria and see what their plans are. I’ll include Dad maybe and the four of us can have a celebration of our own.”


“That seems sad to me,” Zoe said, frowning. “Christmas should be joyous. It sounds more like you’re going to cry in your eggnog instead.”


I shrugged. “I could end up totally wrong and my mother could be back home, we could have a large joint Christmas and have everyone here. We’ll see how it goes. That brings me to my next piece of business though: gifts. I intend to buy for each of you, but something relatively small and heart-felt. Maybe a piece of jewelry if I see something that speaks to me. Honestly, I’d rather you didn’t get me much. Not because I don’t want you to do anything for me, but because I don’t need anything. You girls are all I need.”


They exchanged looks and I knew I was already too late. “The four of us already talked about Christmas. You’re not getting a choice,” Emma told me with a crooked grin on her face.


I nodded. “So it’s like that, huh?” I asked ruefully.


“You told Scarlett Johansson that I was hotter than her on Twitter,” Zoe reminded me. “You’re not getting a pair of socks or a new book.”


“I see,” I said, wondering how I was going to compete with whatever they had in mind. “Then I need to rethink how extravagant I intend to be with the two of you. I already decided what I’m going to do for Tricia and I’ve got to work on how to make Hanna’s Christmas memorable.”


“Hanna’s easy. Love her,” Emma said. “What are you getting for Tricia?”


“It’s a secret, but I think she’s gonna love it. Now, do we want to do Christmas early before you go home or late when you get back?”


“Let’s decide that in a few weeks when we’re getting closer,” Zoe spoke up. “We’ll have to talk it out between the five of us.”


“Fair enough,” I said. “That gives me time to panic-shop based on the certainty that I don’t have a good enough gift for you four.” I laughed, but part of me was actually panicking over what to get.


Emma took my hand. “Relax,” she said kindly. “You gave me a diamond already. You literally told the world that Zoe is hotter than a famous Hollywood actress, you gave Hanna exactly what she always wanted and you took Tricia by the hand and led her into the light. We all adore you. There’s nothing you can do to screw up with us.”


Oh, the danger in those words!


“I love you both more than you can ever know,” I said, smiling at them both and certain I was gonna screw up this Christmas no matter what.


We spent the rest of the evening studying and chatting, relaxing and crawled into bed together. I pulled them both to me and took comfort in their closeness, murmuring to them softly that I loved them.


Chapter 23


Thursday was a good day. I woke up with inspiration. I knew what to get for Hanna. I already had Tricia sorted out, so that only left Emma and Zoe to figure out. I’d also figured out a joint gift that had me smiling a secretive smile as we started our day.


“What’s put you in such a good mood?” Emma asked, seeing me enthusiastically get ready to face the day.


“Are you kidding? My genius mind has figured out what to do about Christmas, ” I told her. “And you can have one hint if you really want it.”


“I want a hint, ” Zoe told me as we sat down to breakfast.


“It will be toasty warm while it lasts, ” I told them cryptically with a grin.


They sat and lost themselves in trying to figure out what I had in mind, each of them mumbling the word ‘toasty’ and assuming that was the word the hint revolved around. I’d chew my way into my toolbox full of money if they figured it out from the clue though.


When we left for the morning, they dropped me at the school. I was early, but I took the opportunity to drop my cheerleading gear in my locker and camped out at Tricia’s locker watching the last of yesterday’s lectures. When she appeared, I grinned and got up. I kissed her and she smiled at me.


“You’re in better spirits today, ” she said brightly. “Are you really feeling better?”


“Not exactly, ” I admitted. “I’m a little less overwhelmed though. Emma and Zoe and I talked about Christmas. I tried to talk them into doing small gifts, but they told me the four of you already had a plan. Today I’m in a good mood because I figured out a plan. Whether it works or not will be obvious by how long my mood lasts.” I chuckled and kissed her again.


“Well, we did make a decision on how to celebrate with you, ” she said demurely. “I don’t know what you’re planning though.”


“That’s for the best. You’d think it was too much. How did things go with your dad last night?”


“He was pretty sad, ” she admitted. “That video got to him. He knows what you’re talking about. I think he has some new respect for you after that.”


“I’ll take it, ” I nodded gratefully. “Did you talk to him about getting more freedom or did the video derail that?” I asked.


“We didn’t get back to it last night, ” she sighed. “We talked a lot about Mom and how much we both miss her. I’ll talk to him tonight though for sure.”


I walked her to class and settled into my own day. At lunch, I was checking my phone when I got a text from Emma that confused me. “Eyes-up. Time to talk.”


I looked at it for a moment and then looked up, like the message said and Lana and Beck were standing a short distance away with lunch trays, looking at me. I nodded and they looked relieved, coming to sit down.


“What’s up?” I asked, figuring that it must be big if Emma cleared them for the conversation.


“We’re worried about you, ” Lana said. “Beck told me what you said yesterday about Dr. Saddler. I messaged Emma and told her. She’s worried too.”


I shrugged. “I can see where you’re coming from, but there were three people that pulled me through what happened. Victoria Spencer, Carl Saddler and Emma Robinson. When the four of you dropped those collars on the floor and walked out on me, I was crushed. I didn’t just lose you though. Walls went up between me and Patty and Dan, between me and Lilly and between me and Mom. I lost everyone. Emma was my friend, Victoria was my doctor and Carl was my mentor. They became my family when I found myself adrift. I was also left with a seriously fucked-up piece of programming in my head.”


I frowned and tried to think of how to phrase it. “The three of us were forever. I’d have bet anything that nothing would ever come between us. We’d loved each other for years. We belonged together. Patty and Dan were my parents in every way that mattered. Lilly was my sister and always in my corner. My mother was my mother. Tabby and I shared the worst secrets imaginable and bled our souls onto each other. Collie needed me like she needed air to breathe. Those are all bonds that I would have sworn I could count on no matter what. When they all failed all at once... ”


They looked even more horrified. I’d never talked like this with anyone except Victoria. I’d never explained it out before.


“I’d just always assumed forever meant forever. Now, I know that forever only lasts until circumstance rips apart our best intentions. I try to take the attitude that if things don’t work out, I want to make the most of the time I have with people. I try to make the best memories and live in the moment. When I found out that Carl was dying, it was another of those bonds falling away. Bonds break. It’s the nature of things. Nothing lasts forever. All I can do is treat it as precious while it’s mine to hold.”


I went back to my fries and let them consider that.


“That’s why you said you’re used to losing people?” Lana asked and I nodded. She took a deep breath. “It’s never going to stop hurting you, is it?” she asked, tears in her eyes.


“That’s not what this is about, Lana, ” I told her gently, avoiding the answer. “The divorce and my mother’s meltdown, Miranda and everything Marlene caused all went into a pot to create this result. I’m not huddled in my head, convinced everyone is going to abandon me again. I’m philosophical about how I deal with loss. Will my relationships last the rest of my life? I hope so, but a lot can happen. I try to make the most of the time I have because I know that I might not have as much time as I’d thought. Is that really so bad?”


“I suppose not, ” Beck admitted. “You sounded more like you expected everyone to abandon you when you said it yesterday.”


“I don’t expect it, but I know that it could happen. I didn’t know that before because until those collars were laying in a heap on the floor, that had never happened to me. I want to spend the rest of my life with Emma, but if something comes between us, I want our time together to be perfect and I hope that whatever might come between us doesn’t taint those memories so they don’t turn into nightmares. That scares me most of all. Losing people is one thing, but feeling taint on the happiness we had ... I think that would destroy me.”


They both looked ashamed of themselves all over and I grimaced.


“Look, I’m not trying to aggravate you or make you feel guilty, but yes, what happened between us taught me a lot about relationships that I probably didn’t want to know. Just like your time with the Watermans taught you a lot that you wished you’d never learned. We can’t change it. We can only learn from it and try to carry the positives into our lives going forward.”


They nodded. “Yeah, ” Beck agreed. “I know I’ll never do anything like that again.”


“And you’re both getting help for the other thing they did to harm you?” I asked delicately.


“Yes. We told Dr. Gionetti and she’s helping us, ” Lana told me.


“Good. I’m glad you trust her, ” I told them. “Are you both pleased with the progress you’re making?”


They seemed reasonably happy with her and said so. “She wants to see you, ” Beck said. “She asked if you’d be willing to see her.”


That surprised me and I told them I’d think about it. I asked when their appointments were so I could schedule it in if Victoria thought it was a good idea.


“She said that if you agreed, she’d clear it with Dr. Spencer and attend one of your appointments, ” Lana said.


“I don’t have any objections, but Dr. Spencer might. Tell her it’s okay for her to approach her, but not to be surprised if she’s not convinced it’s a good idea. I put my trust in her to do what’s right for me.”


They nodded and Lana was about to speak when my phone rang. I picked it up and saw a new number. “Hello, Matt speaking.”


“Hi Matt, ” came a voice from my deepest fantasies. “I’m sorry I haven’t called you sooner. It’s been kind of hectic lately though. I saw your video the other night and got your number from Chris. I hope you don’t mind.”


The girls must have seen the shock on my face because they were suddenly all attention.


“No, I don’t mind. I’d have given you my number long ago I’d known you wanted it, ” I said with a slow smile blooming on my face. “How are you?”


“Me? I called to ask how you are. You were pretty upset in that video. It made me a little weepy when I got to the end.”


“I’m doing a little better, ” I told my all-time-outstanding-celebrity-crush-of-all-time. “I mean, it’s still awful to know this is going to be his last Christmas with us, but it’s getting a little less overwhelming. Sometimes I even get distracted from it for a little while and I feel almost normal. Today’s been a good day.”


“And I’m ruining it by asking about it!” she said, anguished. “I’m sorry.”


“Don’t apologize. I can’t think of a better way to keep my spirits up than getting a phone call from Scarlett Johansson. I never really forget about it, but sometimes good things push it away from my attention for a little while. This is one of those moments.”


“That’s sweet of you, ” she told me gratefully. “I know Chris is planning to call you later. He said he has some news for you about April. I wanted to let you know I’ll be there too. I have to start my day, but I wanted to reach out and let you know I’d seen the video and I’m sorry about what’s happening.”


“Thanks. I can’t tell you how much it means to hear from you, ” I told her.


She said goodbye and I promptly created a new contact for her.


“Was that really her?” Beck asked, shocked.


I nodded. “I’ve talked to Chris Pratt a couple of times, Chris Evans and even got a call from Robert Downey Jr. the other night. Everyone seems to be excited by the April 2nd thing. Chris Pratt called right after I posted the last thing on YouTube and that’s what she was calling for too. She said Chris Evans is planning to call me later. He’s got some news.”


“You’re seriously famous, ” Lana said, stunned.


“Not really, but I’m getting to talk to a few people who are, ” I allowed.


My phone chimed and Scarlett had Tweeted a link to my last video and captioned it ‘So heartbreaking’ as a description.


Beck looked around and saw that no one was looking at us. She frowned and before I could stop her, she raised her voice and shouted. “Matt just got a personal phone call from Scarlett Johansson!”


That got what she was looking for and every eye in the room turned to us in shock.


My phone pinged again and there was a new Tweet. “Sweetest guy ever! Put my foot in my mouth and he smoothed it over for me in the middle of his bad week.”


She punctuated it with hearts and kisses.


“She just Tweeted about it, ” I said and there was a ripple of people pulling out phones to check. I showed Lana and Beck what she’d posted and then decided I needed to have one more conversation. I got up and picked up my bag. “I need to call Emma. If she’s worried that I’m thinking like this, she needs to hear from me.” They nodded and I walked out to have a little more privacy while I talked.


“Hi, Babe, ” I said affectionately when she answered. “I’m told you’re worried about me.”


“You’re damn right I am!” she snapped sharply. “‘I lose people’? ‘I’m USED to it’?!!?”


“Can I explain?” I asked gently.


“Quickly!”


“Since June, I’ve lost ten people I’ve loved, including Carl. TEN! I lost four of them in one conversation. I’ve lost my whole family and now my mentor who had become like a surrogate father to me. You notice I didn’t say I expect to lose everyone around me, but this summer I’ve had my life implode twice and now one of the ONLY three people that stuck with me through the worst of it is dying. I meant that I’m coping with loss better and that I keep it in mind and try to make the most of the time that I have with people because I know better than most, that the time I have could be shorter than I know. I just explained that to them too. I did NOT mean that I expect to lose you. You’re stuck with me, Bride-To-Be. But circumstances sometimes tear our plans apart. I could be hit by a bus tomorrow. You could get a tremendous offer to study at a school that’s doing the exact kind of work you want to spend your career doing. Your parents could adamantly refuse to accept us and do everything in their power to drive a wedge between us. A former lover could come and stab one of us to death in a fit of jealous rage. All these are things I wouldn’t have thought of before I lost all those people. Before then, forever meant forever. I would have sworn on the first day of school, NOTHING could have broken me and those girls up. I would have bet my life that my mother would never turn her back on me. I would have put my faith in my sister absolutely. Those were relationships that I attached the word ‘forever’ to. I still mean it when I say ‘forever’ and I’m saying it to you. I just meant that I’m starting to understand that circumstances change and that when they do, sometimes things have to change with them. Does that make you feel a little better?”


She sighed and was quiet for a moment before she spoke. “A little. I thought you were talking like you expected us to break up.”


“I know that now and it’s why I called you right away. Like I told them, all the fucked-up shit that’s happened has hammered home to me that bonds break. I can’t stop it from ever happening. I can just treat those people as precious to me while they’re in my life. Just for an example, Tricia’s father could send her to live with her grandparents in Florida to keep her away from me. He doesn’t like me, so it COULD happen. We’d all be devastated to lose her like that, but in the end, we’d have to let her go so she could find happiness and build a life there. That’s what I was talking about. I don’t intend to stop holding on, but I understand that life intervenes. I didn’t understand that before. I knew it intellectually, but the lesson had never been driven home before.”


“Okay, ” she said, sounding far more calm. “When you use Tricia’s circumstance as an example, I understand. It sucks, but I get it. You’ve got more reason than anyone I know to be afraid to form attachments, but you aren’t afraid. That’s kind of admirable, you know.”


“Are you kidding? I’m terrified of getting my heart broken again, ” I confessed to her. “I just know I can trust you four with it.”


“You were sure you could trust Lana and Beck with it, ” she pointed out dryly.


“Is it really so surprising that I trust you more?” I asked. “I never asked either of them to marry me. You’re also older, wiser and know me better than they do.”


“They’ve known you for nine years, ” she blurted. “That’s just a ridiculous claim.”


“No, it’s really not. They know more about my history. You know more about who I am as a person. I’ve grown a lot this summer and no one else really knows that. They see flashes of it and it takes them by surprise. You just smile and it’s no big deal because you know me. If something stupid like that were to happen again, you’d stop and think about it and then you’d come talk to me because you know you can trust me to tell you the truth.”


“That’s true, ” she said. “That still only covers the most recent stuff. They’ve still got your number on the older stuff.”


“So what? Is it really ever going to be a relationship issue for you to know what color my first bike was or when I gave up stuffed toys? Is it gonna bother you to not know who my fourth grade teacher was? It was Mrs. Butler. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”


“Anything?” she asked, a trace of her usual playfulness in her voice.


“Anything, ” I promised, “but I’m not going to tell you what I’m getting you for Christmas until AFTER I give it to you. Nice try.”


“FUCK!” she giggled. “Alright, crisis averted. I love you.”


“I love you too. Oh, there’s one other thing that happened today. Hardly seems important enough to bring up, but I don’t keep secrets unless I have to. Scarlett Johansson just called me.”


“Really? Where does that place her in the top twenty?”


“Sixth. There’s the four of you and Patty ahead of her. She still hasn’t proven she can cook, after all.”


She laughed about that. “What did she call for?”


“She saw the video I put up last night and it got to her. She wanted to call and let me know she was coming in April and to ask how I was doing.”


“That was nice of her, ” she said happily. “That must have made your day.”


“Actually, hearing you in a better mood makes my day, ” I told her.


“Charmer, ” she said accusingly then laughed.


“Listen, I have to go. Lunch is almost up and I usually meet Tricia to walk her to lunch.”


“A little over-protective, aren’t we?” she asked dryly.


“Not at all. She’s asked me to be more affectionate at school so guys don’t hit on her since her make-over, but I just like spending time with her. I don’t get to do that a lot even though she’s in a couple of my classes.”


“Well, that’s sweet, ” she said lightly. “Go, make time for your other lovers and I’ll see you after practice. I need some help with stats and you’re my study-buddy.”


I laughed. “You bringing Zoe or is tonight just for us?” I asked.


“Just us this time, ” she said sweetly. “She wants you someday soon though.”


“Fair enough. Love you and tell Zoe I love her too. Give her a big wet kiss for me.”


She laughed and told me she’d pick me up at school before she hung up.


I told Tricia about my lunch hour and she was surprised about the conversation with Lana and Beck more than the one I’d had with Scarlett Johansson. I explained what it was about and she seemed to take it better than everyone else had.


“Of course you’re getting used to it, ” she said as if it was obvious. “You’ve had to deal with a lot of it lately.”


I kissed her and smiled. “I think Emma was worried that it meant I was holding back from all of you, but it just means I appreciate what we have more.”


“I know. You treat me well every day, ” she told me. “You meet me at my locker and walk me to lunch because you want to spend more time with me.”


“I do, ” I agreed and kissed her again. “I also like being seen with a beautiful girl on my arm.”


“You could find prettier girls, ” she scoffed.


“I’ve been lucky enough to find girls AS pretty as you, but I don’t know any that are prettier.”


“You’re so full of it sometimes, ” she said with a laugh. “Don’t ever change though. I love it when you talk to me that way.”


“Then I’ll keep reminding you that you’re beautiful, ” I promised.


She kissed me and shooed me off to class. The afternoon passed uneventfully and I exchanged bags at my locker with some reluctance. I went to change and was doing my stretching when the rest of the team arrived. I was aware they were watching me and just shut them out, finishing like Hanna had taught me.


When I was done, I felt better, more limber, relaxed.


The coach started practice without addressing what had happened at the last practice. I wasn’t happy about that. She assigned everyone to work in groups of three and I was helping spot the others most of the day. I was bored. My job was to watch the others work and step in to help if it looked like they were about to fall or needed a hand.


I absorbed all the different parts of the routine and wondered if I was only here to be the pet monkey while everyone else worked. I kept my mouth shut though and let it pass. I acted as spotter for all the girls and felt like the afternoon was a waste of time.


Coach Mullins started her post-practice pep-talk with strike two. “Good job today, Ladies!” she boomed enthusiastically. She went on to say that the next week would start the choreography for the routine she wanted the team to perfect. I counted myself out of this talk, for the most part. When she dismissed everyone, I turned and went to the locker room and got changed. I didn’t intend to stick around. I’d barely worked up a sweat worth talking about, so I probably wouldn’t even get a shower at home.


I was leaving the gym when she called me back upstairs. I nodded and resisted the urge to roll my eyes. I felt like strike three was about to happen.


“You seem less interested than you were last practice, ” she said critically.


“That’s probably fair, ” I said. “I didn’t find myself doing much today.”


“Is that a problem?” she asked.


“I have issues with boredom, ” I told her. “I can process information faster than computers. I’m only limited by the speed of input. I’m taking 20 courses from Harvard during my class time because I can do the work in less time than it takes the teachers to explain the lesson outline. Boredom is a problem for most teenagers, but with my abilities, it’s more pronounced.”


“I’m sorry we’re not more stimulating for you, ” she said dryly.


I shrugged. “No apology necessary, but Monday’s practice was interesting. I was doing things, learning how to do them and now today I’m standing back and watching other people work. I felt like my participation was minimal. The most strenuous thing I did all afternoon was stretch.”


“Well, you’re not ready for what we’re doing. That’ll take time, ” she said.


I shrugged. “So you were pressured into taking me back and the solution is to make me as useless as possible so we can all say I was part of the team and you can keep me from doing anything to screw it up, embarrass you or otherwise irritate your day? Should I bring a book to the next practice or just go home after class and swear I was there the whole time?”


“No one said any of that, ” she told me, trying to back up from the confrontation. “I’m just saying you need time to study the formations before you’re capable of participating.”


“You don’t want me here. I know that. You’ve made it perfectly clear. I have far better things to do with my time than stand around and be the team’s token penis for pr points. If you want me on the team, then use me. If you don’t, then I’ve got other things I could be doing Monday and Thursday afternoons. Your time is valuable. Why should my time be any less so?”


“I somehow think that my time is a little more valuable than yours, ” she said skeptically.


“My income since the start of the month totals nearly $2 million, ” I said flatly. “I could be working at boosting that, but instead I take two afternoons a week and promised to attend games on three days a week to act as part of the team. How much more commitment do I need to show before you can meet me halfway? You didn’t address what happened at the end of practice on Monday, you assigned me to a position where I wasn’t going to learn a damn thing and when you addressed the team, you called them ‘Ladies’. So I’m ignored, marginalized and sexually harassed when I come to practice.”


She looked at me in bored disgust. “Sexually harassed?” she said dryly. “Aren’t you getting just a little dramatic?”


“Maybe, but let’s try this on for size, you’ve started the last two practices off by gathering the rest of the team around to gape at me like a stripper. What was it you said the other day? ‘You can hold me up any time’? Classy. I’ll talk to Mr. Peterson and let him know that it’s not working out, ” I told her and got up.


“Okay, wait, ” she said, holding up a hand. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


I stayed where I was and didn’t return to my chair, staring at her expectantly.


“What?” she asked. “I can only apologize.”


“That’s the best you’ve got?” I asked. “See ya.” I opened the door.


“Well what do you WANT?” she asked, exasperated.


I fixed her with a look that said I couldn’t believe she was that dense. “Are you asking me what I want from you to remain on the team or are you just expressing irritation that I don’t seem to be willing to accept a halfhearted apology?” I asked.


“What will it take for you to be content being part of the team?” she asked.


“Respect, ” I said. “You’d demand it on behalf of any of those girls down there. How can I expect to get any from the rest of the school or even the rest of the team when you don’t show any. You threw me off the team on Monday, disrespected me, ran me down and then expected me to come back today. I agreed against my better judgment and you treated me worse. You didn’t acknowledge me, you assigned me to the least involved activities and then refused to even address me by the proper gender at the end of the day. I’m not the only one who noticed. If you want me to believe an apology from you, say it in front of the people you behaved shamefully in front of. Aside from that, either find a place for me on the team or cut me loose. Monday you thought I could catch up. Today, you’re dragging out the pace so that I might be able to take part next year if I come back.”


She looked at me for a long moment and I shrugged. “Have a good season Coach. I’ll say goodbye to the girls and be on my way. Thanks for thinking of me.”


I closed the door behind me and went downstairs to wait for the girls to come out from their locker room. They were usually a while, but today, they surprised me. They were waiting and watching the boy’s locker room. “Looking for someone?” I asked, startling them


“Looking for you, actually, ” Lana said and then looked to Gina Morales, the Varsity team captain.


“You’re leaving the team, aren’t you?” she asked.


I shrugged. “As much as I want to be here, there doesn’t seem to be a lot to do and the coach isn’t exactly enthusiastic about a boy on the team.”


“You shouldn’t quit, ” she said. “We don’t want you to go. I know today’s practice was kind of weird, but give it another try.”


“I’d like that, ” I said. “I went to talk to Coach Mullins about it and I don’t think I was able to convince her to give me anything to do if I came back.”


That seemed to disappoint them. I’d shown up for practice, done everything asked of me and hadn’t tried to make a pass at any of them. I was pleasantly surprised that they wanted me back.


We talked about it some more and I promised them I’d think about coming back, but I felt like practice was going to continue being weird with me around.


“Look, I want you girls to have the best season you can. I feel like my presence is creating more of a distraction than it’s helping. You all noticed that things were tense today. If that keeps up, someone could get hurt. You can’t afford those distractions. I’m not allowed to help you out with stretching, I’m not allowed to participate and I’m getting in the way, not physically, but today everyone was thinking about what happened on Monday. You girls need to have your heads here in the moment, not wondering how I walked out of practice barred from the team on Monday and back here without an explanation on Thursday.”


“What did happen?” Gina wanted to know.


I didn’t figure it’d do any harm, so I told them about the talk I’d had with Coach Mullins on Monday at the end of practice, the meetings at the office and what I’d asked her for upstairs. Boy was I wrong.


“Fuck it. I quit, ” Lana said and my head whipped around.


“What?!!?” I blurted.


“I asked you to come and check it out and you did. You didn’t want to be on the team, but you did it as a favor to me. If she’s kicking you off, I’m going too. We have an odd number for the routine we were going to be running, so we either need to get one more or drop one.”


“Don’t, ” I said. “You’re good at this and it gets you out of the house. I appreciate the gesture, but your team needs you. I meant it when I said I wanted you all to have a good season. I’ll come out to your games as often as I can to cheer you on, but don’t quit in protest over this.”


“No, she’s right, ” Gina said. “We talked about it in the locker room. You’re the first boy that’s asked to join. You didn’t treat us like we’re strippers or whores or sluts or like this was an opportunity to try to score with us. You came to work. That stretch you do is amazing. I don’t know why she won’t let you teach us.”


“Because it’s intense, ” I told her. “The first several times I went through it, I had to take ice-baths all that night and get massages both at night and in the morning. Otherwise you stiffen up. I would have been crippled for days without that.”


“What’s the big deal with that?” said a girl in the back.


“It has something to do with a boy putting his filthy pervert hands on female cheerleaders, ” I said with a shrug.


“Your pervert hands look pretty clean to me, ” Gina said with a smirk. “I’m okay with that.” There were a few murmurs of agreement.


“Yeah, but she’s not and she gets to decide, ” I said again.


We were still talking about it when Coach Mullins came downstairs and looked at us. “Having a lengthy goodbye, Russell?” she said coolly.


Gina looked around at the rest of the team. “Girls, I’m with Lana. Are we doing this as a team?”


I looked at her horrified and shook my head. “Don’t do this, ” I whispered to them urgently, but they all nodded in determination and Gina and Lana walked across the gym with the rest of the girls falling in behind them to talk to Coach Mullins. I turned and followed along, shaking my head sadly. “What must it be like to lead a quiet life?” I wondered out loud. One of the tops from the JV team turned and grinned at me.


“Coach, ” Gina started. “Matt said he’s leaving the team. Is that true?”


“I suppose it is. Russell doesn’t feel comfortable here so he’s gonna take his ball and go home, ” she said in a true coach sneer.


“I don’t feel comfortable here after today either, ” she said. “I don’t have any balls, so I guess I’ll help Matt carry his home.”


Coach Mullins looked surprised, but recovered quickly. “I guess that makes you Varsity captain, Lana, ” she said, giving Gina a hard look reserved for quitters.


“I don’t feel comfortable here either. Matt came to join as a favor to me. If he’s not welcome, I’m not welcome, ” she said.


Gina had come to stand next to me and Lana joined her on the other side. One by one, the other girls told her they quit and came to stand around me. I was as shocked as she was. She looked like she was trying to find words to pull this out of the fire and before she could, Gina took my hand and marched out of the gym with me in tow.


When we were outside, I spotted Emma leaning against her car. She came over and looked at me. “Jesus, Matt!” she said, looking surprised. “I told you to pick up a cheerleader and bring her home to us once in a while. I didn’t mean all of them at once!”


That got some laughter and she kissed me sweetly. “I don’t have room in the car. We’ll have to make a couple of trips, ” she warned me.


“Ha, ha!” I said and chuckled. “The truth is that practice didn’t go well. We’re probably going to get called to the office tomorrow to explain why our school doesn’t have a cheerleading team any more.”


“What did you do?!!” she blurted out, shocked.


“It wasn’t him, ” Lana assured her. “Coach Mullins was ... weird all day, making him stand and watch everyone else work. She didn’t talk about the last practice where she kicked him off the team, so we all quit when he said he wasn’t coming back.”


“Can everyone meet here tomorrow morning at 8:30?” I asked them.


Everyone nodded and Gina gave my hand a squeeze, reminding me that she was still holding it. “Do you have a plan?” she asked.


“We’re probably going to have to answer for that protest, so I want us to do it together. Otherwise, they’ll call us to the office one at a time and pick away at us. No one did anything wrong, but I want to make sure we show a united front. We may have all quit the team today, but we did it together. We’ll continue to stick together and they’ll have to respect our decision. Beyond that, I have a longer term idea. We can form an independent cheer team.”


“We can’t afford that!” One girl gasped. “Uniforms and practice space are expensive.


That made Emma laugh with delight.


“You all saw that video of me on Halloween?” I asked and they all nodded. “I get paid when people watch it because of the ads at the beginning of YouTube videos. That clip’s made almost $2 million now. I will personally guarantee that if you girls want to cheer independently, we will have the uniforms and space to practice.”


“What about a coach?” Gina asked, dumbfounded by the possibility.


“Is there anyone that graduated last year that might want to do it?” I asked lightly. “I know they probably all went off to college, but if anyone knows of someone local, they probably know how to help put a routine together and train for competition.


They agreed to ask around and I also offered to look for a coach. “Worst case scenario, we place an ad and hire one.”


They all nodded, a couple of them looked worried, but I reassured them that they hadn’t done anything wrong and gave them words of encouragement before we all split up. Gina finally let go of my hand and said she’d see me tomorrow. They seemed to be in good spirits.


“You’re really going to pay for a cheerleading team?” Lana asked when it was just the three of us.


“Sure, ” I said lightly. “It can’t be that hard to find a spot to practice a couple of times per week and the uniforms aren’t THAT bad. I saw the site when Coach Mullins was ordering up the uniform for me, so I surfed the site on my own for a little while.”


We all piled into the car and Lana bit her lip. “Emma, I kind of need Matt’s help with something, ” she said when we were nearly home.


Chapter 24


Emma glanced at her in the rear-view mirror. “Is it something I’m going to object to?” she asked carefully.


Lana shook her head. “I don’t think so, but it’s something ... delicate. I don’t know if he told you everything about what we did to him.”


“He didn’t go into a lot of detail about anything really. He mentioned that there was a party with a lot of sex, but that was because he’d only just found out and he was kind of out of his mind about it.”


“Yeah, he told me that he’d mentioned it to you. That’s kind of what I need help with, actually.”


“I think I’m going to object to this,” she warned her.


“Just hear me out?” she begged and Emma nodded. “There was a lot going on that weekend...” she trailed off, unable to find a way to say what she was thinking.


“Lana,” I said, getting her attention. “Do you want me to tell her everything that happened that weekend?” She nodded gratefully and I knew she was struggling. “Lana’s best friend and the Waterman boys organized this party. I don’t know if they did it to everyone, but they pumped Lana and Beck full of drugs, raped them and then passed them around to everyone else to be raped all weekend. Lana confessed that she didn’t remember most of that weekend clearly.”


Emma pulled the car over and stared at me in shock. “Seriously?!!?”


I nodded. “I only found out about it Monday. They barely remember the weekend that they asked the Waterman brothers to hospitalize me. They couldn’t legally have consented to the sex they had with any of those people. I didn’t ask any questions about specifics, but I assume that I’ll be horrified by the events if I find out.”


“I still have my list,” she said. “I locked it in the box like you told me so that Lilly can’t find it. I’ll bring it over later. That’s not why I’m bringing it up though.”


Emma put the car in Park and turned in her seat so the three of us could talk about it. “Then what’s up?”


“Some of the girls that were there are not doing well. I was hoping you’d let Matt help them.”


“Help them how?” I asked warily.


“Some of the girls there were virgins before they got to the party. They’ve never had anyone treat them nicely. They’ve never...”


“You want me to take those girls to bed and make love to them,” I said flatly, catching on. “There were twenty-four girls at that party. Beck, you, Marlene and twenty-one others. Were they all drugged like you were?”


She nodded. “Some of them were okay with that part, but a lot of them were really reluctant. There were more people at the party than the ones I was with though. I didn’t put them down if I wasn’t with them.”


I ran my hands through my hair. Two and two had just added up in my head. How could they afford to buy the drugs for a party that size? Prostitutes. They’d been paid for sharing the girls around.


“Most of the girls were way higher than the boys, weren’t they?” I asked softly. Emma looked at me and she knew. I could see it in her eyes.


“I guess,” Lana said and my heart broke all over again. I saw those names in a whole new light now. I wanted desperately to find everyone on that list and hurt them.


“How many girls are we talking about? Not how many you want help with, but how many were there?”


“Probably ten or twenty that weren’t on the list. Most of them are being treated pretty badly at school right now.”


“How many are you hoping I’ll help out?” I asked, very much afraid of the answer.


“I’m hoping you’ll at least talk to them all,” she said. “I can’t ask you to do more than that. It’ll be up to you and them to decide if you can help them.”


“I noticed a few of the cheerleaders were on your list. Were the rest of them there?” I asked and she looked down.


“Yes. Some of them are the worst-off.”


I opened the car door and leaned out, to throw up into the gutter. It was sickening. I pulled deep lungfuls of cold air into my lungs as I heaved my lunch onto the curb until I hurt. I spit the last of it out and pulled back into the car and tried to catch my breath. Emma looked like she was mad and Lana looked like she wanted to cry. I know I did. I liked those girls. They’d been nice to me since the lie had been exposed. They hadn’t done more than smile at me in the hall or say hello, but it was more than most of the other students.


“When the Waterman boys return to school, I’m personally going to make them suffer for the rest of their lives,” I declared. “Once that’s done, I’m going to find Marlene and she’ll wish she’d gotten off as easily as them.”


“Gonna kill her?” Emma asked angrily.


“Not right away,” I said. “I think I’ll need to do something outstanding to punish her adequately. When we’re done with her, we’ll decide what to do with what’s left over.”


“Lover,” Emma said and we looked into each others eyes. “When we find her, I want you to be done with medical school. I want you to keep her alive for a long time while we make her wish she was dead.” She said it coldly and she meant it. “What I said about Miranda, that one less like her was a good thing? This is the same thing.”


“I want in,” Lana said. “I’ll do anything you want, just please, let me at her?” she was crying now and Emma and I both reached for her hands. It was awkward, but we both reached back to hug her and the three of us shared a moment of bitter rage about the three masterminds behind this.


“Take us home,” I said to Emma. “We have a lot to talk about tonight.”


She nodded and got the car started and we were home fairly quickly. I helped Lana out of the car and steered her into the house. As soon as we were inside, I called next door and got Patty.


“Hi, Mamma,” I said. “I need you to do something for me. In a minute, I’m gonna ask you to give the phone to Beck. She’s coming over here. Lana and Emma are here already. What I need from you is to call me a couple of minutes before you send Lilly home. Can you do that?”


“Sure. What’s going on?” she asked, surprised and concerned.


“I’ve decided Marlene’s lived too long,” I said softly. “Tonight I’m going to start adding up everything that she’s done and start laying plans to fix the oversight her continued existence creates.”


“Don’t do this, Matt,” she said softly and I could hear her walking to another room and closing the door behind her. “Remember how much you suffered after Miranda.”


“There’s only one person going to suffer this time,” I promised her. “Marlene.”


“What could she possibly have done to deserve that much hate all of a sudden?” she asked and I wasn’t sure whether it was better to tell her or keep her out of it.


“Lana, your mother’s asking what happened. I think it’s time to tell her,” I said simply. She nodded and looked miserable.


“Alright, you’re in,” I said. “Get Beck and tell her to bring her box and Lana’s. I’ll see you both soon.”


Emma was already holding Lana and I went to them both. Both of us were enraged.


A few minutes later, Patty led a wide-eyed Beck into the house. They were each carrying one of the lock-boxes I’d purchased for the girls. Beck looked scared and paled further when she saw Lana in tears sandwiched between the two of us.


I got them seated and Patty wanted to know what had happened.


“I need to tell you about a party that the girls were invited to at Marlene’s,” I told her and Beck looked stricken. “But first, you need to know something else that Marlene did to your daughters. Marlene and the Waterman brothers got the girls into drugs. I don’t know what kind and I didn’t ask. As soon as I found out, I told them to get help and they’re doing that. The reason we’re having this conversation is because of that party.”


I paused to take a deep breath. Beck looked horrified, but she was about to look worse, feel worse when I laid out the rest of the cards for her to see. “Marlene and the Watermans put together a party on a weekend that her parents were out of town. They provided drugs and invited a rather large guest list. They got the girls high enough that they can’t remember the whole weekend clearly and that may be for the best because they then raped them and charged other people for the privilege of raping them for the next three days.”


I slid a bucket over to her. “I threw up when I put it all together,” I told her.


She looked as enraged as I felt and as sick as I’d been. “Oh my God!” she whispered and started to cry. I went to her and held her. I felt awful about delivering this news to her. I felt as bad for Beck and drew her into my arms too. She’d just been told she’d been used as a prostitute for days and she’d been too high to realize it. They both wept on my shoulders and Lana had long-since collapsed into Emma’s arms.


When we were all calmed down, I continued. “There were at least 40 girls at this party and they were all drugged, whether they took them voluntarily or were pressured into it, none of them signed up to be raped multiple times. Lana asked me to talk to them tonight. That’s when I realized how bad things had been and that the girls and probably the other ones had been violated to pay for the Watermans’ drugs. There’s no way those two pieces of shit had enough money lying around to pay for enough to get 40 girls high for three days. They’re just fucking lucky none of the girls overdosed.”


We talked it out for the next hour. I’d ordered pizzas and we talked while Lana, Emma and I ate since Patty and Beck had eaten next door. We all agreed that the events of that party had created enough damage that we were going to take matters into our own hands. The police would do little to nothing about it and they’d likely turn it back on the victims and mitigate the circumstances by pointing out all the victims were high.


This was a change in me. I was advocating murder. I wanted Marlene more than the Watermans and I told them that. “I have a plan for making sure they’re out of circulation for a long painful time. Marlene knew what they were and sold her best friend to them. I want her to scream for years while we beat her and nurse her back to health before we slit her throat and bleed her dry.”


“What’s your plan for those two,” Patty wanted to know.


“I intend to wait for them to come looking for me and then I’m going to cripple them. Maybe they’ll be paralyzed or maybe their bones will be so badly broken that they won’t be able to stand on their own ever again.”


“I don’t like that plan,” she said. “They sold my babies for money. They need to die too.”


“I don’t disagree,” I told her. “Crippling them will make them easier to track down later though.”


“Fair enough,” she said fiercely.


We were all in agreement. We were going to end those three. It would take years before we’d be able to put all our plans into practice and we knew it, but we’d do it, I had no doubt.


I sent Patty home to tell Dan and keep Lilly out of the way and we opened the boxes. I took out Beck’s lists and read them, seeing each line through the filter of considering drug involvement.


“Which drugs?” I asked as I read Beck’s proposal for forgiveness and then moved on to her diary of what she’d done to make things right.


“Coke,” Lana admitted. “some pills ... heroin.”


I winced. “Do either of you still have a supply available to you?” I asked as I moved on to Lana’s and read everything all the way through, my stomach twisting. Pizza? What a great idea! Sometimes I’m a fucking idiot.


“No,” Lana swore. “After you talked to me Monday, I flushed it all. You made it an order, so...”


“You felt like you had to,” I supplied the rest.


“I didn’t want to, but you ordered me to get clean. I won’t ever touch it again.”


“Me either,” Beck said quietly. “When Lana told me what you’d said, we got rid of it together. Afterwards we cried, but we did it.”


I nodded and closed Lana’s diary. I’d never forget the words on those pages. I gathered up everything and asked the three of them to come with me. We went out to the barbecue and took the grills off before I started it and fed each page into it while they watched. We burned it all. The books, the lists, their plans for forgiveness. When the last of the pages burned out and there was nothing but ash fluttering around the burners in the November breeze, I shut off the gas and replaced the grills.


“Why did you do that?” Lana asked. She’d watched me burn every page without complaint, but now she struggled to understand.


“Because you don’t need those lists any more,” I told them. Emma nodded in approval from behind them where they couldn’t see. “Between all of us, we now know the truth. We were ALL victims of this. I hadn’t realized how badly you’d been victimized and I’m deeply sorry for that. I consider those lists fulfilled. You two still have to go back for your final HIV screening in a few weeks, but everything else was negative, so I hope that is too. Then it’s done.”


“Not really,” Beck said. “It still doesn’t change what happened, just how you look at it.”


“It DOES change how I look at it. If you were high during most of those events, I can’t hold it against you. It wasn’t your choice to start getting high. Someone did that to you. The changes in your personality come with the territory.”


“You’re just forgetting about it?” Lana asked, stunned.


“Not forgetting,” I said gently. “I’m lifting blame for things that were done while you weren’t in control. I suspect they got you girls high early and often and kept you floating on weekends and on edge during the week.”


They nodded. “Yeah. By Friday, we were both pretty crazy,” Lana admitted.


I shrugged. “Then I have nothing to be angry at you for from those lists,” I said simply.


“What about the first thing?” Beck said miserably. “We weren’t high when we walked out on you. God, I wish we were.”


“Would you think I was wrong to believe you’ve suffered more than enough for that lapse in judgment?” I asked gently.


That got them both crying and I took them into my arms, looking at Emma over their shoulders. She nodded again and smiled at me. I held me hand out to her and she joined us, hugging the girls from behind. We hugged like that for a long time before we went back inside.


“So what does this mean?” Beck asked cautiously.


“For now, it means that you should go and get your homework and bring it back here. That should make Lilly’s head explode,” I said dryly. “Lana has hers and Emma has some stats homework that she needs a hand with. You might as well do it here.”


She looked like she’d been given a treasure and she was off like a shot. A moment later, Patty was on the phone. “What did you say to Becky?” she asked. “She threw open the door and bolted upstairs without a word to anyone.”


“I told her and Lana both that those lists were fulfilled. They’ve suffered more than enough for anything they might have done to me while they were in control of what they were doing and I didn’t blame them for the rest since they weren’t in control of their actions. She’s getting her homework and doing it over here.”


“I see,” she said. “Yes, she’s on her way out the door in a mad scramble again. So what does this mean overall?” she asked being careful with what she said in front of Lilly.


“It means that I understand what they’ve been through and not just what it’s put me through. I feel like they’ve been punished enough. I would never presume to tell you and Dan what to do about punishing the girls, but as a suggestion, I don’t think grounding them is going to serve any purpose compared to what they’ve been through.”


“I understand,” she said. “I think you’ll find yourself with a drive to school in the morning.”


“We have to go in a little earlier, now that you’ve reminded me of it. The cheerleading team quit tonight and we’re going into the office to speak to the principal about it.”


“Oh? What happened?”


“I’ll let Lana tell you when she gets home. Should I tell her about the morning or do you want to?”


“You’re the one that decided it, you tell her,” she chuckled and then lowered her voice. “Thank God this is over, Matt. We paid such a terrible price to get through it though.”


“We’re still getting through it, but we can see daylight through the trees now. The worst is behind us. Call me when Lilly’s about to come home and we’ll make sure we’re not talking about anything she shouldn’t know about.”


“Okay. Love you, Champ.”


“I love you too, Mamma,” I said and hung up. All three girls were at the table and no one was paying attention to their books. I arched an eyebrow at the three sets of eyes that were watching me. “Lana, you’ll get your keys back tomorrow. Patty agreed that grounding you doesn’t make sense in light of what we uncovered tonight.”


She nodded, but still looked subdued. “So what does this mean for us?” she asked hesitantly.


“It means you don’t have to contact me to talk to him in the halls. I’m still in charge of the Sorority though, so that’s still something you need to talk to me about.”


Lana nodded and got up to hug Emma. “Thank you!” she said, her voice tight with emotion.


I settled down with Emma to help her with her stats homework and then asked Lana and Beck if they needed help with anything. They were good though, so I got out my laptop and opened up Twitter and Skype. I chatted with Tricia and idly scrolled through Twitter, not finding anything exciting. I combed through Tricia’s posted pictures on Facebook though and found some gold. I decided I had enough to start her Christmas present once I got a little time to myself.


Tricia was surprised to hear that the cheerleaders had all quit in protest along with me, but she said it made sense. She’d heard them saying good things about me even when things were at their rockiest with Lana and Beck. I told her that I’d forgiven the two of them tonight. That we talked about some of what happened and I felt like they’d been put through enough. That spared her the terrible details and told her the full story.


She told me she had to go to talk to her Dad about me and she’d see me in the morning. We said we loved each other and then she logged out, leaving me to do some other surfing. I wandered around the FTD website and smiled at the sight of an arrangement of fifty red roses.


I smirked and made note of the phone number for the morning. “What time are you done with classes tomorrow?” I asked Emma lightly.


“Noon,” she said, distractedly. “Friday is a half-day for most of us.”


“Any plans for after that?” I asked.


“Not really, Zoe and I usually hang around the room and do laundry ‘til you’re done for the day and then spend the weekend here. Oh, Hanna said she wasn’t going to be much fun this weekend. It’s period week for her. She said she’d see you next week for sure though.”


“I’ll take care of that,” I said dryly. “I’m not going to freak out over a little blood. Some of the best days I’ve had the past three months have involved me covered in blood. Sometimes it’s even my own.” That got laughter from all three of them since they’d each seen me anointed in virgin blood in the past. I hurriedly ordered one of the ridiculous bouquets for delivery to the gym tomorrow for Hanna and then another one for Victoria on Wednesday. I ordered one for Tricia for delivery Saturday and then I reminded myself to make the call early enough to get the other two delivered tomorrow afternoon.


The girls all finished their homework and we were all in a much better mood. We were about to say goodnight when my cellphone rang. I saw Chris Evans’ number and smiled a little, picking it up. “Hi, Chris,” I said, gesturing for the girls to wait a moment. “How’re you doing?”


“Better than you are right now. I’m sorry about your friend. How’re you handling it?” he asked.


“I’m getting better. I still have moments where it’s overwhelming, but I’ve had a few distractions today and that’s kept me from dwelling too much.”


“Yeah,” he said gently. “Scarlett said you’d been having a good day ‘til she brought it up. Bad timing.”


“Nah. Good timing,” I said. “If she’s worried that she wrecked my day, I may have to call her back and tell her different. I didn’t mind her bringing it up. I was touched that she took a minute to call.”


“I’ll let her know, but definitely give her a call to tell her. She really felt bad about it today. I’m just about to step out to dinner, but I wanted to update you. We have a sponsor. They’re taking care of EVERYTHING. There’s gonna be prizes and events and they’re supposedly building some killer obstacle course for us. I don’t get to see it ‘til you do.”


“That’s great! Who’s the sponsor?”


“We are,” he laughed. “Capoff is officially sponsored by Captain America: Civil War. There’ll be an advanced screening for the kids at the hospital, celebrities and Joss Whedon is gonna judge too. Stan Lee is a maybe, but he’s a national treasure and he’s already put a stop date on making public appearances for sometime next year.”


“That’s amazing! Thank you so much for arranging all this! That’s the most exciting news I’ve gotten since I got the call from her this morning.” We laughed about that and he told me he’d be in touch and that the official word would come from Disney tomorrow morning.


I hung up and they wanted to know what the news was. “We’re sponsored by Disney,” I said. “Specifically, it’s an official publicity event for Captain America: Civil War. There’s an advanced screening for the kids at the hospital, prizes and events and they’re building an obstacle course for us to run through. Joss Whedon agreed to judge it too.”


“That’s awesome!” Emma gushed, but the other two were a little lost on the last piece of news.


“He’s the guy that directed Avengers,” I said. “It’s a big deal, trust me.”


“Well that’s great then!” Lana said, glad it was good news. We all hugged and then they were on their way home. A couple of minutes later, the house phone rang and I answered it to talk to Patty who’d heard from the girls about the call I’d gotten. She told me Lilly was on her way over and she congratulated me on the sponsor for the event. She also invited me and Emma to breakfast in the morning to celebrate things calming down between us all.


I hung up just as Lilly walked in the door. This was the first time I’d seen her all week and we looked at each other across the room before she crossed to the stairs and started up to her room.


I’d had a pretty good day, so I followed her up the stairs and stopped her door from closing when she swung it closed. “How long are we going to go on like this?” I asked. I wasn’t stern with her, just asked her what her intention was.


“You tell me!” she spat. “You’re the genius.”


“Is that why you’ve been doing this? Because you resent how smart I am? Or is it that you resent how much attention I’ve been getting?”


“What do I care who pays attention to you?!!? So you’re in college now! Big deal! So you get calls from movie stars all the time! Who cares? So Mom goes crazy because of you! That’s supposed to be okay?!!? Just go back to your lair and have loud sex and leave me alone!”


“I don’t WANT all the attention, Lilly,” I told her. “Why do you think I don’t brag about it? I’m trying NOT to make a big deal out of it. Okay, I got a couple of calls from famous people. It’s because I’m involved in that charity event in April. I even tried to get out of the house so no one would go crazy. I didn’t want Mom to be hurt. I didn’t want any of this to turn out the way it has, but you’re helping people get hurt too. You’ve been doing it to me for months and you don’t seem to be learning your lesson. Has it occurred to you that when you told them about that collar, you just focused MORE attention on me? Tabby and Collie showed up here to interrogate me. Lana and Beck were thinking about what was going on here. It didn’t help you at all. It just made the problem worse. So what’s the issue?”


“I was supposed to be the famous one!” she bawled. “I wanted to be the one to make it big and you didn’t, but you’re famous and making money on it and I’ve got nothing!” She was wailing and I knew that Emma was hearing it downstairs.


“That was a complete accident, Lilly. I was fighting for my life and scared out of my mind. I had Zoe record it because I was scared that I’d be expelled even if I didn’t get killed. It went viral by accident. I fell into it backwards. You have a plan. Follow the plan. Learn to play the instruments you want to use, write the songs you want to sing and get there.”


“HOW! You’re the genius. I’m stupid!”


“You’re not stupid,” I said firmly. “I hate that fucking word. You can’t measure your success based on what I can do, Lilly. I don’t talk much about what I can do because I don’t want ANYONE to think that they’re less of a person because my brain does things no one else can. Did you know Dr. Saddler thinks it’s related to autism? He thinks it’s a form of autism that doesn’t have the drawbacks. It’s a disease so rare that the only other suspected case was DaVinci. So I worry every day that today’s going to be the day that the worst parts slam down on me and I’ll end up with this gift and no way to express it. I have to live every day like it’s my last because I worry that tomorrow, I might not be able to touch reality with the rest of you. Would you really WANT that trade-off?”


She shook her head. “I didn’t realize that it was like that,” she said. “So you could end up needing someone to take care of you if that happens?”


“Yeah. I could end up one of those sad cases of someone who had the ability to change the world and ended up not being able to change the channel on a TV. So I try to make every day count for as much as I can. I’m sorry you felt like I was better than you or that I was living your dream. I’m NOT better than you and I’m living every dream I can before they turn into nightmares.”


“That sucks,” she said, brought up short by the full effect of what I had on my plate.


I shrugged. “I can’t exactly tell him how much it sucks that he told me that because I found out the other day that he’s dying of cancer. Still want my life?” I asked softly. “People die, go to pieces, lose their mind or self-destruct around me with alarming regularity. It’s kind of terrible. I’d rather masturbate with a handful of crushed glass than lose Carl or have someone else I care about fall apart. I get that there’s parts of my life that are enviable, but the cost is too high to make it worthwhile.”


“I guess I never thought about it like that. You never talk about the study or much of anything any more.”


“Do you blame me?” I asked dryly.


She grimaced at that. “No, I guess not,” she said glumly.


“Look, I don’t brag about the good things in my life because it’s just fucking rude. At the same time, I don’t share the bad in my life, because it seems to get spread to the worst possible people. Last week, someone who shall remain nameless, saw a collar around a young woman’s neck and took off running to report it as fast as they could. They didn’t find out who she was, what she was doing here, where the collar came from or what it really meant. Those details got invented along the way to make the story better. That caused me more problems over the weekend as I was suddenly the center of another rumor that painted me unfairly. Stop hurting me and I’ll start telling you things again.”


She nodded. “Sorry. I just got so carried away that ... I dunno. It’s no excuse. I’ll do better. I promise.”


“Good. Keep that promise and we’ll be okay.”


“Can I ask what’s going on with Lana and Beck?” she asked curiously.


“No,” I said. “There’s a lot of pain there and too much chance that we could all be seriously devastated by it. Someday, I’m sure we’ll let you in on the whole story, but for now all I can tell you is that things are changing and it’s going to be less tense around here.”


She nodded and came to hug me briefly before I left.


Emma was waiting for me with a small smile and a kiss when I got back to the living room. “Everything okay upstairs?” she asked.


I nodded. “Yeah. We needed to clear the air. Hopefully that puts an end to her feeling like I have the glamorous life she wants.”


“I heard what you said about autism,” she said. “You really worry about that?”


“How much do we really know about autism?” I asked seriously.


She nodded, understanding. “Don’t let it get to you too much.”


I nodded and then she went back to her stats homework while I took my phone back to the living room to make the other call I had to make to finish the day.


“Hi,” Scarlett said when she answered the phone. “How was the rest of your day?”


“Hi,” I said with a small smile. “My day was ... stressful for different reasons,” I admitted. “Not the least of which was that a beautiful woman spent her day worrying that her call had upset me.”


“Oh?” she asked coyly and I could hear the amusement in her voice. “And was she right?”


“No,” I told her honestly. “I was delighted to hear from her and touched that she took time out of her day to reach out to me. I was hoping you could give me some advice on how to set her mind at ease.”


She chuckled at that. “I think you’ll find a way,” she said, sounding a little more relaxed. “So, is that all you called me for? To get advice about girls?”


“Is it too shameless to tell you that I called because the sound of your voice is soothing?” I asked with a smile.


She chuckled. “Completely!” she confirmed.


“Then it’s a good thing I’m shameless,” I returned.


“You certainly seem to be,” she laughed. “So how is it that a charmer like you doesn’t have a girlfriend to use those lines on?”


“Who said I didn’t?” I laughed. “She just encourages me to be shameless.”


“Well, so long as she’s not the jealous type,” she said lightly.


“Not at all. She’s one in a million,” I said. “I really did want to call you because Chris Evans said you were upset about earlier though. I hope I’ve fixed that much, at least.”


“Yeah. I felt a little insensitive earlier,” she admitted.


“Don’t,” I advised her lightly. “Like I told him, I was thrilled that you called. Don’t feel bad for bringing it up. It’s always in the back of my head, so you didn’t start me thinking about it. I haven’t stopped thinking about it except when I get distracted.”


“Well, I’ll try to be a little more distracting next time then,” she promised.


“THAT thought is tantalizing enough on its own to distract me,” I told her.


“Wondering what I might think up to distract you?” she asked dryly.


“No, the promise that there’ll be a next time,” I grinned.


She laughed. “I suppose I DID leave that expectation, didn’t I?” she agreed ruefully. “You do a pretty good job of distracting people from what’s bothering them too.”


“I’m glad I could help,” I told her truthfully. “I don’t want to keep you too long though. I’m sure you’ve got better things to do than listen to me flirt shamelessly all night. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t dwelling on it.”


“Thanks,” she said. “You really are a sweet guy. Tell your girlfriend I said so too.”


“I get the Scarlett Johansson seal of approval?” I asked, with a laugh.


“I’ll get you a certificate to hang on your wall,” she promised and we both laughed before saying goodnight.


I slipped the phone into my pocket and returned to the table to check on Emma.


“Good conversation?” she asked, closing her books and stretching.


“Chris Evans said Scarlett Johansson was feeling a little mortified at bringing up Carl when she called earlier, so I called her back and told her she hadn’t brought my day down, just the opposite. She said to tell you she thinks I really am a sweet guy.”


She nodded and got up to kiss me, slipping her arms around my neck. “What can I do to help you relax? It’s still been a shitty day with everything we learned about what happened to the girls.”


“Let’s go to bed. It’s been a long day and I still have something to do before sleep.”


“You’re workout?” she asked lightly and I shook my head.


“I have a beautiful woman who’s in dire need of my attention,” I told her. I made love to her that night with a slow passionate love that left us exhausted and satisfied. I hadn’t done my workout today, but then I was fairly certain that I could skip a day and not have it hurt me.


Chapter 25


Friday, we walked next door and had breakfast with Patty and Dan for the first time in a while. Dan got up from the table and gave me a hug when I came in. I knew Patty would have told him the details, but the hug surprised me.


“I’m sorry about Dr. Saddler,” he said to begin, “and thank you for last night. We’re all behind you.”


I nodded and we sat down to eat. Things were fairly normal through the meal and Emma kissed me goodbye, promising she and Zoe would be around to pick me up after school.


“Actually, I was thinking about talking to some of the girls after school like Lana had asked me to,” I told her. I mostly wanted her to be home for the flower delivery. “I’ll call you when I get home and we’ll plan the weekend.”


She nodded and kissed me again. “Love you,” we said at the same time and laughed. I got into Lana’s car and she took off to get to class.


When we got to school, Beck waited with us for the rest of the cheerleaders to show up outside the school. One by one, they all arrived and we exchanged hugs before we went inside to look for Mr. Peterson.


He was surprised to see us and took us into the conference room they used for larger meetings to talk.


When we were all seated, he started off. “What brings you all in this morning?” he asked brightly, obviously not clued-in to what had happened at practice yet.


All the girls looked at me and I nodded. They’d elected me to tell him what had happened. “Practice didn’t go well yesterday,” I said. “I spoke to Coach Mullins about it afterwards, but we weren’t able to reach an agreement that would let me continue with cheer for the school.”


He frowned. “I thought we had that worked out the other day,” he said, sounding disappointed with me.


Gina spoke up then. “Matt really tried, Mr. Peterson. Coach wouldn’t let him do anything. She just made him stand by and watch the whole practice. Then at the end, she referred to the team as ‘ladies’ and tried to pretend like he wasn’t there.”


He nodded, frowning. “So what brings you all to me today then?”


“Well, when it was clear that she thought I was being unreasonable to demand the same respect she’d insist on the rest of the team getting, I told her I’d say goodbye to the girls and be on my way. They’ve all decided that if I’m not comfortable returning to practice, they aren’t comfortable either. I tried to talk them out of it, but they all advised Coach Mullins that they couldn’t continue with cheer at this point. We talked outside afterwards and we all decided as a team that if we weren’t comfortable staying in cheer for the school, that we’d form our own club so that the work they’ve put in doesn’t go to waste.”


“So our school has NO cheerleading team as of this morning?” he asked, surprised.


“That’s right,” Gina said, jumping in again. “Practice yesterday was the most awkward that I can ever remember it. Matt said he was willing to leave because his presence was causing us to be distracted and he didn’t want any of us getting hurt. It’s not his presence that made it weird yesterday though, it was the way that she ran the practice. Matt’s the first boy that’s decided to join the team and she ran him out of the gym twice. Matt’s offered to get us a sponsor, gym time, uniforms and a coach just to keep us together.”


“Is that true, Matt?” the principal asked, surprised.


I nodded. “Practice was a train-wreck. If I kept going back to be treated like that by Coach Mullins, it draws attention to me instead of the work. Someone’s gonna get hurt if we keep it up. She wouldn’t relent, so I quit. The team decided to show solidarity with me. I’ll do everything I can to repay that show of support.”


“Would you be willing to sit down with Coach Mullins and talk it out?” he asked.


“I don’t envision that as a productive use of anyone’s time,” I told him. “I tried to talk to her on Monday at the end of practice, you and I had a meeting with her on Wednesday and I talked to her again at the end of practice yesterday. Do you really think a fourth meeting is going to get us back on track?”


He looked sour at that, but shook his head. “At least let’s bring her in and discuss the matter?” he asked.


“I would be more interested in discussing arrangements for us to rent the use of the gym on Monday and Thursday afternoons for our practices once we can find a suitable coach.”


He started trying to mend fences. “Coach Mullins-”


“Is not being considered for the job,” I finished for him firmly, but gently. “If you want to bring her in here to talk about it, we’ll tell her directly, but I doubt she’s interested in working with our team after yesterday’s events.”


He nodded and got up to have her paged. We heard her name called over the PA a moment later and then he rejoined us. “She’ll be shown in when she answers,” he assured us and we talked a little about what had happened while we waited.


He wasn’t happy with hearing more detail about the casually unfriendly attitude she’s treated me with and the fact that both the JV and Varsity teams were there telling him they were uncomfortable was pretty damning too.


“Have you decided on a name for your new club yet?” he asked.


“Not yet. We have a lot of planning to do including picking out uniforms and finding a coach. We only just decided this last night to keep the team together.”


We were joined a few minutes later by Coach Mullins. She didn’t look pleased to see us all there.


“I had intended to speak with you about this later in the day,” she told the principal testily. “I see Mr. Russell has seen fit to deliver his version of events instead.”


“I’m interested in your version of events,” he said, gesturing to a seat beside him.


“Very well,” she said and then turned to the rest of us. “Girls, out. We’ll discuss this at practice on Monday.”


Gina spoke up again and surprised me. “There’s not going to BE a practice on Monday,” she said firmly. “No one in this room is participating in cheerleading any more. That’s what we came to tell Mr. Peterson.”


“I consider what happened at the end of practice yesterday to be the result of emotions running high and I’m willing to overlook the outburst,” she said, directing her comments to Gina, but glancing around the table at all the team, except me. She managed to slide her eyes right past me from Lana on my right, to Gina on my left.


Gina opened her mouth, but it was Lana that spoke. “We’re not willing to overlook it,” she said. “Yesterday’s practice was terrible. Go build a new team and good luck doing it. After I was done my homework, I messaged every girl I knew to tell them that the whole team had quit because you were rotten to Matt.”


Evidently, she hadn’t been the only one to spread the tale and several of the girls said they’d done the same. That was something I hadn’t heard and it amused me that they’d used social media to destroy high school cheerleading for at least this year.


“Mr. Peterson,” I said to get his attention and try to keep the meeting from escalating. “I see two solutions here. The first is that you find another coach for the cheerleading team and hopefully we can come to a less adversarial position with new direction. Otherwise, the solution is to post open tryouts for a replacement team. The relationship between the team and Coach Mullins is poisoned beyond the ability of a simple meeting to restore. The only other option is for the school to do without a cheer squad for the year.”


He nodded. He was on the same page. I hadn’t suggested one option over the others, but had discouraged abandoning the team for a full year. He looked at Coach Mullins. “And your assessment?” he asked her.


“Russell is the problem,” she said, glaring at me. “If you hadn’t pushed him on me in the first place, we’d never be here.”


“Mr. Peterson didn’t push me on you in the first place,” I corrected her. “Lana Powers suggested after seeing me take a dance class that I’d be a good fit for a space you had on the team and I agreed to help out. How Mr. Peterson became aware of my involvement and decided to intercede when I left, I don’t know.


“I became aware after there was a purchase order for a boy’s cheerleading uniform,” he said, filling in the blanks. “When I was informed the next day that the order could be rejected as the uniform was no longer needed, I decided to try to smooth it over.”


“I’m sorry it didn’t work out the way you’d hoped,” I told him sincerely.


“I appreciate you trying. So who wants to tell me where the breakdown occurred?” he asked.


“Well, I felt like it started on a sour note yesterday,” I said. “My return to practice deserved at least a word to the team about why I was back since we hadn’t ended on good terms Monday. That set the tone for the rest of the day. She assigned me nothing to do, nothing to learn and ignored my existence whenever she could. She called me ‘Russell’ when she had to address me at all. She calls all the girls by their first name, but she couldn’t even bear to call me ‘Mr. Russell’. I felt it was disrespectful and it’s something she never would have tolerated if someone else was doing it to any other member of the team.”


I told him about the meeting in her office and the requests that I’d made for respect and participation and then ended with a brief rehash of the team decision to leave with me. “From my point of view, that’s how it happened. I don’t think there’s a lot of interpretation to be had for it. I don’t want an apology at this point. We tried that last time. I trust I don’t need to break another pencil to remind you both. At this point, I only see those three alternatives. Obviously, I’d prefer the school find a new coach that can work with the whole team, but failing that, my preference would be to have the program shut down for the year so we can rent the gym for those time-slots.”


“We can certainly discuss that,” he allowed. “Can I have the weekend to consider the options?” he asked gently.


I looked to the girls and they nodded. Some of them looked hopeful. “Sure,” I said. “No one here wants to leave the sports teams without a cheer team supporting them. If we can find a way to make this work, I think I speak for the whole team when I say we look forward to helping out.”


They all nodded and we agreed to meet again on Monday before classes. “That was crazy!” Lana said when we were outside the office. “I thought she was gonna flip!”


“I guess we’ll see how it goes on Monday, but for now, let’s assume we’re still doing it on our own.” We all went to our lockers with people drifting off to get their books. When I was about to head off to get mine and then look for Tricia, I stopped Lana for a second.


“Talk to the other girls through the day and gather up the ones who want to talk. We’ll go for coffee or something after school,” I told her. “I’m sure some of them are gonna be reluctant to talk just yet.”


“Don’t be so sure,” she said. “Your reputation is pretty stellar. Talking to Tricia, sticking up for us on Halloween, kicking the shit out of the Watermans all add up. The girls noticed. You want them all or just the cheerleaders?”


“Everyone,” I said. “I’ll talk with them separately over the next few weeks, but for now, gather in everyone who was at that party and tell them to pass the word to anyone they knew was there. I imagine the list is pretty extensive. No boys unless we KNOW they were abused there and not doing the abusing.”


She nodded and scampered off. I wondered how we were going to work this. I met Tricia and told her that I was going to have a talk with the girls that were at that party after school.


“Okay,” she said. “I can find my own way home.”


“I wasn’t telling you because I wanted you to go home. You’re coming with me,” I said.


“I wasn’t at that party though,” she said.


“Neither was I, but we were still hurt by the people who threw the party. I want you there.”


She grinned at me when I told her I wanted her there and kissed me.


“How’d things go with your dad last night?” I asked.


“Good, I think,” she said cryptically.


“You’re not sure?”


“No, it’s not that. The talk went well, but he ended by telling me he’d think about it. We talked about Mom some and about how much we both miss her.”


I hugged her and kissed her cheek. “I know, Sweetie. I hope he decides that you’re old enough and I’m trustworthy enough to let us have more time. If not, we’ll still see as much of each other as I can convince him to allow.”


“I’m still working on him. He feels a little better about you since that video you posted about your friend dying. That makes him feel like you’re a more genuine person.”


I laughed and dropped her at her classroom before making a call and getting two more bouquets of roses delivered to Emma and Zoe later in the afternoon and getting to my own class.


I settled in for the morning and finished my lectures on schedule. I was sitting at lunch when Gina slipped in beside me. I looked up, surprised, but a moment later, Lana and Beck joined us. “You’re okay with this?” Lana asked before sitting down and I nodded.


“We cleared things up last night,” I reminded her.


Gina looked at me questioningly.


“That weekend, Beck and I asked them to hurt Matt,” Lana admitted, looking down. “He was furious with us until he found out about the rest of the story.”


“Oh,” she said, looking stricken. “Lana said you were willing to talk to us after school.”


I nodded. “We all have something in common. We were all damaged by Marlene and the Waterman brothers. We should come together to support each other. I also asked Tricia Saunders to be there. She wasn’t at the party, but her reputation was hurt by them and she found herself a virtual outcast. I hope everyone’s comfortable with her being there.”


Gina nodded. “It’s cool. You’ve been spending a lot of time with her since Halloween. Is she your girlfriend?”


I smiled. “Yes, she is,” I said. She seemed a little sad about that and I remembered what Lana had asked about other girls. I took out my phone and showed her the pictures from Halloween. “All three of them are my girlfriends. There’s another one, but I didn’t meet her until after that night.”


“You date all of them?” she asked, shocked. “HOW?!!?”


“Easy. I don’t hide it and we all make decisions together. If someone else wants to join us, we all have to agree. If we don’t, then we have to say no, even if there’s only one of us that disagrees.”


She nodded and thought about that. I reminded them that I wanted to get in touch with everyone we could to get as many of them to come talk about it as possible, even if it was just to meet everyone and see who we could turn to for support. They nodded and after we finished eating, they drifted off to talk to specific girls that they’d known were there.


While they were gone, I called the fitness center to talk to Hanna. When she came to the phone, I asked her how her day was going.


“Not so bad,” she said. “Did Emma tell you I couldn’t make it this weekend?” she asked.


Gina had returned to the table and sat down with me while I talked and I decided to see just how much I could shock her. “Yeah. Emma told me. She said you wouldn’t be much fun because of your period. Screw that. Come anyway. Like I told her, some of the best days of my life have involved me covered in blood. Sometimes it’s even mine.”


“Kinky!” she said with a laugh. “You’re really okay with that?”


“Just because it’s that time of the month doesn’t mean the parts stop working. I put tampons in the bathroom for a reason. I’ll see you for dinner and when your surprise arrives, don’t bring it up in front of Tricia. Hers gets delivered tomorrow.”


“Surprise? What surprise?!!?”


“I can’t tell you. It’s a surprise,” I chuckled and hung up before she could push for more details.


I took a second to message Emma. “Text me when your surprise arrives. I already told Hanna to be home for dinner.”


“You’d be with a girl on her period?” Gina asked, shocked.


Lana had come back from talking to her friends in time to hear her ask and dropped back into her seat. “He’ll go down there and kiss it,” she told her, knowing from experience.


Gina looked shocked at that. “No way!”


“Well I’m a little more careful. I don’t dive in and motorboat,” I laughed, blowing a raspberry and whipping my head back and forth to demonstrate.


All of us laughed at that. Gina thought it was funnier than Lana, but it still got some laughs from both of them.


We chatted pleasantly for the rest of the hour and I left a few minutes early to go meet Tricia, reminding them to find as many of the people that were hurt that weekend as they could reach.


I walked her to her class and told her I had a surprise coming to her house tomorrow to make sure she’d be home for it.


She looked at me and crinkled her nose at me cutely. “What did you do?” she asked, suspicious.


“Fell in love with you,” I answered and kissed her on the nose before I left her to go to lunch and ran off to my classes for the rest of the day.


The afternoon went smoothly and I dropped off my books after class and met Tricia at her locker. We walked outside and I thought half the school was there. We gathered together and I realized we weren’t going to be able to talk anywhere public with this many people.


“Hi everyone!” I said, calling for attention. “There’s a lot of us here. I was originally thinking we could go talk over coffee, but I think it’s better if we go somewhere less public. My place is only a few minutes walk away if no one objects.”


I took Tricia’s hand and we led a strange procession of people. Lana and a few other people with cars carried as many people as they could take with them and they were waiting for us when we arrived.


I unlocked the door and led everyone inside. We were quickly out of soda, juice, milk and had flattened two whole packages of party cups. Once we were settled in the living room, everyone on chairs, the couch or spread out on the floor around the room, I got up.


“Thanks for coming, everyone,” I said. “We all know why we’re here. Marlene Garret, Patrick Waterman and Vance Waterman have destroyed our lives in one form or another. Lana Powers suggested we all get together to talk about what happened. She really wanted me to talk to everyone about the party they threw back in September since that was where they did most of their damage to all of you and me.”


“I didn’t think you were even there,” one girl said, surprised.


“I wasn’t,” I said, nodding, “but people I care about were there, both people who were important to me before it happened and people who’ve become important to me since.”


A few of them fidgeted and I understood. “Lana, is it okay to share with them what we pieced together last night?”


She nodded and I looked around the room. “I’m going to tell you about Lana’s experience at that party. I think you’ll find a lot of the details familiar.” I closed my eyes and pinched my nose to try and focus for a moment, breathing like Victoria had taught me. “Marlene planned this party for a weekend her parents would be out of town for. When Lana arrived, the party wasn’t really started yet. There were a few people around and the Watermans and Marlene were passing out drugs like they were candy. Everyone was pushed into getting as high as they could get them because the real party was happening later.”


I paused, nauseated by the thought and was grateful that the bucket I’d passed to Patty last night was still here. I might need it before I was done explaining.


“More people started arriving and more drugs were passed around. No one was asked to pay for any of the drugs and there was seemingly an endless supply of them.” I could see the girls nodding, recalling how readily the drugs were available so I continued. “I’d be willing to bet none of you wanted what the next three days were filled with when you arrived at the party that night. Most of you probably don’t remember how you lost your clothes and none of you were sober enough to object when they stripped you down. I can only tell you what I know from the conversations I’ve had with Lana and her sister to try to piece together that weekend from the bits they remember. What happened to them was rape. If you were high that weekend, the indignities you were forced into were rapes. Them getting you high so that you couldn’t fight them off is bad enough...”


I broke off, choked by emotion and I took a minute to get the tears under control and make my throat work again before I could talk. “That’s bad enough, but what happened to Lana and to Beck and probably to most of you wasn’t random. They were charging people for the privilege of raping you. That’s how the drugs got paid for. They laughed about it and bragged about it on Halloween. I’m sure most of you have seen the video of that.”


“I watch it every day,” Gina said and she had tears in her eyes. I walked over to her and pulled her up out of her chair, slipping my arms around her and holding her. We both wept together. I felt a helpless, sympathetic anguish that all people feel when they know there’s nothing that they can do to take away someone else’s pain.


When I felt like she was calmed down, I stepped back and looked her in the eye. “I am SO sorry for what you went through there. I wish there was something I could do to make that pain go away. All I can do is be here to help you through it now. I know that’s not much to offer, but I’ll do what I can to help all of you if you want my help.”


There was a lot of crying going on and a lot of the girls were holding onto each other. Others were looking for their own hugs once I let Gina go. We talked and I got a larger sense of what had happened there that night. This was a room full of girls that were damaged by those three. I hugged everyone I could and we all cried a lot until they started composing themselves to go home.


“We should all exchange contact information,” I said softly. “I want you all to have me and each other to lean on when you feel like you need someone. A lot of people don’t understand what you went through. Some people at school are probably unkind to you because of the rumors. I want you to have my number, my email, my Facebook or any other way of contacting me that you’re comfortable with using. I just ask that you not post to my Twitter about it. Not because I’m ashamed of any of you, but because I have a lot of people following me right now. I don’t want other people in the school reading it if you have to leave a message that you need a friend. It’s none of their business.”


I hesitated and then decided that I needed to say this. “I want all of you to do something for me and for yourselves. Get tested. Pregnancy, diseases, infections. It’s still a few weeks before an HIV test can be done, but you can screen out being infected for anything else while we’re all waiting for that. I’m sorry to scare you with that, but since I’ve found out about this party, I’ve been scared to death by what you could all have been exposed to. If someone at that party was sick and passed it on, we need to know as soon as possible so we can get you help. Lana and Beck were tested, but they weren’t with everyone at the party. They’re still waiting to get the final HIV screening. I want to make sure no one was infected with anything at that party. What happened was bad enough without Hepatitis or HIV or a surprise pregnancy.”


They nodded and we decided to do one master list and leave it with Lana. She’d type it and get it out to everyone so we had each other listed. I hugged each of the girls before they left, thanking them for coming and promising that they could talk to me any time whether they needed to talk about it or talk about anything else. Finally, it was just the four of us. Tricia looked like she was concerned about me, but otherwise unflappable. Beck and Lana looked like they’d been crying, but so did I.


“Well, I’m out of milk, juice, bottled water, soda and plastic cups,” I said with a laugh. “I guess I need to get some more of everything.


I texted Emma and she said she was still waiting on this mystery surprise of mine. I told her the meeting was over, but the girls had run me out of drinks, so I was going to get more. The four of us went to Walmart and filled a shopping cart with drinks and cups and snacks and what I’d need for dinner before we checked out and went to a 7-11 for a couple of bags of ice.


We were just unloading the last of the groceries when my phone pinged. It was a picture of the two rose bouquets sitting together and then a message that I was so getting lucky all weekend long. I laughed and texted back for them to be careful talking about it when they got here if Tricia was still here since hers was getting delivered tomorrow.


I put away the phone and grinned at the rest of them. I started on dinner and the girls helped before Lana and Beck went home for what was probably a better meal, but I was still learning. I was making soft shell tacos and most of the stuff was ready. I just needed to cook the meat and season it. I had diced tomatoes, lettuce and peppers, grated cheese, laid out tortillas, salsa and hot sauce and had it arranged so that it was easy to run down the line and make your own to taste.


“Are you staying for dinner?” I asked her. “You’re always welcome, you know.”


“I know, but Dad’s still deciding on whether he’s going to allow me more freedom or not. I don’t want to push it.”


I pulled her into my arms and held her tight while I kissed her deeply. “I know. I’ve got a Christmas present for the two of you that might help some. I just need some time to arrange it.”


She looked at me with her nose crinkled again. “I think you need to tell me what it is,” she said warily. “The wrong gift and he’ll go ballistic.”


“I trust you to know how to handle him,” I told her. “Just trust me to get this gift right? If I’m wrong, it’ll be no harm done. If I’m right, it’ll be something you’ll both treasure for a long time.”


She bit her lip and finally nodded. “Alright. I trust you,” she told me and I could tell that she was still worried, but was willing to let me handle it.


“I love you Tricia,” I said.


“I love you too!”


She decided to go home before anyone else had shown up and I couldn’t walk her home since I was still cooking so she walked. I wasn’t happy about that, but she laughed off my offer to call next door to ask Lana to drive her. As a compromise, she agreed to call me when she got home so I wouldn’t worry.


I was still waiting on Emma and Zoe when she called and said she was home. I breathed a sigh of relief and she laughed at me. “Call me overprotective, but you’re precious to me. I don’t want to risk you getting into trouble on the way home.”


“I know. Dad feels the same way. He got me some pepper-spray a while back.”


“Did he get this pepper-spray right around the time I asked you out?” I asked warily.


“No. At the start of the year. He thought I might need it now that I was going to be in high school.”


“Okay. I don’t feel like he’s out to get me QUITE so much then,” I said with a laugh. “I love you. Text me when you get your surprise tomorrow and send me a picture of it.”


“What did you do?” she demanded again, laughing.


“I fell in love with you,” I repeated and then told her I had to go before the meat burned and hung up before she could pump me for information.


To my surprise, Hanna arrived first and flung her arms around me when I answered the door, kissing me before I even let her inside. “I can’t believe you DID that! Those must have cost a fortune.” She gushed about the bouquet which had shown up just after lunch and had made her the center of attention for the afternoon. She was still telling me about all the comments when Emma and Zoe arrived. They joined the discussion and I told them that I’d ordered another one for Tricia.


“Oh! I wish we could be there to see her face when she gets them,” Emma said with a sappy grin. She didn’t seem to mind the cost as much as the others worried over it.


I shrugged off their protests of the extravagance. “It wasn’t so much money. I’ve got plenty to do little things like this. Once in a while, I like to spoil my girls. Just wait ‘til Christmas. I was told small simple gifts were out, so I’m swinging for the fences.”


They looked worriedly at each other. “You’re not going overboard, are you?” Zoe asked.


“How could I possibly go overboard?” I asked innocently.


“Spending a lot of money,” she pointed out.


“I’m spending some,” I admitted. “I’d originally wanted to keep the gifts small. I don’t need much and having you four in my life is more than enough for me to feel like this is the best Christmas ever, even if we’re gonna be split up between here, Malibu, Phillie and Stamford. I don’t want to be a terrible gift-giver though, especially since I have enough money available to do Christmas right.”


“I told you,” Emma said to me, “you’ve already given us the best gifts ever. I have a diamond ring from someone who loves me. Hanna has her collar from a man she can finally respect. Zoe was publicly declared to be hotter than a Hollywood goddess by a man she loves and Tricia ... You transformed her from a timid little girl into a confident young woman. We want to do something to make it up to you.”


“You DO make it up to me,” I said, incredulous that she didn’t know that. “You got me through the darkest days of my life. Zoe, you gave me the most precious gift you can ever give the first time we made love. Hanna, you give me the gift of your submission every single day you wear that collar proudly. Tricia gives me her love and pours her confidence into me every time she looks into my eyes. The four of you give me so much just by being part of my life.”


“Okay, well that didn’t work out like we’d hoped,” Hanna said dryly. “We want this chance to spoil you since you do that all the time. Roll over and play dead. We want you to not buy us a lot.”


“If it helps, I had a plan that involved getting each of you something small and thoughtful and then a larger gift we can all enjoy together.”


Emma blanched. “NO!” she blurted out warningly. “You are NOT buying a house for Christmas!”


“What? No! Of course I’m not buying a house! That would be a terrible idea. I’ll give you an example of what I’m doing. Tricia lost her mother to cancer several years ago. I found pictures of her from Tricia’s Facebook and I’m going to do a family portrait of them today as if her mother had never gotten sick. So I’ll work on aging her a little, changing her hairstyle and clothes and then paint the three of them together.”


“That’s a really thoughtful gift,” Zoe said, surprised.


I nodded. “They talked about it after I found out about Carl and they’re both pretty sad. I can give them a family portrait to look at with Tricia looking like she does and her mother there to see the beautiful woman she’s become.”


“And you’re doing something like that for each of us?” Emma asked.


“I’m trying. There’s one gift I’m kind of struggling with, but I have some time to think of something to make her day. No hints who it is.”


“Wasn’t gonna ask,” Emma assured me. “If you start to panic, call the rest of us and we’ll see what we can brainstorm. Now, about this large group gift...”


I looked at her blandly. “Let’s eat,” I said in response and went to the kitchen to fix my own tacos before sitting at the table.


We ate in relative silence, each of us wrapped in thoughts of our own. Mine were on what to get for Zoe that would make her feel appreciated and loved.


“Okay,” I said finally. “I won’t do the huge group gift for Christmas,” I told them at the end of the meal. “You want a chance to spoil me, I’m not gonna steal your thunder. I’m still a little worried, but I trust you not to get me arrested, injured or stranded in a foreign country.”


They laughed about that and looked much happier. After that, we dropped the topic of Christmas and enjoyed the evening together. I mentioned going to see my mother tomorrow after my morning class.


“I’ll take you,” Emma said lightly.


“I want to get some extra gym time tomorrow,” Hanna said lightly. “I can take off to do that while you’re visiting.”


“I’ve got a paper to finish. Is it okay if I hang around the house here to write it while you’re all out?” Zoe asked.


“Of course it’s okay. You can plug into the printer to print it out if you want,” I offered.


We set our plans for the next day and then I had Hanna stretch me out completely.


“I always feel like I get more out of this when you do it,” I said, as she pushed my stretch routine further.


That made her laugh. “My sister HATES it when I stretch her. She feels like I’m overdoing it. I can’t wait ‘til Christmas so I can tell her that you ask for it. She’s the reason I know this routine. She asks me to do it all the time when I’m home, but she whines about it like it’s the first time.”


I laughed and asked her to let me up when I saw we had an audience. I stripped down and let her go back to it for Emma and Zoe’s benefit. They had the decency to at least applaud for the stretches they really enjoyed. We laughed about it and then suddenly I wasn’t the only one naked.


Hanna decided to test whether I was really okay with sex while she was on her period. I laid a towel down on the bed and she laid down on it. None of them had been there for the conversation I’d had with Gina and Lana and probably wouldn’t have believed it if they had. I kissed Hanna deeply and she went to wrap he legs around me, but I held them away from me for now and slid down to rest my head between them, laying little kisses on her thighs and her pussy. I extended my tongue and started swirling it around her clit, wanting to get her off at least once before I mounted her.


“Are you fucking serious?!!?” Zoe blurted.


Emma was no more articulate, blurting, “Holy shit!” They both knew she’d intended to cancel because of her period and now I was eating her like it was candy, making obscene sucking sounds as I worked her clit between my lips.


For her part, Hanna had initially tried to resist the contact, pushing me away, but now she was moaning and her hips were moving in small circles as she tugged at her nipples and got into the sensations. “You’re so fucking dirty!” she groaned happily and I was reminded of Beck again, her rock-hard physique and her satisfaction with filth was a common thread. God help us all if those two competed against each other. I wasn’t sure which of them would break first, but I knew I’d be hard pressed to keep them both in control.


I ate her through her first orgasm, my tongue chasing her clit relentlessly as her hips bucked. I kept at it, deciding I liked how her stomach muscles tightened when she came for me. After I’d eaten her to a second orgasm, I crawled up her body and pressed into her folds in one slow thrust. She felt different, the blood changing the sensation slightly, but I made love to her slowly, letting us both build toward the end. I was taking my time, letting her cum again and again while I kept at it until I felt the uncontrollable urge to speed up, pushing into her with more force as I could feel her tensing against another orgasm. Her face was turning red and she was crying out with every thrust as our hips slapped loudly together.


I groaned, getting close to my own release and then she exploded, her pussy clamping down on me and pushing me over the edge with a growl of satisfaction. My hips bucked against hers, only partially moving at my direction. We collapsed together and she kissed me, her lips smeared with her own blood when she pulled back to look at me again.


“I wouldn’t have believed that if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes,” Emma said softly.


“You’re the one who told ME he was perfect. It shocks you that he’s not squeamish about periods?” Zoe asked, but she sounded shocked too.


“Yeah. I’ve never even heard of a guy willing to do that.”


“Me either!” Hanna gasped, still coming down.


I chuckled and pulled out of her carefully. It wasn’t so bad as I’d expected it might be. “Let’s go get cleaned up and then we can settle in,” I suggested.


The two of us got in the shower and cleaned off completely, washing each other lovingly. “Thank you, Master,” she said meekly when I finished drying her and we were ready to go to bed. She’d put a fresh tampon in and slipped on a pair of panties before we decided to watch a movie in the rec room. None of us bothered to get dressed since we were alone down here and Lilly was probably still next door.


I cuddled between Zoe and Hanna with Emma draped across all our laps while we watched a comedy that the girls had picked out. After the movie, Hanna and Zoe took turns playing games on the systems and then we went to bed. I had a long day tomorrow and I hoped it turned out well.


Chapter 26


Saturday started out with a large-scale breakfast next door. Lana and Beck came to fetch us before we really wanted to face the day, but we reluctantly got out of bed and started to get dressed without bothering to kick them out. They were friendly to Hanna and to Zoe whom they’d only met a couple of times. I was pleased that things were getting back to normal and soon we were climbing the stairs and headed next door.


Patty greeted us with a smile and gave me a hug and a kiss on the lips before sending us all to the table while she directed Lilly around the kitchen. When everyone was served and we were all eating, Patty smiled and looked at my new girls. “So, Hanna, are you enjoying having a Master?” she said, picking out the collar.


Hanna looked up and I could tell she was uncomfortable at being singled out with everyone there. “Uh, yes,” she said, unsure of herself.


“Don’t worry, dear,” Patty said kindly. “I don’t bite.”


“That’s a filthy fucking lie,” I blurted before I could stop myself. FUCK, my mouth!


She looked at me in shock and then she threw her head back and laughed. Beck, Lana and Lilly joined a moment later and Dan was right with them. I joined them a second later and my look told the girls that we were okay.


“I think we should explain,” I said when we had calmed down. “During the summer, Lana and Beck wore collars of their own.”


She nodded in understanding. She was the only one under collar. Her name had come up but this was her first introduction to the family at large.


“I want to hear more about how you know she bites, Matt,” Zoe said with an arched eyebrow.


Emma laughed again. I’d told her the whole story and that included Patty.


“Because I bit him,” Patty said evenly, taking a sip of her coffee.


Zoe obviously wanted to press, but she was torn since she was a guest here.


Dan rescued her from the choice. “I presume you’re all familiar with Matt’s frightening skill in the bedroom,” he said. “After weeks of cleaning up and carrying the girls to the showers after he devastated them with whatever he does behind closed doors, poor Patty was starting to climb the walls so I asked Matt to take her and rattle her teeth like he was doing nightly with the girls. Lord knows the two of them were no match for him.”


Zoe gaped at him dumbstruck and Hanna wasn’t much more composed.


I burst out laughing. “‘Rattle her teeth’? I don’t remember you putting it quite like that,” I reminded him.


He shrugged blandly. “I’m married to Patty and I spent enough time listening to the screaming coming from your room all summer to be well past the point of delicate.”


“You seriously let him and your wife...” Zoe trailed off, shocked.


He nodded. “Believe it or not, he was reluctant for the same reasons you have in your head, no doubt. I have medical issues which prevent me from performing. I asked Matt to surrogate since I know that he and Patty love each other, but not romantically.”


“And you two were okay sharing with your mother?” she asked Lana and Beck.


“We were already sharing him with each other,” Beck said. “It wasn’t a big deal. Well, it was to HER, but neither of them told us much about what happened that night and I don’t think she’s been back since.”


“No, there’s been too much going on for me to intrude on his new life,” Patty said primly, continuing to eat.


“I can’t WAIT to tell my sister about you now,” Hanna laughed. “She’s been rampaging through men since she figured out how boys and girls fit together. I’d pay good money to see her meet her match.”


Zoe gaped at her. “You’d share him with your sister?” she asked, surprised.


“Not so much share as inflict him on her. She might have to give up her school. I have no doubt that he’d do things to her that make her hips not work right afterwards.”


“Not a fan of hers?” I asked, interested in the relationship.


She shrugged. “You know how choosy about men I am?” she asked. “She’s the exact opposite. Her standards are just as high, but she takes the exact opposite approach.”


“She’ll take them for a test drive and then return them to the lot when they don’t have all the features she wants?” I clarified getting a nod from her.


“Exactly. Putting the two of you in a room together with a jar of lube and a video camera would be like a bomb going off. I personally put my money on you breaking her like a Happy Meal toy over and over again until she’s ruined for other men forever.”


“Don’t put that on the table,” Patty warned her. “He’ll do it. He’ll eat your Happy Meal too, when he’s done breaking the toy.”


“If he can make her whimper for mercy where I can hear it, I’ll buy him a steak dinner,” she promised.


That got more laughter from around the table. Zoe was still shocked by the news I’d been with Patty, but she seemed calmed some by the fact that we were all still close and normal.


The rest of breakfast passed normally and when we were done, I got my shield and Emma, Hanna and I went off to my Kung Fu class with kisses from Zoe.


Emma sat and watched the class again, interested in what we were doing and taking some interest in the overall feel of the class.


After the main class, Sifu had me bring my shield to him to examine. He put it on and nodded. “Very light,” he said. “Different from what I’m used to. Do you know what it is made from?” he asked.


“Air-frame aluminum and the colors are powder coat, not paint,” I said.


He nodded and hefted the shield. “If it’s sturdy enough, it should make a magnificent shield. I take it that you want to use it like Captain Rogers would and not so much like history says it was used?”


“Ideally. I’d like to go into the charity event and use it like it deserves,” I said.


“Of course,” he replied. We were joined a short time later by an older man with a shaved head. “Ah yes.” Sifu said, pleased. “Albert North, please meet Matthew Russell. He is the young man I told you about and this is his shield,” he said, passing the shield to the other man.


Mr. North shook Sifu’s hand and then mine before putting on the shield. “It’s light,” he commented. “Not steel. Aluminum?” When I nodded, stepped back and hefted it, taking a couple of experimental swipes with it and tested how easily it moved around. “Yeah, it moves like it’s made of air. That’ll mean it’s slightly more likely to turn when you block something.” He demonstrated what he meant by pulling on the shield top to show how it would pivot.


They gave me the shield back and asked me to throw it at some targets Sifu used for weapons training. My first attempt was a little shakier than I’d like, but Mr. North said it was good. He corrected my throw and had me try again a few times. I was getting better, but felt like I needed more practice.


We worked for another hour and when we were done, I thanked them both and bowed to them both since I was still in my Gi and belt.


When I’d changed, Emma had a bit of a laugh at my expense. “Not nearly as impressive as your first outing,” she critiqued on the way back to the car.


“Well, that was a fluke,” I reminded her. “I want to be able to do it reliably.”


“I know and it’s so adorable. Chris Evans is going to be playing on being in great shape and you’re going for skill. I think you should let Hanna take charge of your workout. She’ll turn you into a machine.”


“That’s a perfect idea. I don’t spend enough time with her,” I commented.


She grinned and then we switched to lesser topics on the way to the hospital. I stopped in the gift shop and stocked up on sweets for her and Emma could tell I was nervous. “It’s okay,” she assured me. “You’ll be fine.”


“I know. I just don’t want to damage her progress. She might not be fine if I hit one of her triggers.”


We approached the ward and I told the nurse I was here to see Charlotte Russell. I passed her the bag of treats for her and she nodded. “Good to see you on that side of the glass, Mr. Russell,” she said with a smile. She’d been the duty nurse when I was here before. I guess polite patients were outside the norm.


I gave Emma’s hand a squeeze and she took a seat while I went to the visitor’s room and waited for her to come to see me.


When she came in, it was almost like seeing her on a lazy Sunday afternoon. She had her hair tied back and her sweats made her look like it was just a casual day. We picked up the phones and she smiled at me. I felt the tension lift from my shoulders and I smiled back at her.


“Hi,” I said and I realized I was glad to see her. I hadn’t really SEEN her since mid-September. She’d taken the breakup nearly as hard as I had and seeing us torn apart had torn her apart.


“Hi, Matt,” she said gently. “How’re you doing?” We were both tentative now.


“I’m managing okay,” I said softly. “There’ve been rough spots and smooth the past couple of weeks. We all miss you around the house.”


She nodded. “I miss all of you too,” she said. “But after what happened, I guess this is the best place for me,” her face clouded over and she looked down.


“We don’t have to talk about that night just yet if you’re not ready,” I said. “If this is where you need to be though, I’ll come see you every day, if you want. I know what it’s like to be in that chair too. Sometimes you just need a break to get a handle on things. I’d have been here to see you sooner, but Dr. Spencer thought you might not be ready to see me until now.”


She nodded. “I’d like for you to come and see me,” she said with a smile. “Maybe not every day though. You have a lot on your plate right now. Dr. Spencer says she’s still seeing you on Wednesdays. Seeing you after you’re done with her and sometime on the weekends would be nice.”


“I’ll be here,” I promised. “Would you like to see Lilly too?”


“Is she here with you today?” she asked, telling me everything I needed to know.


“Not today,” I said, “but I’ll talk to Dr. Spencer about adding her to your visitor list as soon as I can. I wanted to wait for that in case my visit upset you.”


She nodded. “I DO want to talk about that night, Matt. I’m so sorry I hit you. I was so angry when you wouldn’t do what I wanted. I just couldn’t control myself.” She looked like she was upset and I wanted to head that off as fast as possible.


“I don’t think you owe me an apology for that,” I said to her. “I didn’t do anything to stop that confrontation from happening and I said some things that made it worse. I owe you an apology for that. I hope you can forgive me.”


She nodded and there was tears in her eyes. “I hope you can forgive me,” she said in return, her voice thick with emotion.


“I already have,” I told her. “As soon as it happened.” Okay, that wasn’t precisely true. I’d been angry about it, but I’d realized quickly that I’d greased the wheels of that night and I needed to own that responsibility.


That made her beam like I’d given her the world. “Thank you, Matt!” she said, sniffling. She took a moment to get hold of herself and asked how things were at home.


“Things are ... better,” I told her. “Not perfect, but getting better. I told you there’ve been rough spots. Things between me and Lana and Beck got much worse for a while, but they’re better now.”


“What happened?” she wanted to know.


She didn’t seem upset or distraught, so I told her about Halloween and played the video for her, showing her my phone through the glass. I told her that the girls had arranged for them to come after me, but told her that those boys got the girls into drugs and I found out later that they’d been too high to really understand what they were asking for.


“I wouldn’t have been as angry about it for my own sake, but I was with people when they came for me and they were going to rape those girls just for being with me.”


“You should have killed those boys,” she said, angered by what I’d told her.


I nodded. “That’s been suggested. I may get another chance. They’re being offered a plea deal for what they did in the video.”


“Do it. They ruined things between you and the girls and they’re going to get away with it.”


“It’s worse than that, but I’ll spare you all the details. I threw up when I found out. Let’s just say that I feel no guilt about what happened to them or what might happen in the future. Not like I did with Miranda. These two and Marlene have proved there’s nothing in them to redeem.”


“Good,” she said and I could see my mother starting to find daylight. “Now, let’s talk about something more pleasant. How are things with you and Emma? I assume my explosion didn’t ruin things there?”


“No, we’re still good. I took her and her roommate and Tricia Saunders to the costume party that night. The four of us are still dating and we added one more so it’s almost like it was in the summer, just with different people.”


She nodded about that. “I assumed you were dating them when I heard you’d bought four tickets that it wasn’t just as friends.”


“It WAS mostly though. Tricia and I spoke for the first time that morning. Everyone treated her like she was invisible before. I had Emma and Zoe help her with a make-over and taught her about doing her hair and make-up and generally teaching her all the stuff she normally would have learned from her mother. Zoe is Emma’s roommate,” I explained, seeing her look confused by the new name. “She’s Pre-law. We’re doing okay and we even had breakfast next door this morning. Tricia’s father still thinks there’s some truth to the rumor at the start of the year, so I don’t get to spend a lot of time with her, but that’s the only wrinkle.”


She nodded. “I’m glad that you’re doing okay,” she said, sounding sincere. “How is Lilly handling things?”


“She’s doing okay. She’s spending a lot of time with Patty and Dan. She misses you. Donald checks on us every day and we had him put some clothes in my old room in case Family Services get wise to the fact that we’re two kids essentially living alone.”


She nodded. “Dr. Spencer said he’s not staying there, but he’s taking up space for appearances. How are you managing for meals?”


“Patty looks after us. Lilly eats over there full time and she’s been helping me learn to cook while I wasn’t speaking to Lana and Beck. After Halloween, I needed time away from them. I got them into counseling and then stepped out of the picture.”


She nodded again and that told me that Victoria was keeping her informed about life at home as much as possible. “Dr. Spencer said that you’re cross at Lilly. She didn’t go into a lot of detail though.”


I grimaced. “Lilly lies,” I said simply. “She invented a story about the new woman I’m seeing, Hanna. She didn’t even sit down to be introduced to her and ran next door to tell Lana and Beck that I’d put a collar on her and that I’d never take them back and caused a lot of hurt feelings. I talked it out with her. She’s jealous of how much attention I’ve been getting and how easy it’s been. She’s better now, but I think she needs you to come home. Just keep doing what you’re doing. Patty’s filling in as well as she can, but you’re who Lilly needs.”


“And what do you need, Matt?” she asked. It was a calm question, not filled with spite or malice or expectations.


“I need normal,” I said simply. “It’s slowly coming, but I’m still reeling from a lot of changes. Did Dr. Spencer tell you about Dr. Saddler?”


She shook her head and I sighed. “He’s dying,” I said, my voice barely trembling on that word at all. “He’s had cancer for a while and it’s terminal. We’re looking for someone new to take over the study, but I love Carl. He’s been a mentor to me and a friend and a bit of a father. When I found out this week, it was overwhelming. I’m doing a little better with it now. It still blindsides me how unfair it is sometimes though.”


“Oh, Sweetie!” she said gently. “I’m so sorry! Is there anything I can do to help?”


“Just get better,” I told her with a smile. I wiped my eyes and sniffled. “Just get well and tell me if there’s anything you need. I’ll bring it to you. I brought you some more sweets today. The nurse has them for you.”


She smiled and promised me that she’d work as hard as she could to come home as soon as she could.


“Home isn’t important,” I said. “Just get well. That’s what’s important to me. Trust Victoria. She’ll fight tooth and claw to get you well. She does for me.”


She smiled knowingly. “She’s ‘Victoria’ now?” she asked leadingly.


“When we found out about Carl, we both took the news hard. We’re closer now than we were before. When I talk about her in terms of my treatment, she’s Dr. Spencer and it’s all business. Otherwise, I think of her as Victoria and I consider her a close friend, trusted confidant and the only other person in the world who’ll be crushed when we say goodbye to Carl,” I explained.


“I wasn’t accusing you of anything,” she said, trying to reassure me.


“I know. I’m just catching you up as much as I can. We’ve been out of touch for a while. There’s a couple of other things that I want to tell you about before I have to go since they’re important. The hospital settled. We’re still going after Jake Collins, but that’ll be tied up for a couple of years. The money’s in my account and I have Donald looking into ways to invest it intelligently.”


She nodded and visibly relaxed. “What was the settlement amount?” she asked.


“It’s a secret, but I’m allowed to share it with direct family. The amount was $11 million. After all the expenses, it dropped to $7.5 million. The lawyers take a percentage on top of the fees.”


She nodded about that. “I knew that was going to happen,” she said. “I’m pleased with the amount if you are.”


“Yeah. I accepted it right away. We weren’t interested in bleeding the hospital. It’s Dr. Collins we’re going after aggressively. The other thing you should know about is that I’m kind of famous. That video that you saw is everywhere and celebrities are sharing it. My YouTube channel is on track to make $3 million this month.”


That got her attention. “Really? How?”


I explained about advertising on YouTube and how many views I was generating.


“That’s amazing! So you’re now legitimately wealthy,” she said, knowing that this freed me up to use a lot more of the stash than we’d been able to before. “Does this mean that you’ll be moving to your own place when I come home?” she asked.


“I hadn’t considered it. Right now, I have to be there for Lilly, but it depends on what Dr. Spencer feels is best for all of us. Us having time apart has helped us all get to a better place. Hopefully we’re ready to come together again and continue to get better.”


“I hope so too,” she said. “I feel mostly like myself again, but there’s been so much happen that it’s hard to say whether it’s just a good day or whether I’m getting somewhere.”


“I’ve learned that good days ARE progress,” I told her. “And just because you have bad ones, doesn’t mean you’re not making any. Progress isn’t cured. Just take it slow and trust Victoria. She’ll take good care of you.”


“I know. She already takes good care of me. Other than the notes, it’s been you that’s been bringing stuff for me, isn’t it?” she asked gently.


I nodded and she smiled. “Thank you. I suspected as much when the sweets were coming from the hospital gift shop. It meant a lot to me that you’d do that after everything that happened.”


“You’re my mother. I’d do anything for you.”


“But not take the girls back?” she asked. I knew what she was getting at. She wasn’t trying to dig, just talking it out.


“That wasn’t for you. It was for them. That reunion would have made you happy, but that wasn’t about you. I think you were looking at it like it couldn’t be forgiven and you were trying to see if you could fix it. You just needed to have more faith in my ability to forgive. We’re getting there and we’re all hurt, but it’ll take time. For all of us.”


She nodded. “I understand. I hope you can be friends with them if they can’t find their way back into your heart. You and Becky were so close growing up that it was heart-breaking to see you two lose each other.”


“We’re friends again,” I assured her. “I can’t say we’ll ever be more, but Emma thinks we will. She says they’ll find their way back into my heart and my bed eventually.”


She nodded and we kept talking for a while longer until I told her I had to go since Emma was waiting for me. I promised to come see her again soon and I’d let Lilly know that she could visit too.


I closed the door behind me and Emma got up to greet me. I didn’t speak. I just crossed the room and took her in my arms, kissing her deeply. When we broke to take a breath, I held her close. “Thank you for being here with me,” I said softly and hugged her again before leading her out to the car.


She grinned as we traveled the corridors. “You had a good talk?” she asked hopefully.


“Better than I could have hoped for,” I told her. We went back to the house and Hanna was already back.


I wanted to go out to celebrate, so we all decided to visit Red Robins and celebrate having a good day. We chatted and laughed and enjoyed the food and the company.


“Hanna,” I said after the meal was just about done. “Emma suggested that I talk to you about my workout routine. You’ve heard about the charity event in April?”


She nodded. “A few people have mentioned it ... per hour since they found out I belong to you,” she laughed. “What are you looking for?”


“I want to make Chris Evans look fat, slow, weak and old,” I said. “Strength, speed, endurance, agility, gymnastics, acrobatics and anything else we can think of.”


She nodded, thinking about what we’d need. “The gymnastics and acrobatics is outside my wheelhouse,” she admitted. “I can get you a coach, but it wouldn’t exactly be cheap. She’d want to get paid for the time she puts in.”


Another thought occurred to me. “Does she have experience with cheerleading?” I asked, thinking about the team.


“Cheerleading?!!? I can ask her. “You planning on hiring some dancers?”


Emma laughed. “Let me tell this. You’ll wreck it,” she said to me.


“Hey!” I protested with a laugh. “I do not wreck stories. Let’s hear your version then.”


“Matt marched into cheerleading practice, stole all the cheerleaders and marched them out of the gym to form his own cheer club. His high school doesn’t have a cheer program. He literally walked out with every one of them in tow.”


Zoe had obviously heard this version of events and grinned at me as Emma continued.


“We thought it might be fun if he took one or two of them home during the year for all of us to snack on, but I’m waiting for him and he marches out with 17 girls on his arm. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I even took a picture of it while he was distracted.” She dug out her phone and sure enough, there was a shot of me surrounded by the girls.


Hanna looked at me and shrugged. “A month ago, I wouldn’t have believed it. Now...”


“There’s actually a little more to the story than that,” I said dryly, then paused and turned to Emma. “You’re right. I’d have wrecked it. How many people at Harvard know that story?”


“None,” she promised. “I didn’t tell anyone but Zoe.”


“Why not?” I asked with a smirk of my own.


She looked at me like I was crazy and then shrugged. “I don’t know,” she admitted.


“Run with it,” I told her. “You love to brag. I’m used to the attention. It’s all good if you’re okay with it.”


“Consider it spread. ‘Local Genius Steals High School Cheer Team’ just became front page news.”


“Okay, now that that’s settled, what’s the full story?” Hanna asked.


I told her about the request for me to join the team, the treatment I got from the coach and the girls deciding to walk out with me.


“So after two practices, they all turned on their coach for you?” she clarified. “That’s still not much different.”


“There’s a little more to it, but it’s not my story to tell. Something bad happened at a party a while back and I’ve been one of the few people to act like it didn’t matter to me.”


“How bad?” she asked. “Not asking names, just trying to get a sense of how that many girls could turn on a coach like that. Coaches and athletes bond and become practically family.”


I sighed. “A few scumbags from our school threw a party, got more than 60 girls high and then charged guys for the privilege of raping them while they were semi-conscious for the next three days. I’ve estimated conservatively that there were somewhere north of three thousand sexual assaults that weekend. I put two of those people in the hospital on Halloween and posted the video online where the victims could see someone do something about what happened.”


I could see how revolted she was by the news as soon as it sank in. “Those guys did ... THAT?!!?” she spat. “You should have killed them.”


“If I’d known that night, I probably would have. I didn’t put everything together until this week. I gathered all the girls that were there to talk about it yesterday and told them that they need to go get tested to make sure one of those creeps didn’t give them something or get one of them pregnant. We have a few weeks before the HIV test can be done. I hope to God they all get good news for Christmas.”


That put a damper on the festivities, but Hanna still wanted to talk about it. “So you’re elected to talk about it to them? Why?”


“You remember us talking about the girls that I’d been dating this summer and how someone had broken us up? Those guys and a girl were the ones that did it and the party happened right after that. Two of my former girls were the guests of honor that weekend. They’ve watched me suffer that loss, watched me put the guys that did it in the hospital and I’m practically the only guy in the school to treat them like they’re worth respecting.”


She nodded. “Most guys your age are creeps,” she said irritably.


“Most guys are creeps,” I corrected. “The good ones grow out of it at some point. These ones aren’t going to.”


“Gonna finish the job?” she asked hopefully.


“I was thinking of smashing their testicles with a hammer, knocking out all their teeth and turning half their bones into powder, but I suppose it depends on the circumstances. If they attack me at school, I’m not allowed to carry my shield. They also frown on hammers outside of shop class. If they come to my house, their tale ends there.”


She nodded. “Call me. I’ll help.”


“We all will,” Emma said.


I nodded. “You and sixty victims, their parents and the people who care about them. If they come after me and I can manage it, I’ll let everyone have a few minutes of quality time to thank them for the affect they’ve had on their lives. If not, then I’ll just have to do some lasting damage and hope that it’s enough to satisfy everyone.”


We decided to go out to a movie afterwards to try to shake the mood at the end of dinner and picked a sappy romance. I was outnumbered. I tried to stay involved in the plot, knowing that I was doomed to many more evenings of romantic movies.


By the time we were out of the movie, I had three very happy girls that were content dragging me along with them. They gushed over the movie on the way home and I let them, basking quietly in the glow of their enthusiasm. I turned on my phone and there were a host of messages from Tricia. She’d gotten her bouquet and sent me a dozen pictures of it. She also wanted me to call so I did right away.


Chapter 27


“THEY’RE SO BEAUTIFUL!” she squealed into the phone when I called. “You must have spent a fortune on them. It was too much, but I love them! Oh my God, they smell amazing. I’ve got them in my room and the whole room smells like roses. Thank you SOOO much! I can’t believe you DID that!”


She was babbling excitedly and I chuckled. Hanna was in the back seat with me and she giggled. “Someone else got a flower delivery today,” she told them in the front seat.


“Aw!” Emma cooed. “She must feel like a princess right now!”


I finally got her to calm down enough to talk and she was still gushing about the flowers and how shocked she was. “I had no idea what you were doing. Dad was just as shocked when he saw it. He was out getting groceries when it arrived. When he got home and saw it, he said that I could go out with you on dates so long as I’m not out too late.”


“That’s great news!” I said, thrilled. “What’s your curfew?”


“He wanted it to be 10, but I talked him into 11 on Friday and Saturday. The rest of the week, I have to be home by 8.”


“It’s still early,” I said lightly. “You want to come out for a bit? I can make sure you’re home in time.”


“I’d love to!”


“Emma,” I said and she nodded.


“Tell her we’ll pick her up,” she said lightly.


“You hear that?” I asked.


“See you soon. Come in when you get here. Dad will want to talk to you.”


“See you soon. I love you, Princess.”


She giggled and hung up. I could feel her happiness even through the phone.


“You’re just too cute,” Hanna said, reaching over to pinch my cheek.


I laughed and bit her hand playfully. We stopped in front of Tricia’s house and I told them I’d go in to get her.


I’d barely rung the doorbell when she pulled me inside to talk to her dad.


“Matthew,” he said and offered me a seat.


“Mr. Saunders,” I said, offering him my hand. He shook it without trying to crush it and we sat down to talk.


“Tricia has become very fond of you in a short period of time,” he said, trying very hard to keep things civil.


“I’ve become very fond of her too,” I said carefully.


“Yes, that I became aware of earlier today,” he said dryly. “You don’t believe in half-measures, do you?”


I shook my head. “I don’t,” I agreed. “Tricia deserves every petal on every blossom though and more.”


“You’ve convinced her that your intentions are perfectly noble. I’m not so easily convinced.”


I nodded. “I can understand that,” I said amicably.


“Can you?” he asked, skeptically.


“I think so. You’re a single parent to a daughter who’s precious to you. You probably see a lot of her mother in her and want to protect her from every tear she could shed because each one that escapes her eye is a knife in your heart. You heard a lot of bad things about me at the start of the year and then I magically show up at your doorstep on a day you were expecting her to be home waiting for you and now I’m coming to your door a lot more. You remember what it’s like to be a fourteen year old boy and that ‘perfectly noble’ is a relative term when you involve the sexual urges and impulse control problems that most boys my age have. I represent everything that you want to protect her from. I DO get that. It’s why I keep coming back. I feel the same way you do, that she’s precious. I’m just not sure that either of us can shield her from every harm and I’m not sure we do her any favors to try.”


He sat and studied me for a long time before he answered me. “Yes, I think you’re interested in my daughter on a level I do not approve of. That worries me because I know what state you’ll leave her in when you get what you want. So that puts your name on my list of hurts to protect her from.”


“Not an uncommon attitude in a parent,” I allowed. “It’s done some damage to Tricia, but I’m working on smoothing that out. Let me explain what I mean by that,” I said, seeing his expression turn angry. “When I first met Tricia, I saw right away that she was beautiful, but that she hid it. She was painfully shy, cripplingly self-conscious and heart-breakingly timid. When I asked if she was going to the Halloween dance, I could tell that she wanted to go more than anything, but was holding back. She said she was just going to stay home and give out candy to the kids. She was overlooked by everyone around her and I’m ashamed to say that included me. Once I talked to her though, I thought she was someone I wanted to spend a lot more time with. She has a way of speaking that reminds me of my mentor, Carl Saddler. He’s the friend I posted the video about having cancer.”


I paused and took a breath. I was still emotional talking about that, but I got hold of myself and continued. “I asked the other girls to take her out to get her hair done and teach her to use make-up and get a total make-over. When she came back, the change was astounding, but I don’t just mean the way she looked. I saw that she was beautiful the first time I saw her. The biggest change was how she felt. She was radiant. She’d come out of her shell and shown herself to the world for the first time. I was so happy for her because she looked HAPPY. She’d become the proud, confident young woman I know. If I hadn’t come along, it might have been years before she got to this point and that would have meant years locked in her own thoughts.”


He sat and considered what I was saying and grimaced. He saw the same change in her that I saw. “So you think I’m overprotective?” he asked.


“I think that in your position, I’d be overprotective too. Can I promise to never make Tricia cry? No. I can’t promise that, just like she can’t promise never to make me cry. I’m a boy. It’s in our nature to do stupid things. Even the best of us aren’t perfect. She’ll be angry with me and disappointed in me and thrilled with me and through it all, we’ll be in love with each other.”


“And if I asked you not to have sex with her?” he asked, throwing it out on the table.


“I would respect your wishes. I wouldn’t necessarily agree to your request, but I would respect it. What I WILL promise you is that I will not have sex with Tricia lightly. If and when it happens, it will be something that we both want and it will be done with love and respect and tenderness. If we ever take that step, it will absolutely be her choice to do it.”


“And I’m supposed to trust you with my daughter after that?” he laughed.


I shrugged. “Other guys my age and older would lie to you, tell you what you wanted to hear and then do whatever they thought they could get away with once they were out of sight. I thought you’d appreciate me respecting you enough to tell you the truth. I can promise I won’t have sex with Tricia tonight. We’re not at that point yet and it’s a little late for that kind of activity if I’m going to get her home before curfew.”


“Give me one good reason to let her see you at all,” he growled angrily.


I nodded and stood up. I went over to Tricia, who looked like she was watching life come to an end. I drew her to her feet and stood her in front of her father. “There. You see the look on her face at the thought you might forbid for her to see me? That’s a damn good reason. She’s a big part of my life and I’m a big part of hers. You might not like the life she’s building. You might feel like it’s the wrong path for her, but in the end, it’s her life. Cutting her off from it will start those tears you’re trying to avoid.”


His expression soured again, but then softened as he really looked at her. “Alright,” he said, knowing he was defeated. “If you’re a MINUTE late...” he warned, trailing off. He let the warning hang in the air.


She beamed at him and flung her arms around his neck. “Thanks Dad. Matt’ll make sure I get home on time.”


He glared at me. I suspected that he intended to even the score. I wasn’t worried. I figured the portrait I was doing would lengthen my lead.


“Thank you,” I said and offered him my hand again.


He took it warily. “What are you thanking me for?”


“Because you listened to me. You clearly don’t like me and don’t like what I represent, but you considered what I had to say and despite not liking me, you feel like I’ve earned enough of your trust to try this arrangement to see if we can be responsible.”


“Don’t hurt my little girl,” he warned me sternly.


I nodded and we got out of there. Tricia hit me in the arm as soon as the door closed. “You couldn’t have told him that you wouldn’t fuck his little girl so he could sleep at night?!!?” she laughed. We got in the car and everyone was interested in what had happened inside.


“Captain America here decided to tell my father that he could only promise not to have sex with me tonight, because there just wasn’t enough time for that before my curfew was up,” she growled angrily.


They all laughed and we took off to get some dessert.


“Seriously! He convinces my father to give him a chance by sending me a bouquet of roses the size of my desk and then spoils it by saying that! Why do I love you again?”


“Because I love you and I sweep you off your feet every chance I get?” I asked lightly.


“It’s because you’re pretty,” she said grumpily. “If you ever let the Watermans mess up your face, I’ll leave you for someone prettier.” She spoiled it by smirking a little.


We invaded Dairy Queen and took over one of their large booths with sundaes to chat and bond. “You know your Dad might have been less upset with us going out if he knew we’d be supervised the whole time,” I pointed out.


“Yeah!” she scoffed. “Because you’d REALLY be discouraged from having sex by your OTHER girlfriends.” She laughed about that.


“I wasn’t going to tell your Dad WHO was going to keep an eye on us. And I sure wasn’t about to tell him they’d find it entertaining.”


“Oh?” she giggled. “NOW you start thinking about what not to tell him?”


“Oh I thought about it while we were in the house. He knows you’re hot, knows that I noticed, but now it’s on the table and he knows that the decision isn’t his to make.”


“Matt’s right,” Emma said lightly. “If he lied or misled your Dad, he’d be a short-term boyfriend. He’d get caught in a lie and then he’d be met at the door by your Dad whenever he came to ask you out. Instead, he’s telling your Dad that he’s going to be around for a while. He might not like him, but he’s got a lot less reason to hate him.”


“I suppose,” she said with a shrug. “One thing you got right, Matt. I do look a lot like my Mom. I think it bugs him that I’ll be growing up and getting a life of my own.”


“Well, he should too,” I said. “He’s been alone since your Mom died. He should have moved on too. It’s been six years, right? That’s a long time to mourn. Maybe we should try to hook him up. He might have less of a problem if we gave him something to think about.”


She laughed. “You’re gonna find him a girlfriend so that you can have me all to yourself?” she taunted me.


“Is that really the most outrageous thing I’ve ever done?” I asked dryly.


“Maybe you can set him up with your mother when she’s ready to date,” Zoe suggested, making me choke on my ice cream. “Look! I shocked him. It CAN be done.”


They all laughed at that, me included. “That’s not a terrible idea,” I admitted, but then he’d be in the middle of our life full time. I can only imagine how that’ll go with the five of us making noise in the basement and him standing at the top of the stairs.”


“She could spend the night at our house,” Tricia offered helpfully.


“That has possibilities, but let’s get her home and settled before we try to play matchmaker.”


We finished our ice cream and went back to the house to finish the evening before I took Tricia home, walking her back to her house and kissing her softly outside her door before she slipped inside.


I walked back to the house and went looking for the girls. Hanna had found a strap-on harness and was already fucking Emma with it while Zoe was pulling her face tighter against her pussy and moaning softly. I grinned and lounged in my desk chair, watching the three of them making love. I didn’t even bother to take off my clothes, absently rubbing my cock through my jeans while my girls fucked each other as passionately as I could have.


I secretly thought that Hanna was a poor choice for that strap-on. She had the stamina to fuck both girls senseless and leave me with nothing to do for the rest of the night. Then again, I was okay with that. Emma was face down in Zoe’s pussy while Hanna fucked her mercilessly from behind, her hands gripping Emma’s ass and pulling it open so she could watch the pink dildo disappear into her folds. I loved the obscene way her tiny tits jiggled as she pushed her hips forward to pound into Emma again and again.


Zoe was the one that spotted me as she looked up to watch Hanna and saw me in the chair, watching. She smiled at me and winked before losing herself in the moment. Emma came first, but Zoe wasn’t far behind. Much like I’d suspected, Hanna turned on Zoe when Emma couldn’t take any more, whimpering and rolling to the side, so Hanna could mount her red-headed sister.


I watched her brutalize Zoe with the same latex cock before switching back to a freshly recovered Emma to subdue her again. She switched back and forth until they both said they were done for the night.


She finally sat back, covered in a layer of sweat and she looked over at me with a challenging grin as if to issue the challenge. I looked bored and shrugged. She arched an eyebrow, surprised.


“You don’t approve?” she asked, surprised.


“You misunderstand,” I said softly. “It’s not that I disapprove. All three of you are beautiful beyond the realms of my ability to describe. But I’ve done that. When you can get one of them to cum hard enough to pass out, then I have to up my game.”


“Pass out? Both of them or just one?”


“I’ve done it to two at once, but that was the past. Zoe’s the one that shut down when she and Emma tried to take me on.”


“You can’t do that to me,” she challenged with a grin.


“Is that so?” I asked playfully. “I’d ask if you wanted to make a bet about that, but you’ve already promised me everything including your sister and a steak dinner.”


“You only get the steak if you can make her beg for mercy,” she returned.


“What if she passes out before she taps out?” I asked.


“Then we have a problem,” she said.


I went to the night table and pulled out the smelling salts. “Not really, I come prepared.” I tossed her the box.


“Seriously? You have smelling salts for when you lights-out a girl?” She tossed the box back to me. “If you need those by the end of the night, we’re seriously going to need reinforcements.”


I turned my head and looked down at Zoe and Emma who were watching us lazily. “Girls,” I said softly. “Move over. Hanna, get that off and go get some towels.”


She was off the bed like a shot, shimmying out of the harness and running off to the bathroom for towels. She came back with two and started getting herself ready for the hard ride she’d been trying to goad me into. I left and went to the bar for a couple of bottles of water. I felt like I’d need them. I returned to the bedroom and she was settled and waiting for me with a gleam in her eyes.


I was gonna punish her tonight. I think she knew that, but the other girls were just curled up, thinking that they were about to see normal. I turned on my computer and they were curious why until I started the timer and got on the bed. Emma and Zoe giggled at that and Hanna looked at me with a cocky grin that said she expected to kill me off without much trouble.


“Who wants to take a shot at how long this is gonna last?” I asked as I ran my cock up and down Hanna’s slit, noting that she was already wet.


“Ten minutes, tops,” Hanna bragged.


“Oh I think you’ll last longer than that,” I told her with a smile.


“Thirty minutes?” Zoe guessed.


“I’ll take the full hour,” Emma said.


“You all lose,” I predicted and pushed into Hanna, making her gasp instead of whatever sarcastic response she had ready.


I set a steady pace, knowing that I was doing fairly well on my cardio most days. I’d found a couple of cardio programs online and ran them a few times a week. Hanna was responding deliciously and I knew what triggers I was going to use to push her over the edge. I didn’t intend to do that for a long time though.


I smiled and decided that it was time to use the trick I’d been keeping for a rainy day. It’s not so much a trick and all guys do it. During sex, the guy stops thinking about what he’s doing and thinks about something else to keep his focus off cumming. I completely checked out. My hips were still moving, but my mind was completely on my Halloween costume for next year, how many courses I could take next semester, whether I should check my mother’s shower for mildew and clean it up, how long until we could get results from all the HIV tests for the girls, what might happen at the meeting on Monday about cheerleading, whether I could continue my dance class if we were forming our own team, what Gina wanted from me, how Tricia’s father was going to react to the portrait I was planning and a million other thoughts.


It was a meditative technique and I used it with breathing to put myself in a light trance where I wasn’t close to cumming.


When I was to the point of rehashing my programming assignments I surfaced long enough to look at Zoe and Emma. “Time?” I asked.


“Forty-seven minutes,” Emma told me. “Getting close?” she asked hopefully.


“You wish,” I grinned and unplugged again. Stats, psych, engineering, math, programming, I was conjugating Japanese verbs in my head when I became aware that Hanna was babbling. I surfaced long enough to know she was asking me to stop because I’d ridden her dry. I smirked, pulled out and reached for the lube, slathering my cock and her pussy with a thick coat of lube and going back to work, making her whimper.


“Fuck!” Zoe said softly. “Seventy-two minutes. You’re not even close, are you?” she asked, horrified and fascinated at the spectacle.


“I can do this all day,” I said breathlessly before letting myself get back to work. She didn’t have much left in the tank and I could tell that even with the lube, she wasn’t having as much fun as she thought it would be to go this long. I smirked and reached for the lube again and pushed her legs back and apart. I pulled out again and she thought I was about to lube again and continue punishing her pussy.


Instead, I pressed my slick cock against her back door, making her yelp as the head popped inside. Her eyes were wide and she looked at me in horror as I started rocking my hips, pushing into her an inch at a time. When I was fully seated, I pulled back, applied more lube and pushed forward. I spread it all around her ass to make sure that everything moved smoothly and then went back to my previous pace of punishing her with my cock.


This time I paid a little more attention, checked the time a little more and knew that it was only a matter of time before I came. The sensations were too intense. Fortunately she was cumming hard and often and each one hinted that the next one was going to be bigger until I could tell she was in for a life changing moment.


When I felt it rapidly approaching, I reached between us and grinned at her. I pinched her clit hood between my fingers and stroked it like a cock, working it over her engorged clit. She lifted up off the mattress and screamed like she was dying. She thrashed and squirted and sprayed as her bladder let go. Her ass clamped down on me and that was all it took. I blasted my cum into her, each spasm of my body making my fingers tug on her clit a little more with each jet of cum I sprayed into her bowels.


The scream cut off as she ran out of breath and her face turned a bright, distressed shade of red as she gaped at me in horrified realization and then her eyes finally rolled up into her head and she collapsed like a marionette with its strings cut.


“TIME!” I gasped, still buried in her ass. I was aware of my entire body now that I’d lost my concentration and I felt AWFUL. My heart was pounding, my lungs were burning, every muscle ached, I felt like I was on fire or the room was or both. My head was spinning and my cock ached like I’d hit it with something heavy.


“One hundred and four minutes. Jesus!” Emma said, astounded.


I backed off and my cock finally slipped out of her ass painfully. I winced and reached for a bottle of water weakly. I drained it and wanted the other one, but I moved up beside Hanna and cradled her to me, letting her rest for a few moments. “We’re gonna need the shower,” I told them and Zoe got up to get it started. She was walking gingerly from her hard fucking, but she was gonna be nothing compared to Hanna in the morning.


I let Hanna rest a little more and then waved the smelling salts under her nose until her eyes fluttered open about twenty minutes after we stopped the clock. She looked up at me and asked what happened.


“What’s the last thing you remember, honey?” I asked.


“Fucking,” she said dreamily.


I chuckled. “You passed out about sixteen minutes short of two hours.”


“Did you pass out too?” she asked in a small voice.


I got the other bottle of water and fed it to her in sips. “No, I didn’t pass out, but I almost wish I had.” I smoothed her hair and told her I loved her. The four of us went to the shower and cleaned up before we crawled back into bed. The towel went in the washer and we started it rather than wait for a full load.


Chapter 28


Sunday was an interesting day. We were awakened to the light being turned on and Patty walking into the room and snorting at the smell. We were all still mostly asleep when she lit one of the scented candles to try to clear the smell of sex from the room.


She pulled the desk chair over while the girls all tried to go back to sleep. “I was starting to worry about your reputation, Matt. I haven’t heard of anyone screaming in this room for a while. You missed breakfast. Lilly told us that she was awakened in the middle of the night by a scream like murder being committed.”


“It was a long night,” I mumbled, still trying to adjust to the light.


“Care to share?” she asked lightly.


“A hundred and four minutes. There were no survivors.”


“An impressive win,” she said. She wasn’t surprised. I’d done enough in the past three months that she rarely became shocked by anything I did. “I made lunch. Shall I pull the blanket and make everyone move?”


“Remember how well that went last time?”


“Yes, but none of these girls are Lana or Beck. If they say something mortifying, they’re not saying it to their mother.”


“True. Still, give us a few minutes to get dressed and we’ll be up.”


She nodded and left the room. I poked Emma and Zoe. They both moaned that they wanted to go back to sleep. “Two choices. Who wants what Hanna got last night and who wants to have lunch?”


“Uh, lunch sounds good,” Emma mumbled and struggled out of bed. Zoe was only a step behind her.


Hanna took another minute to convince to move and when she got to her feet, she was positively hobbling. “What did you do to me?!!?” she wailed, stepping awkwardly into a pair of sweats. The other girls giggled at her condition and the three of us helped her up the stairs when we were all dressed.


Lana and Beck were sitting at the table and laughed when they saw how Hanna was walking. “We heard that it was a hard night,” Beck said. “No one seemed to know who got the worst of it.”


“We’ll let you know when the autopsies are finished,” I told her, guiding Hanna to a seat and then dropping into one with a groan of strained muscles.


Patty mercifully had outdone herself with help from Lilly. And there was a full salad, a plate of sandwiches, a large bowl of cut fruit, chicken vegetable stew, a plate of pickles and fresh rolls.


Zoe and Emma were skeptical of the amount of food, but the four of us were starved. We attacked our food like we hadn’t eaten in days.


“Patty, this is delicious,” I told her and everyone agreed with me.


“I clearly need to leave you with a few spare meals in the fridge on the weekends,” she laughed, seeing how quickly the food disappeared.


Lana had slid her sandwich over to me and I split it with Hanna. The two of us were just starting to feel satisfied. “I swear, we’ve been eating. I made tacos on Friday and we went out to eat last night.”


“I know. You get like this every time you fuck someone half to death,” she assured me. “I’ll put a little something you can heat up easily in the fridge on Fridays. If you devour it in the middle of the night, that’s what it’s there for. If not, it saves you from cooking for yourself for a night or two.”


Hanna seemed comfortable with the banter since I was and Emma knew enough of my past to know we weren’t on uncharted ground, but Zoe was still finding her feet here and I noticed.


“Can we talk about something that might make Zoe a little more comfortable,” I asked kindly. “No one’s doing anything wrong, but she’s had to process just how close we are this weekend and it’s a little unsettling at first.”


They nodded and the topic turned toward questions about my visit with Charlotte the day before. “It went better than I could have possibly asked for,” I told them. “She’s calm and Dr. Spencer’s been keeping her up to date about some of what’s going on around here. I told her I’d ask Dr. Spencer to authorize visits from Lilly and she was very much like her old self. I told her that we were all in a better place since the last time she saw us and that we’re all hoping she can come home soon.”


They were all glad to hear that she was doing well and asked me a lot of questions, from how she looked to what she needed.


Soon it was time to go to my dance class and Hanna said she wanted to go home and soak in a hot bath. Emma and Zoe were going back to the dorms and catch up on some studying. I asked if I could get dropped off along the way, but Lana offered to take me instead.


We all left the house together, Beck opting to stay home today. The two of us drove in a comfortable silence and she stayed to watch the class for the two hours we ran through new routines and old.


When we were about to leave, she turned on the car to start the heater, but turned toward me, obviously wanting to talk. “I talked to some of the girls yesterday,” she started. “Some of them are willing to talk to their parents and get tested, but others are adamant that their parents not know. Is there anything we can do to help them?”


I took out my phone and called my expert on matters medical. Normally I’d call Victoria, but I felt Samantha was a better option. She answered right away and I told her I needed a doctor’s advice.


“That sounds ominous considering I’m your bondage mentor,” she said. “What’s on your mind.”


“I’ll be blunt. There was a party that was thrown early in September. The people that threw the party drugged about 60 girls and subjected them to a three day rape-rally. Some of the girls don’t want their parents to know what happened, but they need to be tested for pregnancy, diseases and infections. It’s still about three weeks early to do the HIV antibody screening from what I’ve read, but is there a way for them to get their tests without their parents being involved?”


“Jesus Christ! Why haven’t I heard about that?!!?” she wanted to know.


“No one reported it. I’m fourteen and I know how rape victims are treated. You must have seen first hand how cops act when a rape exam is needed.”


“Yeah. You’re right. And this was in September? No physical evidence to process at this point.”


“Even if there was, all the victims were loaded with drugs on purpose before the first zipper dropped. We’re talking about thousands of assaults over a three day period. Most of them barely remember the weekend. Shaky timelines, hazy recollections, victims that were high at the time, accused who’ll cover for each other? That trial would be a cheery event.”


“Well, what are YOU gonna do about it?” she asked. “Don’t try to tell me you don’t have a plan.”


“First, I intend to help those girls make sure they’re not sick with something or pregnant with something. Normally I’d never suggest an abortion, but to force a girl to carry a rapist’s baby? If any girl is pregnant and wants that, I’ll help her however I can. My objection doesn’t give me the right to tell them what to do when their bodies are involved.”


“That’s not what I mean,” she said. “That’s all well and good and I’m glad you’re thinking of it, but what are you gonna do about the attackers?”


“Assuming I get the opportunity, I think they’ll die screaming,” I said. “I might want the help of someone skilled in treating injuries just for the sake of making sure they don’t die too quickly on me. Maybe a vet or a trauma surgeon who agrees that there’s no forgiveness for what they did.”


“I don’t think you’d have any trouble finding someone willing to help,” she said darkly.


“I’m glad we understand each other. What about the tests for the girls?”


“There’s a clinic that can do the tests for girls and they’ll keep the information confidential, send it to them or text them when the results are in.”


“Is there any charge for it?” I asked. “I know the HIV screening isn’t cheap.”


“The rest of the tests are fine. That one can be up to $70 for the rapid return on results.”


“Can I go down there and set up an account to pay for them or just take the girls in when it’s time?”


“You’re paying for the tests?” she asked, surprised. “Why?”


“Because these assholes ruined a lot of lives, mine included by what they did to those girls and because there’s a video on YouTube of me putting them in the hospital on Halloween. I’ve made about $2 million on that video in advertising revenue. The video itself has given some of them peace of mind that someone did something to stop them. I can at least use some of that money to ensure that they’re all walking away from the experience without worrying about disease or pregnancy.”


“Okay,” she said and gave me the clinic address. “Just take them down when it’s time and they’ll take cash or card.”


“Thanks, Samantha,” I said gratefully. “Is that clinic open on weekends?”


“They’ll be shut down for the day soon, but they’re open evenings through the week. Call me when you’ve managed to capture the creeps that did this. I’ll be there.”


“Once we talk it all out, we may give some rough treatment to the people that paid to be at that party too,” I advised. “Some of those girls were virgins when they arrived at that party. The people that paid for that deserve to be fed into a wood chipper too.”


“Agreed. In any case, call me. I’ll help out when I can.”


“Thanks again. I’ll see you Wednesday.”


“I’m sure you look forward to it,” she laughed and hung up.


I sighed and told Lana about the clinic the girls could go to for their results. “They can use our address or ask them to get notified by text to pick up the results. When it comes time to get the HIV tests, the test costs some money and I’ll pay for them to get the rapid results.”


She nodded and took my hand, squeezing it tightly. “Thank you for doing all this,” she said softly. “It means a lot. That video of you on Halloween makes the girls trust you. They know you’re not like the other guys.”


I squeezed her hand back reassuringly. “I’m glad to do it to help give them some peace of mind. Can you get the word out that I want to meet again on Monday after school. We’ll give them the info and take them down to the clinic in groups.”


She nodded and then we went home. I felt like my weekend had been exactly what Victoria had warned me against and I thought I should call her.


When she answered the phone, she was immediately worried, but I told her I wasn’t critical, just needed to talk a little. She asked me what was going on and I told her about figuring out what had happened with Lana and Beck, how many other girls were involved, my visit with my mother, Tricia’s father, the sex on Saturday night and my conversation with Samantha.


“Careful, Matt,” she cautioned. “I’m not telling you not to be angry about what those boys did. I’m not even telling you they don’t deserve it, but there are two standpoints that you need to be cautious from. First is a law enforcement issue. Their crimes don’t justify yours in the eyes of the law. That said, I’m sure that if you did decide to make them disappear, they would absolutely disappear. You’d have an alibi, a way to destroy forensics and a method of disposing of any unfortunate corpses,” she said dryly. “The other thing I want to caution you about is Miranda. You internalize guilt. I don’t want you to backslide into the spiral you were on with her death.”


“I understand. Trust me when I say that I have personally looked into enough anguished faces to convince me that there is no redeeming value in either of them. For better or worse, the third person responsible was sent across the country by her parents to get her out of the line of fire.”


“That’s one worry resolved,” she said, hearing the steel in my voice. “I know better than to talk you out of something when you’re absolutely certain about it, so I’m going to ask you to be ABSOLUTELY certain about things before you act. I’ve worked with enough rape victims to know that the act should come with a death sentence. Victims can be whole again with time and support, but they’re never the same as they were.”


“It’s worse. Some of those girls were virgins when that party started.”


She was silent for a moment and I could hear her breathing. “Be absolutely certain before you do anything,” she repeated. “Remember, if you get caught doing something you shouldn’t, the study is in dire jeopardy of being shut down. That’s Carl’s legacy and we all want it to succeed.”


“I understand. I expect that they’ll come after me. They’re being offered a plea deal for the events of Halloween. When they come after me, that’ll be another trip to the hospital for them. If I do some damage that impairs their mobility long term, they can easily be picked up later and the attack would be considered self-defense.”


“I think it’s better for you to stick within the bounds of self defense and leave deeper vengeance to other, more emotionally invested hands,” she said gently. “I understand your investment in this. From what you’ve told me, there are sixty other people that have a deeper reason to want to harm them for what they’ve done.”


“I agree. If a perfect opportunity presents itself, then I’ll host a party of my own and let the girls give them a little taste of what they did to them. If not, then I’ll content myself with a self-defense beating that puts them back in the hospital.”


“My advice as your friend and your doctor is don’t do this,” she said gently. “I can tell that you’re determined to make them pay, but from what you’ve told me, two of those boys need surgery to walk again as it is. A broken hip and a shattered kneecap don’t get put back together overnight.”


“Supposedly, the guy with the broken hip feels like he’s lucky that I put him down before he ended up with felony murder, kidnap and rape charges. He might take that beating and walk away. I expect that Vance Waterman will be back in school any time now once his plea deal is ironed out.”


“Then be careful with him,” she cautioned me. “I’m worried about you, Matt,” she said and I could hear the anxiety in her voice.


“I’ll keep my head on a swivel,” I promised. “I don’t want it taken off my neck when I’m not looking.”


“Good attitude, but I meant in terms of your larger plan. Consider this: police investigators might not be as intelligent as you, but they have years of experience in chasing physical evidence into every corner. I would want you to let this go. At least for now. Carl needs you and so do I.”


That deflated me. “I’d been hoping you wouldn’t play that card,” I admitted softly. “Alright, Victoria. I’ll let this go, because I love you and because I need you too. If a group of those girls come to me with Vance Waterman trussed up in a Rubbermaid container though, I may need to open that particular Christmas present.”


“If that present can never be traced back to you, then I’d say you’re going to be fine. You’ve got a clarity of purpose that you didn’t have with Miranda. I hope you don’t have an opportunity to put that purpose into practice, but if you do, I would suggest doing some extensive reading on forensic science. Also, be aware that cameras are almost everywhere now.”


“I know. Don’t worry about it. I’ll talk to the girls involved and let them know that there’s a lot of danger in getting caught. That’s the last thing I want. They’ve been through enough that they don’t need more suffering.”


“Good. Take care of yourself first, the victims second and the guilty last.”


“There’s a few other important concerns in there between second and last,” I reminded her. “I believe you made some vague promises for the future at some point,” I said teasingly.


“But they were for after you stopped needing me,” she said with a touch of playfulness. “You told me that you’d always need me.”


“I will,” I assured her. “Not always as a doctor though. Someday the most pressing need I will have for you is as a man needs a woman.”


“And when do you think this need will overcome you?”


“Wednesday,” I said, remembering what had happened at the end of our last session. “I fear very much that I’m going to have to wait until your need overwhelms you though. Which Wednesday that will happen on is a matter of some speculation.”


“Good. While you’re flirting with me, you’re not plotting how to make those boys disappear,” she said approvingly.


I laughed. “And while I’m busily hoping that this Wednesday is the right one, I’m not out acting on that plan?”


“That’s an acceptable compromise,” she allowed. “This week seems unlikely though. Dr. Gionetti has informed me that you’ve agreed to allow her to sit in on our session this week. She called me to discuss the matter. She’ll be here when you arrive so be on your best behavior.”


“My best behavior is without pants. I should be recovered by Wednesday, but that seems like a pretty personal handshake for just meeting the good doctor.”


She laughed. “Pants ON, Matt. She’s coming to ask for your insight into her patients. Nothing to get excited about.”


“Certainly not in the way I prefer to be excited on Wednesday afternoons,” I said with a fake pout in my voice.


She laughed and told me she’d see me Wednesday. I asked her to put Lilly down for a visit to Charlotte since her visit with me had gone well. She said she’d do it in the morning and Lilly could see her as early as tomorrow after school.


“Thanks,” I said gratefully.


“Thank me by staying out of trouble,” she said dryly and then we said goodbye.


I went next door and told Lilly that she was cleared to visit the hospital tomorrow after school. I asked Patty if she’d take her since the girls and I had something going on after school.


“Do I want to know?” she asked gently.


“Probably, but that’s really not my story to tell,” I admitted.


“Fair enough,” she said.


Lilly came over to me and hugged me. “Thanks for arranging that,” she said.


“No problem,” I gasped. I was still sore from last night. “I think I’m gonna go though. I want to get a few things done around the house.”


“I’ll send someone to get you for dinner if you want to eat over here,” Patty offered and I nodded with a smile.


“Thanks. I’ll be here.”


I went home and went up to the Master Bedroom with the bathroom cleaners. I went through her bathroom and then straightened up her bedroom, did her laundry and stripped her bed. I’d remake it when she was ready to come home. Then I cleaned Lilly’s bathroom since she’d been spending no time at home and vacuumed the hall and stairs.


I was enjoying the simple, mindless job of cleaning up while I ordered my anxieties and responsibilities. It surprised me that the girls from the party had become my responsibility, but then I knew I wouldn’t turn my back on anyone in anguish now. I’d had that experience and I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.


I was just starting to clean up in the living room when Lana came in and saw what I was doing. “Dinner’s ready,” she told me. “Want some help after dinner?” she offered.


“Sure,” I said and went to the kitchen to wash my hands before we walked back over to dinner.


“Why don’t you get Lilly to do some of that?” she asked curiously.


“Lilly doesn’t live here anymore,” I said simply. “She lives at your place and sleeps in her bed. The house is more or less mine to use right now so it’s mine to clean up.”


She nodded and promised to help after dinner.


Dinner was delicious and the company made me remember our summer dinners fondly. Tabby and Collie had been invited too and they greeted me with shy smiles. We talked about little things and laughed about silly jokes. They asked how I was preparing for April and I told them about the extra training with my Sifu, Hanna agreeing to get me prepped and help look for a coach for both gymnastics and cheerleading.


“That’s a lot. Are you sure you have time for all of that?” Dan asked, concerned. “You’re already taking all those courses and all over the place for the study and everyone else. It sounds like you’re taking on too much.”


“As odd as it sounds, I’ve got more free time to take care of things than I did at the start of term,” I said. “I can listen to three lectures at once so I can pay attention to the high school lecture and two college courses at the same time. It lets me do fifteen hours of classwork in five hours a day. The readings have never been a problem and my programming work is pretty much rock-solid.”


He nodded, but he was still concerned. “I just want you to take it easy. Take some time out for you.”


“Yeah!” Tabby said, upset. “You promised you’d balance things out and not do too much. What happened to that promise?”


I shrugged. “At the start of term, I needed something to fill more of my time so I was distracted from what was going on. Since then, my abilities have accelerated. I can process more information at once than I was able before. I’m also pushing because I want to show as much progress while Carl’s still around to see it.”


That brought her up short, but far from acting chastised, she slapped me. Everyone at the table gaped at her, shocked. “Stop it!” she said firmly.


I arched an eyebrow at her and didn’t look pleased. “Stop what exactly?” I asked, starting to anger.


“You weren’t trying to fill a few extra hours,” she said. “You were trying to burn yourself out to punish us.”


“That had never crossed my mind,” I told her. “If I was going to harm myself to punish you, don’t you think I could find a better way to do it than taking computer sciences? I read Grey’s Anatomy. I can find what veins to cut. I have a pull-up bar that would support a noose. I’m sure I could put together a combination of poisons from household cleaners that would do the job as effectively as turning myself into a vegetable to make you sorry. Yeah, I was in pain. A lot of it. When I wasn’t buried in study, I was drowning in agony. This was my escape. It kept me from thinking about the places in the circulatory system that would cause me to bleed out fastest. It kept me from writing a note saying goodbye and explaining that I couldn’t go on. It was my painkiller. It distracted me from what was hurting me and gave me a moment of relief when I was concentrating on things that needed my focus.”


I grimaced and had promised myself that I wouldn’t talk about this, but I guess they needed to hear it. “There was a day, a couple of weeks after it happened. It was a Saturday and I got up for the day, got dressed and sat for a moment to try to make sense of what happened. I remember the clock had said it was 8:30 when I’d gotten up. I replayed every conversation I’d had with all of you and combed through everything I’d done looking for the mistake I’d made. The next thing I knew, the clock said 5:42. It wasn’t dinner time. It wasn’t Saturday. It wasn’t even Sunday. I’d sat for two days, ignoring my body, ignoring my mother when she tried to interest me in meals, ignoring life. When I realized that, I remembered what you’d said about that woman and went to Carl to get more courses, not because I thought it would push me over the edge, but because I needed a lifeline to pull me back from the brink of madness. I had my brush with catatonia. I had nothing else to fill my days and nights with, so I learned and hoped it would get better if I gave it time.”


I picked up my glass and took a drink, aware that my throat was getting dry from talking.


“I’m not going to apologize for doing what I needed to to survive,” I told her. “It was never my intention to burn myself out on information overload. I don’t know that I could do that at this point.”


We sat in silence for a long time after that, the revelation that I’d lost a whole weekend to unpleasant memories weighing on all of us in different ways.


“That was a very unpleasant thing to see,” Patty said finally. “Charlotte called me when she couldn’t get through to you on Sunday. She was going to call Dr. Spencer on Monday morning if you hadn’t pulled out of it.”


“I didn’t even know you’d been there,” I said quietly. “I just assumed my mother had checked on me.”


“Why didn’t you say something?” Lana asked.


I shrugged. “It wasn’t important. Once we were all past the point of trying to hurt each other, it didn’t serve any purpose to tell anyone until now. Tabby needed to understand why I needed more to do, so I brought it up today.”


She nodded. Tabby looked a little like she’d broken my favorite cup and wasn’t sure how to make it better. I looked at her and shrugged. “Thanks for trying to look out for me,” I said. I didn’t want her looking out for me, but she was at a loss for what to say, so I threw her a lifeline to pull herself out of this.


She nodded. “Thanks for not punching me out, like I deserve sometimes,” she said with a rueful smile, feeling better.


I hung around through dessert and then begged off, saying I still had some housework to catch up on. Tabby was still getting on my nerves pretty much every time we were in a room together. Lana joined me like she’d promised and we cleaned up the kitchen, living room and dining room while we chatted. Everyone had responded that they’d be around for the meeting after school the next day.


I led the way down to the basement and we finished up the housework down there with the bathroom and the rec room. She was ready to finish with my room, but I told her not to worry about it tonight. I was done cleaning now.


She nodded and we put away the cleaning supplies in the bathroom before taking seats at the bar. I got us a pair of sodas and we chatted more. I told her that Dr. Spencer was worried about me getting wrapped up in revenge on Vance and Patrick.


“She’s mostly concerned about how it’ll affect me personally. After Miranda, she’s worried that I’ll start feeling guilty about it if I got involved with them dying.”


“Would you?” she asked.


“No. Part of what drove me about Miranda was that I hadn’t witnessed her being terrible myself. I had nothing to base it on except the simple math of her or all of us. Those two, I’ve seen the pain they spread just to get a stash of drugs. If I could figure out a way to take the two of them with absolutely no chance of us getting caught, I’d bring them here and let each of the girls rape them with a strap-on until they figured they were mostly even. Then I’d get out the cane and beat them unconscious before I let the next girl have her turn.”


“I think a lot of the girls might like that.”


“Just don’t discuss it online,” I warned her. “Nothing on the internet is completely private. Assume someone’s watching your emails in case we do end up welcoming Vance or Patrick down here. No trails. That’s something I suppose we should talk to the girls about.” I hesitated, but there was something else I knew I needed to talk to her about. “When I talked to Samantha earlier ... I mentioned supporting any girls that got pregnant at that party and wanted to abort. I know that issue has caused us a truckload of pain, I just wanted to talk it out with you and make sure we’re good on that subject.”


She nodded. “There’s a little bit of a difference between the situations. You’re not suggesting it, you’re just supporting the choice of the girls in how to deal with a rape baby. How would you treat me if I was pregnant from that weekend?”


“I’d ask you what you wanted to do, discuss what the options were and discuss the details.”


“And what ARE the options really?” she asked.


“Well, you could have the baby or abort. If you had the baby, you could keep it or give it up for adoption. I think that covers the major options.”


“Okay. Let’s take option two. I decide to abort. You said on the phone that you don’t normally agree with abortion, but where these would be children of rape, what do you do?”


“I support your decision,” I said immediately. “This is something that happened against your will. You need to be in control.”


“What if I decide that I need to abort, but I can’t afford it or I can’t bear to tell my parents?”


“You know the answer to that. I help you out. If that means it comes out of my pocket, then that’s what I can do to help out.”


“There’s sixty girls who potentially need to make that decision tomorrow. Are you willing to be that to all of them?” she asked. She wasn’t angry or accusing. She was preparing me for the reality that it was possible.


“I think we’d be extremely lucky to have all sixty of those girls escape without a single pregnancy. If you’re asking if I’ll step up, absolutely. If one of those girls is pregnant and doesn’t want to see it through, I’ll pay for the abortion. I think it’s too much to ask that these girls give birth to a rapist’s baby. I know you have some strong feelings on the subject, but I’ll support what’s right for these girls, even if it makes people think less of me.”


She nodded. “I understand,” she said softly. “Our big problem with the other situation was that it meant you’d lied to us all and then forced her into an abortion to cover it up from us.”


I nodded. “I appreciate that. I was worried you’d hate me for considering that option.”


“No. It’s different if you’re supporting a girl’s decision. Forcing her to get one when she doesn’t want it is different. So let’s talk about the other option. What if the girl decides to carry the baby? Whether she keeps it or not.”


“Support her,” I repeated the answer. “That’s the ONLY answer. They’ve been victimized too much for anything else. I’d help them get through classes. Tutor them so they have an easier time, carry their books for them when I could, help them cope with people picking on them at school, talk to their parents with them. Whatever it takes to help them out.”


She nodded at that. “If she decided to keep it?”


I frowned and thought about that a little more closely. “I guess I’d help her as much as I could. I mean, I’m not Daddy material, but I can be a friend to her, help her out with things as I can, help her find resources she needs, help her get through school and things like that. I can’t be there to the extent that a father should be to that child, but then again, it’s probably better that the father stay out of the child’s life considering the circumstances.”


She nodded again. “So be a friend to the mother, a help with the baby, but draw the line at taking them in and raising the child with her?”


“That sounds about right,” I said. “Personally, I don’t think any of us are prepared at our age to bring a child into the world.”


“I dunno,” she said softly. “I know one person that could make it work.”


I looked at her flatly. “Very cute. With my laundry list of problems, no child should be molded by me.”


“We all have problems. You’re pretty good at handling yours. That topic aside, I think we’re on the same page. You’re sure about spending all this money?”


I nodded. “I can take it out of the stash and pay for the HIV tests out of that. Another example of putting it to better use than it would have gone to elsewhere.”


She nodded and sighed. “I just hope we all get good news,” she said, showing how afraid she was.


I got off my stool and took her into my arms while she cried. “It’ll be fine,” I assured her. “You’ll see. I know that the tests are all gonna come back negative. You’re healthy and you’re going to get through this. I KNOW it.”


She clung to me, like I was holding her together and maybe I was. The command I’d given her to get clean and get well, might be keeping her together while we all counted down the clock to when we could get the HIV test completed.


“Hello?” came a voice from upstairs and we both looked at each other before going upstairs.


Chapter 29


Tabby and Collie were there. They gave us an appraising look as we came up from the basement, Lana having been crying, but looking more happy than upset, my pep-talk having boosted her mood.


“Hi,” I said lightly. “What’s up?”


“I wanted to apologize again for dinner,” Tabby said and I could tell she wasn’t going to let it go.


“Okay,” I said. “I’ve already forgiven the slap,” I told her. “Unless you mean the apology for more than that?”


She nodded. “I should have asked you why you were taking more classes,” she admitted.


I nodded. We were on the same page there. “Let me put it in perspective,” I said and offered everyone drinks. “I swore to all of you, but you in particular that I wouldn’t kill myself. That I needed to be here for you. I wouldn’t abandon you by taking my own life. If I’d immersed myself in courses to the point that it damaged me, carved out my sense of self to make room for what’s on page 805, then that’s no less a suicide than nestling a shotgun under my chin.”


“That promise was made to people who promised you the same devotion,” she reminded me. “We didn’t live up to our end.”


“So you’re worried that I’ll take that as justification to nullify the contract and renege on my promise to you?”


She looked down, but nodded.


“Well, what’s it to you anyway?” I asked irritably. “Every time you and I have been in a room, you seem hell-bent on misjudging me and pissing me off. You’ve developed a habit of jumping to conclusions and deciding I’m out of line about something. What’s going on? Am I missing something or are we just going to continue like this, with you accusing me of something and me having to defend myself?”


“Matt,” Lana said, putting a hand on my arm. She was worried about where this was going.


I frowned at her and she fell silent. “Look, I don’t want to fight, but it seems to be all we ever do now. I hate that. I just don’t know what I did to earn that assumption that I’ve done something wrong from you. I’d love to be able to be close to both of you again, even if we never return to being lovers again, but I see you about once a week and there’s a fight each time.”


She sighed and I could tell there was more wrong than I knew. “I want to help, Tabby, I really do. Just tell me what we need to do to put things in a better place.”


“Stop being so nice!” she blurted, surprising us all. “No one is this nice! Do something! Be selfish! Hit someone.”


Things started falling into place in my head. Collie looked like she wished she could still be next door enjoying a second piece of cake with Patty and Dan. Lana just looked confused. “Are you volunteering?” I asked calmly.


She stared at me in shock at that. “Yes. No! I ... What?”


“You’re looking for the villain behind the facade? Your uncle was one of those good men that do everything for everyone and asks for nothing in return. You’re seeing me give out forgiveness like Mardi Gras beads and you’re suspicious. You wonder what I’m hiding. Part of you knows I’m not hiding anything, but you still worry that I’m holding back something malignant.”


She looked surprised, but nodded. “Yeah. I don’t think I can trust you until you do something human.”


“Oh that’s rich!” I snorted. “You can’t trust me until I do something untrustworthy. The last time you THOUGHT I’d done something untrustworthy, you broke my heart, cut me out of your life and made a full-time job out of lying to me about your circumstances. It’ll all be better if I ACTUALLY do something awful?”


She laughed a little at that. “It does sound stupid when you say it like that,” she admitted.


“You want to see behind the curtain? Fine. I’m planning three murders and I intend to fund as many as 60 abortions starting tomorrow. Are we all happy now that we can go back to thinking Matt’s a monster?”


She reacted as if I’d slapped her. “That’s not why I was anxious about it!” she said, upset by the direction this was going. “It’s just all too good to be true. You’re being good to everyone even the ones that have done something wrong to you.”


“What murders?” Collie asked, more interested in that.


“The three people that started this whole mess. They’ve destroyed a lot of lives besides ours.”


“And the abortions?” she wanted to know.


I told them about the rapes in very vague terms and told them that I’d help the girls pay for the procedure if that was what they wanted.


“So even the awful things that you point out that you’re planning are for the benefit of others,” she said, looking at Tabby. “I told you, you were being silly. He’s better than you give him credit for.” She was calm as she said it, using a tone that said she’d tried to convince Tabby of this before.


“Honestly, I don’t even consider them awful,” I said. “It’s the best I can do though. The three people on my list are responsible for ruining so many lives that I can personally point to that I would have no problem with any of their deaths. And I can hardly demand that any of those girls carry a rapist’s baby to term. They were traumatized enough when they were violated. Making that violation spread out for the length of a pregnancy and then endure childbirth is more than I can justify putting them through.”


“Then why mention them at all?” Tabby asked.


“Because they’re the exact things that convinced you I was a monster when I did them to Miranda and Tricia,” I told her evenly. “I’m trying to be forgiving to everyone and let go of a lot of what happened to me, but it’s not easy for me. So if knowing that I have that going on makes you more satisfied you can point out what’s wrong with me, then great.”


“You’re still mad at us, aren’t you?” Collie asked reluctantly. Tabby looked at her and then at me, watching my reaction closely.


“Shouldn’t I be?” I asked. “Let’s put aside that I poured the worst thing I’d ever done out to Tabby and it didn’t occur to her that I would have told her about Tricia when I broke down if it had been true. Let’s put aside that you pledged your submission to me absolutely and wouldn’t even talk to me. Lana and Beck were your sisters. YOUNGER sisters. They looked to you to help guide them. You told me that you were worried things were gonna break down into high school backbiting and I swore to you that if we communicated, that we’d avoid that. You didn’t talk to me and you didn’t talk to them.”


I was fuming. I was sick of people giving me shit for things I didn’t do. “You believed the worst about me and then when you found out it was a lie, all four of you brought back the objects you used to destroy me on the day you walked out on me and asked me to make your guilt go away. Have you done ANYTHING to earn that?!!? Lana and Beck both made those lists I asked for. They both worked to make things better and once we talked it all out and got it all out on the table, we burned those lists and declared them fulfilled. I haven’t even heard that you wrote them out and I told you I didn’t need to see those lists, but I expected you to tell me you’d done them and talk to me about how you felt. Instead, the only emotions you seem to express to me are anger and disappointment. The very next time I saw you after you tried to get me to touch those collars again, you’d believed another lie and came to attack me for it. Tonight, you found out something new and attacked me for it.”


I’d avoided yelling, but I couldn’t keep the anger out of my voice. It made me spitting mad to think of the two of them coming here and attacking me for their guilt. “Tabby, maybe you’d feel better if I took you downstairs and beat you black and blue with a cane.” I could see her bow her head meekly. It was exactly what she’d been looking for. “That’s not what I’m going to do though. Too many people have treated you like garbage. As much as you want to see the worst of me, I refuse to be counted alongside your mother or your uncle or Miranda. If you’re looking to see what Bad Matt has in store, you need to earn it. That’s one lesson, you should have taken from Beck. That’s not a side of myself I give away. When she saw that part of me, she knew she had all my love in that moment. The only exception to that rule will be when I lay hands on the people responsible for all this misery. They’ll see a version even Beck doesn’t suspect exists.”


“Okay,” Collie said meekly. “What do we need to do to earn a way back?” she asked.


“Try!” I growled. “When someone tells you something awful about me, ask if it’s something I’d do. Better yet, tell me what’s going on! Do you know how fucking delirious with joy I would have been if you’d told me what was going on when this all started? Treat me like I matter and show up once in a while when you DON’T have a bone to pick with me. Lana and Beck have done everything they could to show me that they wanted to repair our friendship even if I never take them back as lovers. They wrote out those lists and started working on how they could fix things. I don’t know what’s going on with either of you. I don’t know if you made those lists or if you sat down and thought about how to get back on track or even what you’re doing to get by. I had to ask Patty and Dan and found out they’ve been making sure you have enough money to pay for rent and bills, but you haven’t told me shit. I had to find out from Patty that’s she’s passing money along. I don’t know if it’s enough or if you’re struggling or if you had to take up jobs again.”


They both looked ashamed that it had taken them this long to talk it out. “We didn’t think you wanted to see us after everything that happened,” Collie admitted. “Things have been pretty rocky between us.”


I put my head down and rested it on my arms as I leaned on the table. I took a couple of deep breaths and raised it again. “Yeah, things are pretty rocky right now. There’s two ways of solving that. Put in the work to clean up the rocks or abandon the land and move on to greener pastures. Two months ago, you TOLD me that you’d moved on. I’m done assigning blame for that and I understand that you want a path back home, but that path is not a straight, clear line. There’s a lot of debris to pick up before it’s open. Fortunately you don’t have to do it alone. I helped Lana and Beck find their way back. I can do the same for you.” I paused and thought about what they really wanted. “If your vision includes following that path back to being lovers, you also need to talk to Emma. She controls that aspect of my life.”


“It’s not your decision?” Collie said, surprised.


“When I asked her to marry me, she asked for control of the Sorority. I didn’t expect one to continue, but she’s serious about it.”


They nodded at that and asked what they could do to help out.


“Just be better friends to me,” I said. “That would be a good way to start.”


“I really AM sorry I’m such a bitch to you all the time,” Tabby said. “I still talk to Dr. Spencer. She helps me as much as she can, but she can’t tell me anything about you, so I don’t know how bad it is for you.”


“Things are improving, but you should know that I still suffer from stress-induced depression, feelings of persecution, paranoia, anxiety attacks, probably a martyr complex. I’ll have to discuss that with her to see what she thinks. The list goes on. A lot of days in September and October I only got through because I had the study. I didn’t have much else. That’s changed me a lot.”


“How did it change you?” she asked


“You already know, Tabby,” I told her gently. “How did it change you when you realized that the people around you were turning their backs on you after it all came out about your uncle?”


“It can’t be THAT bad, Matt,” she said, pleadingly. She wanted desperately to believe that I hadn’t felt that abandoned.


I shrugged. “You four walked out on me and despite me begging for a reason, you all shut me out. My mother assumed that I was at fault, my sister sided against me, I had no one at school. I don’t know if you were around for it or not, but Mom and Lilly still went next door for meals. Dinner for me was quite often a sandwich while I listened to the clock over the fridge tick. I was virtually alone. All I had to lean back on were Dr. Spencer, Dr. Saddler and Emma. Now Carl is dying. The number of people that got me through those days is going to drop to two in the next few months. Maybe that’s not so bad compared to how your family treated you. I only know that they don’t care about you now.”


She shook her head. “No, I guess it’s about the same,” she admitted. “I really fucked up. I should have known better.”


“You should, but what’s worse is that you didn’t learn from it and kept coming back to anger every time you heard something new about me,” I reminded her. “Learn from it now. If you can’t trust that I’ll tell you the truth when you ask, then we’re gonna keep losing ground. Make a promise to yourself to do better.”


She nodded. “I will,” she said meekly. “I want to make this better,” she promised me.


I nodded and got up to give her and Collie hugs.


“One thing that I’ve wondered about the past couple of months,” I said when we were all seated again. “Collie, how have you been getting along without a Master? When Miranda died, you didn’t handle it very well, but this time, you’ve managed just fine from what I’ve seen.”


She blushed and shrugged. “I, uh, never really stopped thinking of you like my Master,” she admitted. “I didn’t want ... I mean, everyone just decided...” she shook her head and I nodded.


“You had to choose between me and your sisters,” I said. “You felt like you could keep your devotion to me best by keeping your devotion to them since that was important to me.”


She nodded, gratefully. “I didn’t want to lie to you,” she swore adamantly, “but if I didn’t, you’d have figured out why I was doing it and I would have come back if you’d asked. I promised Tabby I wouldn’t leave her though.”


I nodded. I guess that made some degree of sense. They dragged her along, swore her to silence and cut me off from what support I might have had. “I understand,” I said quietly. “It worked out, I suppose.” I was sick of finding out new things that people had done to hurt me. I didn’t think it was ever going to end though. I had years of school ahead of me, the study, a responsibility to Victoria after Carl left us, the girls at school that had made me their rock. I suddenly needed support after this conversation. “Thank you for telling me,” I said woodenly and I hoped that they would take that as a dismissal.


“Come on,” Lana said, getting to her feet and gathering them up. “I think you guys should leave him to think about what’s happened and try to talk again another day.”


They got up and left while I stared at the table surface in front of me, my eyes tracing the grain of the wood as I concentrated on breathing. I heard the front door close and sighed, thankful to be alone again. I looked up when I heard footsteps and realized I wasn’t alone yet. Lana returned to the table and sat down across from me.


“That really bothered you, huh?” she said softly. “What was worse? Finding out Tabby was trying to goad you or finding out Collie didn’t want to leave?”


“All of it,” I told her softly. “It’s all the same mess.” I got out of the chair and did the only thing I could actually think to do. I went downstairs to my room to start my workout for the evening. I could tell Lana had followed me, but I didn’t care at this point. I hopped up to grab the pull-up bar I’d put in here right after they’d left and started working at it furiously, like I was angry at my shoulders for what had been said upstairs. I knew I was in much better shape than I’d been this summer and Hanna had promised to turn me into a god over the winter.


“Is this what you do when you get frustrated?” she asked from the door.


“No,” I grunted. “I do this every day. I made it part of my routine. It keeps me from getting too wrapped up in everything that’s going on.”


“So it IS your therapy in a way,” she clarified.


“It helps calm me when I’m upset, it clears my mind when I’m dwelling, so yeah. I guess it’s good therapy. It wears me out when I want to rage and it energizes me when I’m depressed and just want to lay down and die.”


“And you want to hit something tonight?”


“It’s occurred to me,” I admitted, feeling my shoulders start to burn comfortably from the strain. I’d have to get some weights to make this a little more difficult.


“Then you should have taken Tabby down here and whipped her like she wanted or taken Collie or me.”


“No,” I said firmly. “I have no desire to do that for so many reasons it’s not funny.”


“Care to share?” she asked.


“I suppose it can’t hurt,” I admitted. “I’m not about to give her a cheap way out. Standing up for a gentle beating is a weak way to apologize for everything that’s happened.”


“I don’t think she was expecting it to be gentle,” Lana informed me. “I think she was expecting you to beat her black and blue, like you said. That would have been what she thought she deserved for everything. Really, we all deserve it.”


“Maybe you do,” I commented lightly as I started alternating between doing chin-ups and military presses, swinging a little between each rep. “That doesn’t mean I’m going to do it. Would that beating make each of you feel better? Probably. Would it make me better? I doubt it. It would probably make me feel like it was inadequate for the amount of pain I was in. Think about how you and Beck used to think when you’d do something to hurt me. You’d never quite feel like you’d gotten the point across. The next day you’d still be in pain and you’d think that I needed to suffer some more. I’m not bringing it up to punish you. Just telling you that it would be the same for me to drag you all down here and punish you. I’d wake up the next day with a sore arm and a burning feeling like it wasn’t enough.”


“Yeah, I can see how that could escalate in a hurry,” she said. “So what’s the solution?”


“I don’t know that there is one,” I admitted. “I’d rather take the path of forgiveness rather than vengeance with you four. Vengeance is a bucket with a hole in it. No matter how much you pour into it, it’s still empty. Forgiveness is not as easy. Tabby keeps trying to anger me into lashing out at her, hoping that it’ll erase her guilt when she does. The truth is that if she managed to push me that far, there’s no road back for her. I’d just be one more person to use her body for their own reasons. Not what I want for either of us.”


“I understand that. What about Collie though? She as much as said she kept to the collar this whole time.”


“Yeah. That hurts me too. A lot more than you’d believe.”


“Why is that?” she asked gently.


“Because she said she’d kept me in her heart and she let me go down the drain like I did without ever once thinking that it was time to talk to me. All of you failed me that day you walked out of here. She walked out of here with a lie. I can forgive what happened and I can believe that you’ve all paid enough for it, but in the end, I still have to find a way to live with that pain. Every day she stayed away is a day she could have helped me through the worst of it and didn’t.”


“It’s only been a few weeks since it all came out,” she said. “Give it time.”


“I have been,” I said. “The only time I shut the door was when I started getting worried that Emma was going to start feeling threatened by the history between you and Beck and I. Other than that, I’ve kept everything open and tried very hard not to say anything to do any harm to the four of you.”


“I know,” she said softly. “I appreciate it and I know they all do too, but Tabby’s right too. You’re too nice to people. Like the girls that are coming here tomorrow. You don’t owe them anything. You don’t even know most of them. Yet you’re gonna take them to the clinic to get checked and pay for all their HIV tests and abortions for any that want them. Why? Because you hate the guys that did it? That’s a poor reason.”


“I told you, I know what it’s like to have them wreck my life and not have anywhere to turn. Helping them is as much about me healing as it is about them healing. Speaking of them though, what’s up with Gina? She’s latched onto me more than the others from what I’ve seen so far. I understand that after Halloween, that I’m the only guy in the school that’s reached out to them or helped them in any real way, but she seems different.”


“She is, I think. She and I are friends and we talk a lot. She really does watch that video every day and every night too. It reminds her that they aren’t going without punishment. I think that she’s got it bad for you. You’re her hero.” She paused, thinking about something else before she sighed and forged on. “She was one of the girls that was a virgin when she arrived at the party,” she told me. “She feels dirty. You’re the only guy that doesn’t treat her as if she’s damaged. Even before this happened, guys assume that all cheerleaders are whores. She’s been taking crap from guys since the two of us got to high school, but she’s never really even dated before.”


“Never?” I asked, surprised. “Interesting. I guess that was her choice?”


“What makes you say that?” she asked curiously.


“Tricia had never dated, but she was so shy that she was overlooked until after Halloween. Gina’s outgoing and talkative and friendly. I assume that if she wasn’t dating, it wasn’t because there was no interest in her, but that she had no interest in the people she was being asked by.” I shifted my grip to the center of the bar and started a set of one-handed ones. I’d switch hands and repeat it when this one was done.


“That’s probably true. She might have been saving herself for marriage though and that’s sad that it was taken away from her like that.”


“It is,” I agreed and I felt some of my anger at Tabby falling away between the workout and the change of topic, I was starting to calm down. “There’s surgery that can be done to restore a hymen,” I pointed out. “I read about it somewhere last year. It’s common for girls in Gina’s situation or born-again virgins. I’m sure we could get her in to see a surgeon about it if it’s causing her distress.”


“Stop it, Matt,” she warned me. “You’re doing it again. You don’t owe her anything like that.”


“Maybe not,” I said agreeably, “but life owed her better.”


She sighed. “Do me three favors. First, stop offering to help people you barely know. Stop assuming that your solution is the best. Don’t pour more money into the people that were at that party than you’re spending to get them all tested. So far you’ve been lucky, but not everyone is nice. I learned that lesson first-hand when my best friend used me as a prostitute to pay for her drugs. I don’t want some rotten bitch trying to get her hooks into your money.”


I looked over my shoulder and smiled at her, amused. “I think I can handle some of that,” I said. “I can stop offering people financial help and I DON’T always think my solution is the best one. It was Dr. Spencer’s idea for Donald to start keeping clothes in my old room rather than me seeking emancipation.”


“That’s true. You need to lay off the money though. Seriously. You’ve already told every cheerleader in the school that you’re a millionaire. They’re good girls, but they have friends and they tell their friends things. Those friends might not see you as a hero. Tomorrow you’re going to tell 60 girls that you’ll pay for their testing. I don’t know how they’ve all changed after the party, but not all of them were reluctant to take drugs when they thought someone else was buying.”


I nodded. “I’ll scale it back,” I promised. “I don’t have a problem supplying drinks for meetings like tomorrow though or taking the girls out for coffee one-on-one to talk about what might be bothering them. I don’t consider that spending money on them. It’s just common courtesy.”


“Okay, that’s fair. Just don’t get sucked into doing more than buying someone lunch while you talk to them. You should also be selective in how much time you devote to that. You were right to have everyone exchange information so that they all have each other to lean on. You’ve got too much going on to get dragged down in this. Even if you gave them each an hour a week, you’d need to give up sleep and school.”


I nodded. “That’s a good point. I wasn’t planning on giving anyone more than an hour or two every few weeks. I suppose you have a list of the girls like Gina who would prefer to talk to me directly? I’m guessing a lot of them won’t want to talk to me directly about a lot of it?”


“You’d be wrong. I think you should prioritize a few of the more desperately upset girls and then let the rest of us handle the rest.”


“I trust you and Beck to help me figure out where my attention should be. It sounds like you think I’m gonna need a full-time secretary for all of this.”


“That’s actually not a bad idea,” she said. “As a legit celeb, you have so much going on that you could use an intern to handle your calendar and make appointments for you,”


“I’m fourteen. I can’t have an intern! I already feel weird about hiring a coach for the team.”


“You’re not waiting for Mr. Peterson to tell us his decision tomorrow?” she asked.


“I asked Hanna about a gymnastics coach and she knows someone who could double for both my gymnastics needs and a cheer coach.”


She nodded. “Can we talk about Hanna?” she asked, now that the topic was brought up. “Nothing bad, I swear. I’m just curious where she came from and how you two ended up together. She seems older than the other girls.”


I nodded and finished off my sets on the bar, dropping down lightly. “It’s kind of a funny story, actually,” I admitted. “The sort of thing that could only happen to me. She’s the head personal trainer at the Harvard fitness center. Emma, Zoe, Tricia and I were going to work out and Emma warned me not to hit on her because she was a notorious man-hater.”


“And you managed to talk your way into her pants?” she giggled.


“God no. That stretch I do? She inflicted it on me, thinking that she’d cripple me with it. I challenged her to step into my dungeon and she agreed if I could walk before then. Fortunately I iced the crap out of myself and had Zoe and Emma rub me down that night and the next morning before we went into the fitness center to show her I wasn’t just walking, I was asking for a repeat of that stretch. I’d asked her what her safeword was going to be and she picked out ‘Sissyboy’ to try to get under my skin. I told her that when she said it, it would be her begging me to let her be that to me.”


Lana giggled at that. “So what happened?”


“I broke her,” I said, starting on sit-ups. “She’d never submitted to anyone. She was proud of the fact that she couldn’t be broken. She walked into this room with every intention of me giving up without her saying a word. Now she belongs to me.”


“Just like that?” she asked, surprised.


“Just like that. When I tried to take off the collar I had her in for the bondage, she didn’t want to take it off, even to shower. That’s why we put her in a stainless steel one. She can wear it anywhere.”


“But she belongs to you just because you got her to say her safeword? I thought a safeword was for distress.”


“In this case, she said it because she couldn’t take any more. It was her admitting that I’d mastered her and that I WAS now her Master.”


“How’d you do it?” she asked.


I chuckled. “With delicate touches that she wasn’t prepared for. Ask Emma for the details. She’ll tell you or she’ll smile and tell you that you need to undergo it if you want to know.”


“You’re telling me it’s more extreme than what you did to Beck?” she said skeptically.


I looked up at her and I smiled a little. “Maybe, maybe not. I don’t think Beck could stand up to it for as long as Hanna did, but I don’t know for certain. Hanna has years of experience in ignoring pain that Beck hasn’t had. Some torments aren’t processed as pain.”


She looked like she wanted to ask, but I’d told her to talk to Emma and that’s the only answer she was getting. I finished the last of my sit-ups and started on push-ups. I wondered what Hanna would add to the mix as I counted them off in my head.


“So what does all that mean for you and her?” she asked finally.


“That she’s never been owned before,” I said. “I’m the only person she’s ever called Master. Unless the universe conspires against me again, I’ll be the only person she ever calls Master.”


“You’re still convinced that they’re going to leave you?” she asked knowing the answer.


“That possibility is always tacked to the cork-board in my head,” I told her. “It’s not a matter of suspicion. It’s the understanding that life tears people apart. ‘The center cannot hold.’ That’s a quote from Yeats. It means that nothing is forever. Our monuments, our governments, our lives, they’re all in a state of decay. Sometimes that decay results in a fracture, like water wearing away at a boulder until it cracks. It might not be noticeable to us on a day to day basis, but it’s there.”


“I think it’s kind of sad that you think that way,” she said and she did sound sad.


“I think it’s kind of sad that I do too,” I agreed. “I didn’t come to that conclusion lightly though.”


“I know. I wish we could repair that more than anything else that’s happened though.”


“Maybe when I can go a couple of months without having to add another loss to my life, I’ll start to feel a little more optimistic,” I allowed. “For now, all I can do is cherish the time I have with the people I have it with.”


“I know,” she repeated and sighed. “I should get home. I have some work to do before school tomorrow. Just one more thing. Be careful with Jessie Mortimer. She’s one of the cheerleaders that’s interested in you. I don’t think she’s right for you?”


“Any particular reason?” I asked curiously.


“I don’t think she’s as interested in you as she might be in how much money you have. Not really in a mean way, but more like ‘if she’s gonna date, why pick a poor boyfriend if there’s a rich one’ sort of way.”


“Gotcha,” I said. “She’s fine as a friend, but I’d find myself being led to fancier restaurants and doing things that she loved but couldn’t afford if we dated.”


“Yeah. Not that you don’t do that already,” she said dryly. “You treat everyone well. Jessie though probably wouldn’t really think of what you wanted, she’d just pull you along and want you to pay for it. Anyway, just be cautious if you decide to explore.”


I nodded and stopped my workout to walk her out, thanking her for her help and she smiled a little before I watched her walk across the lawn and I went back inside. I had more of my workout to do and I was adding bits and pieces here and there as I found ideas for targeting specific muscle groups online.


I turned on my computer and chatted with a few people, noticing that I had a lot of follower notifications on Twitter and a lot of friend requests on Facebook. I finally turned off the computer and got a shower before turning in. I curled up alone in the bed and sighed, remembering a time not so long ago that I couldn’t bear to touch the bed, let alone lay in it.


Chapter 30


Monday dawned clear and cold. I got up and went next door for breakfast. Lana kept an eye on me, but didn’t mention last night’s conversation. She, Beck and I piled into her car to go to school early since the cheer team had a follow-up meeting with Mr. Peterson at 8:30.


Beck split off to do some reading and we went to the office where we met the rest of the girls. We were seated around the conference table and Mr. Peterson came in just before 8:30. It didn’t bode well that Coach Mullins was with him. They sat down and he smiled around the room at all of us.


“I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve asked Coach Mullins to sit in on our meeting this morning,” he started. “We discussed what happened at a meeting of the staff on Friday afternoon and tried to come up with a solution that would allow us to field a cheer team for our sports events at the very least.”


I didn’t like where this was going already. It sounded like their decision was to host the open tryouts and hope to replace the team.


“I presume then that since Ms. Mullins is still sporting the title of Coach in your introduction, that your decision is to place the school’s faith in building a new team for this season?” I asked crisply.


He looked decidedly uncomfortable, but nodded. “Coach Mullins has assured us that she can make the most of this opportunity. Any cheerleader in this room wishing to return to the team would, of course, be welcome in the new team. And of course there’ll be no disciplinary action for any member returning to the team.”


“Let’s back that up right there,” I said. “That sounds like you’re talking that people who don’t return to the team will face disciplinary action for choosing to leave the team last week.”


“Coach Mullins has expressed concern that this seriously undermines her authority in the school,” he said. “To allow this level of defiance to go unpunished would send the message that teachers aren’t to be respected.”


“I understand,” I said. “I’ll contact my lawyer and have the school board served with the sexual harassment suit this afternoon. That should dovetail well with shoring up Coach Mullins’ authority.”


“Whoa! No one wants to get lawyers involved,” he said, blanching noticeably.


“You’re going to punish these girls for standing up against a teacher making suggestive comments to me in a public setting, about demeaning me based on my gender and being put back in a position to do it again by you. I don’t want to involve lawyers either, but when you threaten my girls, it’s war. They saw a human rights violation from one of your teachers, spoke out about it and were threatened with disciplinary action if they persisted in their protest. How would you characterize it?”


“Let’s just talk it out,” he said, trying to calm everything down.


“No. You go draft a letter stating that there will be NO disciplinary action for ANY student relating to the dissolution of the cheer team and have the Vice Principal join us so we can all witness the two of you signing all 18 copies or I can pay my lawyer a fat retainer. You can only imagine the dance of joy he does when he hears the words ‘class-action’. I’ve played nice and done everything you asked of me, now you slap us all in the face with this? I’d come to expect better from you Mr. Peterson. I’m disappointed.”


He looked at me searchingly for a long moment and sighed. “Would you come with me, Mr. Russell while I draft the letter?”


“Only if Coach Mullins steps out too,” I allowed. “After this revolting turn of events, I’m not comfortable leaving my team unsupervised with her.”


The three of us got up and I followed Mr. Peterson into his office while Coach Mullins left with a scathing look for me.


“There really wasn’t going to be any action taken,” he said quietly. “She just asked me to apply some pressure to make the girls feel like they’d dodged a bullet.”


“I understand that, but this whole event has been upsetting to a lot of people. Bullying those girls only caused more of a gulf between the students and the administration. Let me ask you something and you don’t have to answer, but consider it. What if I were gay?”


“What do you mean?” he asked, worried that I was about to out him. He glanced at the open door, wondering if he should close it.


“Imagine the events as they’ve happened, but change my sexual orientation and follow events with that in mind. How awful a human rights case would you have had on your hands then? Lobby groups would be up in arms, high-profile lawyers would be offering to take the case pro-bono just for the publicity. It would have been a lightning rod. There would have been reporters, You could have seen protesters on both sides of the issue camped outside, eventually one network or another would have turned it into a TV movie. Because I’m a heterosexual male, it’s okay for her to treat me poorly in ways that are unacceptable for every other demographic in this school. I should have been able to count on you to stand up for me when a teacher has done wrong. I have seventeen girls in that conference room that stood against something that was wrong and you threatened to punish them for that. You didn’t just let me down, you let them down too.”


“I’m sorry that you feel like I let you down,” he said quietly and the only sound for the next few minutes was typing. He read me the text of the letter and I approved. He printed out the copies and then he and the Vice Principal signed them in the boardroom for each of us.


When we each had our copy, he repeated the apology and assured each of us that this matter was closed and would not in any way impact the rest of our time in the school.


“I suspect Coach Mullins might not share that particular outlook, but if it becomes an issue, we’ll discuss it together,” I said calmly, folding my copy of the letter and putting it in my backpack. I got up to go and we all filed out.


“Were they really going to do something to us if we didn’t rejoin the team?” Lana asked.


I shook my head. “There was nothing they could do about it,” I told them. “Coach Mullins was just hoping it convinced a couple of you to come back to the team to give her new program some backbone.”


“So we’re gonna do our own?” Gina wanted to be sure.


“Yep. We’re not going to be able to rent the gym here, but I’ll see if I can find us some gym space. I have a lead on a coach too. We can talk about it more after school though. We’re all still meeting out front and then going to my place to talk.”


We all split up and I went to find Tricia at her locker. We kissed and chatted and I dropped her off at her class before going to mine.


The day was completely mundane. Open tryouts for the cheer team were posted and announced and that created some excitement, but a lot of people knew what had happened and the story had spread. The tryouts were for Thursday during our normal practice time. I smiled and wondered what those would turn out like.


After school, we all gathered together and traveled to my place by car or by foot for the brave few willing to walk it with me. Once we were all settled, I stood up to talk and all the chatter stopped like I’d yelled for quiet.


“Thanks for coming everyone,” I said. “It was brought up over the weekend that several of you don’t want to tell your parents and that you can’t go to your family doctor without them. I made a call and a friend of mine recommended a clinic here in town that’ll do the testing for you without informing your parents. When the time comes, they can also do your HIV screening. That’s still a while away. I got the dates of the party and the earliest we can get them done is December 12th. There’s a test that we can get for you that includes express results so you only have to wait 72 hours. It’s not cheap, but in the interest of putting this behind all of us, I’ve agreed to pay for those tests to make sure that all of us get the best news possible for Christmas.”


They looked surprised. “How expensive are the tests?” Gina asked.


“From what I saw online, the express tests cost about $70,” I said reluctantly. I’d thought about telling her not to worry about it, but those numbers were available online. Better to bring it up here, talk about it and get it settled.


“That’s over $4000!” she blurted. “You can’t spend that much on this! Look, it’s our problem, we need to clean it up.”


I knew that Lana was right about Gina and this proved it. “I appreciate that and it’s never been my intent to take control of your lives away from you. That was already done and it’s important for you to be in control. I’m not telling you that I’m making this decision. I’m ASKING you to let me do this so we can ALL breathe easier. I don’t want this test to be a burden to any of you and I don’t want the results to hang over you through Christmas. Consider it a Christmas gift from me to each of you.”


Some of them looked relieved. Others still looked scared and a few, like Gina, looked unhappy about having someone else pay for them.


“Having me pay for them in one lump sum does something else for us. If we have to talk about what happened in the open for whatever reason, it’s proof that we did what we needed to do and it’s compelling evidence that something happened on that one weekend.”


A few of them nodded, but most of them looked like they’d rather put it behind them. “For now, I want us all to go down to the clinic and start getting everyone tested. We can’t do the HIV tests yet, but we can do the rest and make sure that no one has any other infections that we need to start treatment on. One more thing. I know it’s probably been the last thing on your mind, but if any of you have been sexually active since that weekend, you need to get your partner or partners tested.”


“‘Or partners?’” One girl asked angrily. “What’s that supposed to mean?!”


I shrugged. “I’m active with three partners currently. I don’t presume to know what anyone’s situation is like. I can hardly judge anyone else if their lifestyle choice doesn’t involve monogamy.”


That shut her up, but I felt like I needed to get this out. “I know some of you have been treated poorly at school and I know that putting it like that doesn’t give it the full measure of awfulness that it’s been, but I’m not going to treat you like anything but people. Something terrible happened to each of you. I’m not about to blame you for it. I’m not about to judge your lifestyle before or after that weekend. You have just as much value to me as girls who weren’t there. What happened to you doesn’t diminish you as people. We’ll all undoubtedly bond over this and some of us will become close friends as we find common interests. Some of us may drift, but I’ll never treat you with anything except respect. I need you to know that.”


She nodded and a lot of the girls joined her. That put an end to the discussion and the cheerleaders made arrangements to come back for dinner to plan our new team. It took three trips for all the cars to ferry everyone to the clinic and I was in the last load, owing to the need to lock the house.


By the time I got there, the staff was overwhelmed and looking extremely harassed trying to get everyone’s paperwork filled out. I went to talk to the nurse at the counter and explained briefly that we were there as a group and that I was helping the girls with getting tested after a party that had gone horribly wrong.


“Is there anything I can do to help streamline the process?” I asked delicately.


“Not really,” she admitted. “We have it down to a science, but this is a lot of them at once. I wish you’d called ahead.”


“I apologize. It’s kind of my first rodeo for this kind of thing. Are there costs involved?”


She looked around the waiting room which was standing room only. “There’s a nominal fee of $20 for the basic testing and then an additional charge for the HIV screening.”


“I’m aware the HIV screening is about $70 for the rapid result option, but we can’t do it until the 12th of next month. Can I pay for the exams and the HIV tests now so that they just have to come in on that day and get it done?”


“You’re paying? For ALL of them?”


I nodded. “I am. We all agreed to have them charged to one bill.”


“Why would you do that?” she asked suspiciously.


“So that I can personally use a whole box of staples to pin the receipt to the testicles of the people responsible for this mess,” I said evenly.


That made her blink. She’d seen enough girls come in that she’d encountered just about every scenario imaginable, but this was new. “So you weren’t involved in this ... whatever it was?”


I shook my head. “But people I care about were. So there’s sixty girls here that need exams and HIV Antibody screenings. I can pay that today.”


“How will you be paying that?” she asked, still dubious. “Cash, debit or credit?”


“Cash if you’ll take that amount of it,” I said slipping an envelope out of my jacket. I counted out $100 bills as her eyebrows tried to climb into her hairline. The bill came to $5400. I paid it in full and asked for a receipt for the full charges without divulging names. She printed the bill out for me and made a second copy at my request.


“So you’re not responsible for any of this?” she asked, still confused.


“Nope. I’m just trying to be a friend to these girls and make sure that they get the help they need. The sooner they know if they have an infection or are pregnant, the sooner they can make decisions about what options are right for them.”


“That’s one HELL of a gesture of friendship,” she pointed out.


I shrugged. “I’ve been in a situation where I didn’t have a lot of options for help. If I can help others in that situation, then I count that worth the cost.”


She nodded and I let her get back to work. I stopped to talk to as many of the girls as possible to see if they were doing okay. The exams were taking a while, but we helped by getting the girls in by how soon they needed to be home. The cheerleaders were all having dinner at the house and we made sure their parents knew so that they were aware that they’d be home later.


Lana had already had her screening, so she was taking people home as soon as their testing was done. Everyone had opted to be notified by text message that the results were ready and for most of the tests, they got the news before they went home.


Mercifully, the only blow of the day was that one of the girls was pregnant. She came out weeping and surrounded with hugs as soon as she appeared. We all felt for her and I asked her if she had told her parents what had happened. She shook her head and I nodded. “Do you want some of us to be with you when you talk to them?” I asked gently. She nodded and a few of the girls volunteered to go with her since they were done testing.


I sat down and noticed the anxiety level around the room had gone up greatly since she had come out. The reality of the situation had just been driven home. I sat down next to Gina who looked close to tears. I took her hand in mine and put an arm around her shoulders comfortingly.


“What am I gonna do?!!?” she whispered desperately. “I wasn’t on any birth control! I can’t ... What if I’m...”


“Then we’ll handle it,” I assured her. “We’ll talk about the options and whatever you decide, me and the girls will support you.”


She was shaking like a leaf and her hand was like ice. “I’m scared!” she told me in a small voice and my heart broke for what she’d already been through.


“I know, Sweetie,” I said sadly. “I promise we’ll get you through this though. No one’s going to force you to do anything you don’t want. If you’re pregnant and want to keep the baby, I know more than 60 babysitters you can call on to help. If you want to adopt the baby out, then we’ll support that too. If you don’t think you can handle going through all that, then there’s no shame in refusing to carry a rapist’s baby.”


She shifted to look at me. “The rumors about you and Tricia said that you got her an abortion,” she said and I knew what she was asking.


“The rumors weren’t true,” I told her gently. “Tricia’s never had sex. If you think that’s the option that’s right for you though, that’s what we’ll do.”


She nodded and lowered her head. “What do you think I should do?”


I knew I was back in the minefield and I was suddenly aware that there were a lot of people listening to us.


“I think you should be well, first and foremost. If you think that you want the baby, then keep it. Don’t let anyone tell you that you’re wrong and never stop loving the baby. I’ll help out as much as I can and I know the other girls will too. If you decide that you want to give birth and give the baby up for adoption, we’ll all support you and hold you if you need to cry afterwards. What I think you should do though ... I don’t know. It depends on how things are at home. Would your parents be willing and able to help? Can you make it work for a budget, for school? Those are all important to figure out. Even seeing the pregnancy through, you’ll have more appetite, need new clothes, have difficulty getting around.”


“You sound like you’ve been through this before,” she laughed a little though she was pretty choked up.


“When I found out that Lana and Beck were treated like they were, I started thinking about the possibility a lot,” I told her. “I thought about what pregnancy would do to their lives, their bodies, their family. There’s a lot of changes, but a child comes with a lot of joy too. It’s not an easy choice to make.”


“If it were you, what would you do?” she asked.


I remembered Victoria’s words to me when it had come out and I thought she was right. “At our age, I think I would choose not to have the baby,” I said honestly. “I’ve read some on how extreme childbirth can be on someone young and it’s not healthy for the mother or the baby. The list of complications for both are too high. When you add in the stress from how people treat teen mothers and the difficulty of finishing school while pregnant or caring for a newborn, it’s kind of overwhelming. That’s just what I think I would do if I was facing it though. I would never push that belief onto someone else. If you decide to keep the baby, you have to ask yourself if you can love a little boy or girl who may look a lot like their father.”


She nodded, thinking about it. “I don’t think I could handle that,” she said, frowning. “Does that make me a bad person?”


“No, Sweetie. Not at all,” I told her. “It doesn’t make you a bad person at all. That means that you shouldn’t try to keep the baby though. Whether you have it and give it up for adoption or decide not to have it, that’s one option that we’ve found that’s not right for you.”


“I don’t think I can afford an abortion,” she admitted. “I don’t want to have the baby, but my parents can’t afford that.”


“Have you told them what happened?” I asked gently.


She nodded and I hugged her tighter. I told her softly that we’d take care of her. I sincerely hoped she turned out not to be pregnant, but we’d deal with it when it happened.


I held her while we waited and I saw one of the other cheerleaders, Jessie Mortimer, look over and nod, telling me that she thought I’d said the right thing.


They called the last group and Gina stiffened. “Will you come with me?” she asked. I nodded and she took my hand in both of hers as if afraid someone would try to separate us. Lana had noticed and smiled at me on the way in.


The exam was a little uncomfortable for both of us, but I held her hand through it all.


“You should be tested too,” the doctor told me sternly and I didn’t disagree. She took a copy of the intake sheet and I wrote down my information while Gina’s exam went on. The doctor performed my exam while Gina watched. I was a little embarrassed, but fair was fair. She’d had me in the room while she disrobed. When we were done, I went out to the desk and paid for my exam and a screening for myself to be done at the same time as the others.


Lana had already ferried some of the last batch to the house and they were waiting next door with Beck while we finished up. Gina’s pregnancy test had come back negative and she was still in tears with relief and clinging to me, grateful for staying with her and for everything else she’d decided I’d done for her. We escaped with only one pregnancy across sixty girls. We were so fucking lucky. I just prayed that we hit a perfect score on the infections tests. They were all good so far and I was cautiously optimistic about it since Lana and Beck had done theirs and come back negative. I hoped that all the girls got such good news.


We drove back to the house and as soon as we got there, I ordered pizza for us, adding a bunch of sides that the girls wanted and we sat down to talk about cheer. We had to decide on uniforms, a team name, we had a line on a coach, but nothing solid yet, but the big thing was we needed a practice gym.


We figured out what we needed in a gym and in uniforms. I brought up the website for the uniforms and we went through the options. We were going back and forth on a few ideas when Lana got up and went downstairs. I wasn’t sure what she was after down there, but I was interrupted by the doorbell. I went to pay for the pizzas and handed them off to Gina who had followed me to help. We both had a stack of boxes to put on the counter.


There were 18 of us. How could we eat ten pizzas, four orders of garlic fingers, wings, salads and cinnamon bread? No one seemed to know, but we managed it. Don’t ever let someone tell you cheerleaders are dainty. The belches we all let out after dinner were pretty gross, but we all laughed about it.


When we were done eating, Lana showed us what she’d gone downstairs for. My shield. “There’s our colors,” she said. “We can call ourselves ‘The Patriots’ and use red, white and blue.”


Everyone seemed to love that idea and I chuckled. Another thumb in the eye of the Waterman brothers. We agreed and ordered uniforms for each of us. We were all kind of feeling good because none of the tests came back positive. When we closed the meeting down, I asked Lana if she’d take me to see Cheryl Anders, the girl who had come back pregnant.


That got everyone’s attention as they were leaving. “What are you going to do?” Lana asked.


“Make sure she’s okay, talk to her parents about what happened and see if she’d decided what to do.”


She nodded and Gina wanted to come too, so the three of us set out to her house.


We were met at the door by her mother who told us that Cheryl wasn’t up to seeing friends this evening.


“Please, Mrs. Anders,” I said. “We took Cheryl to get tested. We know what’s going on and we want to check on her and help answer any questions if we can.”


She considered it and finally nodded. We were led into their living room where she was sitting on the sofa. Her father was looking rather helpless and sitting in an armchair which was probably his default spot in the house when he was home. Cheryl got up when we came in and hugged the three of us. She was still crying and we did our best to comfort her. I let the girls squeeze onto the sofa with Cheryl and her mother while I introduced myself to Mr. Anders and took a seat in another chair.


“How are you involved in all of this?” he asked me when we were seated.


“I found out after the fact,” I said. “I don’t know how much Cheryl told you about what happened,” I started, but Cheryl interrupted.


“Everything. They know I was...” she trailed off.


“Okay, Cheryl,” I said gently. “I’ll tell them the rest, Okay?” I waited for her to nod before I started talking about it. How I’d found out about the party and then the drugs and then the rapes and finally about how they were charging for the girls. “Cheryl did nothing wrong,” I stressed. “They were pushing drugs on the girls to subdue them. It was premeditated and monstrous and inhuman. Cheryl has to go for one final test on December 12th to make sure they didn’t infect her or any of the other girls with HIV and then she’s clear.”


“How much will that cost?” her mother asked.


“It’s already paid for,” I said, making her blink.


“Okay,” she said, surprised by that. “Who paid for it?”


“I did,” I said softly. “I paid for all the girls to get one. They can’t be performed until December 12th, but the results are due back within three days so this won’t hang over anyone over Christmas.”


“That’s pretty generous for someone that wasn’t involved,” her father said suspiciously.


I shrugged. “I suppose, but I’ve made enough money recently that I won’t notice the cost and I couldn’t sleep at night if I didn’t do what I could to help.”


“And how did you make this money?” he asked.


“I hospitalized the people that put that party together. The video is online and I get advertising revenue for it when people see it.” I took out my phone and showed him the clip from Halloween.


“That was you?” he asked.


I nodded. “And at least two of those boys were involved in planning that party. I’d bet good money the other two were there for it though.”


“They were,” Gina told me and I nodded.


He handed my phone back to me and sighed. “Well, we’re grateful for you caring enough to do this for Cheryl.”


“You’re very welcome, I said softly. “May I ask if the three of you have discussed what option is right for Cheryl in regard to the pregnancy?” I asked delicately.


“We haven’t gotten that far yet,” her mother said.


I nodded and took a moment. “I think there’s really only three options. She could have the baby and keep it, have the baby and give it up for adoption or choose not to have it. I don’t know what your feelings about terminating unwanted pregnancies are and I don’t want to offend you by bringing up that option, but this is a circumstance that warrants considering it if Cheryl wants it. This happened because someone took her body without her consent and without her being in control.”


I paused, gathering my thoughts and trying to make the point without pushing one option over another. “If she wants to have the baby, then that should be her choice and I’ll support and defend her to anyone who treats her poorly for it. If she decides that she can’t do that to her body or her life then I’ll support and defend that choice too.”


Her mother nodded. “Of course we’ll support her choice,” she said in agreement.


I nodded. “Thank you. I know some people have deep religious or moral objections to considering abortion, but making her carry a baby that was the result of rape if she isn’t in total agreement about doing it would be...”


“Like being raped every day for the next nine months,” Gina supplied helpfully.


“Cheryl,” I said, getting her attention. She’d been clinging to her mother, but looked up at me when I spoke to her. “If you decide that’s what you want to do, let me know and we’ll get it paid for. You don’t have to do this unless it’s what you want. We’re all here for you.” She nodded and I had something else I wanted to say to her. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be here with you when you told your parents. I needed to stay with the other girls in case one of them got the same news you got.”


“It’s okay,” she said. She was exhausted emotionally and I felt like she needed support more than any of the others. “Did anyone else?”


I shook my head. “All the other tests came back negative.”


She started to cry and I got up to go to her, kneeling in front of her to hug her while her mother and Lana hugged her from either side. When she’d calmed down, I took my seat again and sighed, hoping that this was sincerely the last bad news for the rest of the year.


Her father looked at me and thanked me for coming around to help Cheryl. “I think we have a lot to talk about before bed tonight.” He hesitated before asking what was on his mind. “Those boys...”


“Two of them will never walk right again,” I told him. “One will need hip replacement and the other has a shattered kneecap.”


He nodded. “But they’ll be back in the school eventually, right?”


“I’ll look out for Cheryl and make sure that she doesn’t have any trouble with them,” I said. “When they come back to school, I expect they’ll want to have a chat with me more urgently than they’ll be interested in harassing the girls that were at that party. I intend to make sure they don’t do it again though.”


He nodded. “So long as you intend to make sure they don’t do anything to my little girl again,” he said. If we took one of the Waterman brothers, he’d want to do something awful to them himself. We understood each other.


The three of us got up and said goodbye to them and then went home. Gina’s car was still at my place so she had to pick it up anyway. The three of us said a very subdued goodbye and I tackled my evening routine of workout, shower, checked social media which had been mostly quiet since the news of our sponsor. I intended to put up a new video tonight, but I didn’t have it in me so I cleaned up the kitchen and went to bed.


Chapter 31


The next day, Lilly was talking about her visit with Charlotte at the hospital and how much better she looked and sounded. I was glad that they had a good visit and hoped that meant that she was nearly ready to come home.


The day was completely mundane in every way and I breathed a sigh of relief at the break. Lana drove me to my appointment with Carl and afterwards, he and I talked a little while she did homework to amuse herself.


“How’ve you been this week?” he asked, knowing I hadn’t taken the news well, the week before.


“I’m doing better, I think,” I said truthfully. “It came as a complete shock when you told me, but the more I’m thinking about it, I’m just grateful that we have time to spend together. Yeah, I’m grateful we can bring in a replacement, but I’m more glad I have some time to spend with you before things turn into an emergency.”


He nodded and we talked of more mundane things. “When things get a little closer to the end, I have some things I want you to have. I’m doing the same with Victoria. I don’t want my will to hold things up, so I haven’t named those things in it. Instead, I specified that the things I want you to have aren’t there because I’ve already distributed them to you both. Well, there IS one small thing that’s in my will, but that’s not something that I want to be talked out of, so you’ll have to wait until the will is read.”


I smiled and wiped my eyes. “I’m touched that you wanted me to have something of yourself,” I told him and he smiled.


“I think if I gave you my collection of fridge magnets, you’d cherish them like you would prized artifacts from my career,” he joked lightly.


I laughed. “You’re probably right,” I told him. “The fact that they were yours lends them importance.”


“Well worry not, son. What I have for you will be much more useful to you than knickknacks. I think you’ll approve. For now though, you need to go home. Hug someone and be young. I’ll email you anything you need to know and I’ll see you next week.”


We hugged before I left and I told him that I loved him and thanked him for everything he’d done for me. We both knew there’d come a day that I wouldn’t have the chance to tell him again, so I made the most of it.


On the way home, Lana brought it up. “He’s really putting you in his will?” she asked, surprised.


“Sounds like it,” I said. “I don’t imagine it’s anything big. I’d guess most of his estate will go back to the college in donations or to charities he believes in strongly.”


“Still, you’ve made a big impression on him for him to do that,” she said.


I nodded and wiped my eyes. I suspected I was going to be weepy for the rest of the night.


When we got home, I heated up something simple for myself and went downstairs to post a new video. Instead of waiting to post something, I embraced what I was feeling and talked a little about how sad I was that Carl was dying, but how I was trying to turn that into a positive by focusing on the charity event for April 2nd. I talked about being grateful for all the people in my life and for my own health and hoped that everyone watching was doing well.


“My mentor told me tonight to go home, hug someone and be young. I think that’s good advice. So go home, hug someone and be young.”


I stopped recording and posted the video before starting my workout. When I was done, I got my shower and started work on Tricia’s Christmas gift, sketching out the portrait in the rough before I started painting it. I was doing it on canvass and started on the most challenging part of the painting: her mother. I kept an eye on the pics I’d printed from her Facebook and the ones I’d seen of her in their living room. I intended this to be a family portrait that they could hang in the living room and be proud of for years to come. I worked on the painting until I started getting tired and then I hid the canvas in the closet where it wouldn’t get jostled and went to bed.





Wednesday was a similarly tranquil day. Cheryl had started sitting with Tricia at lunch the day before and the two of them were hitting it off. That made me happy for both of them. My lunch was spent surrounded by the cheer team and Beck. We took up three tables and when I arrived for lunch, they already had my spot picked out in the center with my lunch waiting for me. I chuckled and told them they were gonna spoil me.


“Maybe, but we already have your dance card for Saturday filled for any dance you’ll let us have,” Jessie told me.


I chuckled. “That’s not my call. You have to ask Tricia. I’m there with her. She gets as much of my attention as she wants. If she wants it all, we’ll have to dance another night. That’s the way it should be. I’ll try to dance with all of you though if your dates will put up with me sweeping you off your feet.”


“We’re all flying solo,” Gina said. “After that party, we all kind of decided that the guys in this school can fuck off. Present company exempted, of course. Since we’re all a little hazy on who was there, we’re not taking chances.”


“Maybe we should put together a list of who was there from everyone’s recollections,” I suggested. “Kind of narrow the no-fly list a bit and then let some of the other girls know what they might be getting into.”


“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” Lana said. “At least then we can get a clear picture of who was there so that we don’t date anyone that was there, but they didn’t see or didn’t remember.”


We had a relatively good lunch and the afternoon went just as quickly. Lana and Beck took me to see Dr. Spencer and to my surprise, came in with me. “You’re meeting Dr. Gionetti today, remember?” Beck asked me lightly.


“I remember. I didn’t know that it was going to be a group round table though,” I told them.


“Is that okay?” Lana asked uncertainly.


“Sure. I just wasn’t aware of the circumstances. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”


We knocked on Dr. Spencer’s door and when she opened it, I smiled. I could smell the roses already. “Hello, Dr. Spencer!” I said in my most chipper voice. “Is that a new perfume I smell?”


“No, Matthew,” she said a little more formally than normal. “Someone sent me flowers. The card was cryptic, so I’m left to guess at who would be so extravagant.”


“Undoubtedly someone who’s deeply grateful for you. I only wish I’d thought of it,” I said loud enough for everyone and then muttered, “sooner,” under my breath for her ears only.


Lana and Beck gaped at the bouquet that filled to coffee table. “Wow! Those must have cost a fortune!” Lana gushed.


“I can only assume,” she said, taking her seat.


Dr. Gionetti was sitting in the other chair across from her and I went to shake her hand and introduce myself. “Everyone else here knows each other,” I pointed out. “This is the first time I’ve had a chance to meet you. Thank you for helping Lana and Beck,” I said as I settled on the end of the couch closest to her, with the girls to my right.


“It’s my pleasure,” she said with a smile. “They really are delightful girls. What’s gone on has been unfortunate.”


“Events have evolved this past week. I’d say my understanding of events downgrades them from unfortunate to ghastly. I don’t know if the girls talked to you about it, but I updated Dr. Spencer when I became aware of what had happened.”


She nodded. “Lana and Becky called me after you brought up the issue of how the drugs were paid for. I’ve also heard that you’re paying for HIV tests and abortions for all.”


“That makes it sound a little like I’m giving away prizes,” I said dryly. “I’m just making sure those girls all get tested and explore their options. Fortunately there was only one pregnancy. She’s considering what option is right for her. When she makes up her mind, I’ll do what I can to help.”


She nodded. “That’s pretty much what the girls told me and more than anyone has a right to expect, particularly from someone as young as you are.”


“I can’t take credit for that,” I said with a shrug. “Dr. Spencer is responsible for a lot of my most level-headed decisions. If not for her, I’d have long since run screaming into the wild blue yonder.”


She chuckled. “A good therapist only works with what’s available to her.”


“Well, I keep telling her I’m available to her, but my good looks and charm don’t seem to be having an affect on her. Maybe I should consider sending her flowers,” I sighed dramatically, tapping the table with my toe.


“Yes, I see what you mean, Victoria,” she chuckled, amused.


Dr. Spencer smiled and inclined her head slightly. “He’s like this most of the time,” she chuckled. “It’s when he’s not flirting that I worry about what’s going on in his head.”


We talked for about an hour, all told before she took the girls back to her office and left the two of us to talk.


When the door closed after them, Victoria looked at me with a small smile. “I understand that Carl has put you down in his will,” she said lightly, ignoring the elephant in the room.


I nodded. “Has he told you what he’s placed in there?” I asked.


“He has,” she said cryptically. “I approve of what he has in mind. I think you will too, but you’ll want to protest if he tells you about it beforehand.”


“That sounds ominous,” I said, worriedly.


“Let’s just say that Carl has arranged things the way he wants them and you will find them satisfactory once you get over your initial reaction.”


“I may just surprise you,” I said lightly.


“Oh?” she asked. “In what way?”


“I respect and trust you and Carl both. You both say this is something that I’ll be pleased and agree with. Even if it’s a shock, initially, I can’t see me protesting. Carl’s last wishes are important to me. Whether they catch me off guard or not, it’s so important to honor them to me that I couldn’t object.”


“Well, he’s named very few people in his will,” she said delicately.


I nodded. “He said that a lot of the things he wants us to have personally, he’ll gift to us ahead of time and make note of that in his will. I also expect that he’ll donate a lot of his estate to charity or back to the college.”


“He has made some bequeaths of that nature. He hasn’t named me in his will and I have agreed with that. He knows that neither of us has a need for money and that his gifts for me are sentimental in nature. Books mostly. Carl had a passion for first editions that I appreciated so his library will come to me over the next few weeks. In return, I bought him a new tablet and filled it with books for him so he wouldn’t miss the literature.”


I nodded. “He said he has a few similar presents for me, but he hasn’t gone into much detail.”


She smiled. “I think you’ll be happy with them. No hints from me though.”


I nodded, understanding. “They’re his surprises to reveal,” I agreed.


“That’s something for next week though. Right now, I want to talk about your plans to punish the boys that have done all this. You’re still moving forward?”


I shook my head. “Not really. I mean if they broke into the house in the middle of the night, I’d gleefully accept them as a gift from the Gods. If they were subdued by someone else and that turned out to be a clean getaway, also great.”


“And what would you do if they fell into your lap unexpectedly?” she asked.


“I dunno. I don’t think they’d survive it though. I know I’d give the girls a chance to get their own back from them. They deserve to punish them more than I do.”


“That is undoubtedly true and you’ve already taken steps to punish them yourself. I would advise you leave it at that unless they give you more reason to be angry with them.”


“I sort of agree. The misery they caused creates a sort of a moral objection to that. Sort of a complicity with evil conflict that I struggle with, but I suspect that they’ll give me a chance to resolve it.” I shrugged and let the thought go. “They’ll probably be in casts for weeks still. From what I remember, it’s about six weeks for bones to heal completely. I dunno about hip or knee surgery.”


“See if you can stay out of trouble,” she suggested with a slight smile. “Now, about the flowers...”


“I apologize,” I said. “I should have done it long ago.”


“They’re very nice,” she admitted. “They’re also very extravagant.”


“Have you sent a picture to Samantha yet?” I asked playfully.


“Worse,” she chuckled. “I had her meet me here for us to go to lunch together. She’s anxious to talk to you.”


“Wants to discuss the size of the arrangement?” I laughed.


“Possibly. I refused to tell her what had earned me this unexpected surprise, partly because I had no idea and partly to see what she’d do with it.”


“Nefarious, doctor,” I congratulated her. “I like it. Consider those flowers just another way that I tell you how I feel about you. I hope you’ve already sent a picture to Carl. He’ll be delighted to see it.”


She chuckled at that. “I think so too,” she agreed and snapped a picture with her own phone, sending it to him. “Now what shall we do for Samantha?” she asked. I was delighted by the playful smile on her face. It was a side of her that I was seeing a little more frequently. I’d become a collector of smiles thanks to Lana.


“I have an idea, if you’re interested in an experiment,” I grinned at her. I explained what I had in mind and she burst out in laughter when I was finished.


“I love it. You’ll have to come back and let me know how it works out.” She wrote out the note and kissed the bottom of it before she prepared me for Samantha. This time, there was only a single bite and a kiss on one cheek.


I left her office and walked to Samantha’s whistling softly, knowing that Samantha was likely going to be deeply amused when she realized the joke. I knocked on her door and she let me in, looking disappointed at the single kiss on my cheek.


“After that bouquet, she only kissed you on the cheek?” she sounded disappointed. “I guess that tells you what treatment she appreciates more,” she allowed with a shrug.


“Oh, I don’t know,” I said and passed her the note. “I’m told to cooperate with you fully unless you ask me for what’s in the note.”


She read the note and looked at me shrewdly. “So Victoria’s sending me on a scavenger hunt?”


“I don’t think I’d put it in quite those terms,” I said sourly. “That makes it sound like you’re picking over my corpse. More like hide and go seek. That seems far more playful.”


“I see,” she smirked and had me stand up. I let her look over my face and neck, she pulled out my lips to look for teeth marks. She looked over my ears and even combed through my scalp to see if she’d bitten me in the hairline to hide it. She had me strip off my shirt and examined me front and back without uncovering the solitary bite. She wouldn’t find it. I knew that.


She was frustrated, but glanced at my jeans. “She wouldn’t,” she whispered to herself, but didn’t sound so certain. “Shoes and socks,” she ordered and I bared my feet obediently for a thorough inspection, wiggling my toes for her to make sure there were no little nip marks on any of them.


When she couldn’t find anything, she pushed my jeans up my legs as far as she could before sighing. “Alright. Get ‘em off,” she said.


I chuckled and obediently stood before her in my underwear while she inspected me front and back, the inside of my thighs and as far as she could push my underwear out of the way.


She had her fingers in the waistband of my shorts, ready to pull them down when she looked up at me suspiciously. “There IS no bite mark, is there?” she asked irritably.


“Oh, she bit me,” I confirmed. “I’m to tell you if you find the spot, even if the mark has faded, but you’re not there yet.” I grinned at her.


She narrowed her eyes and tugged down my shorts. Her examination wasn’t particularly erotic, but she was thorough, even spreading my cheeks to make sure she hadn’t bitten me on the inside of one of them.


“BULLSHIT!” she said. “There’s nothing anywhere! You said you’d tell me if I found it.”


“Do you give up?” I asked.


She was fuming, but nodded. “There’s no way she bit you. I checked everywhere.”


“Not everywhere,” I told her and slowly stuck out my tongue where there was a just barely visible bite mark.


She stared at it for a long time and then laughed uproariously. “Your idea,” she accused. “I can tell.”


I shrugged. “I only suggested it,” I told her, starting to get dressed unhurriedly. “She endorsed it enthusiastically. I think next time we’ll have to invent something a little more involved, but I’m sure you already have thoughts of revenge for this.”


She watched me get dressed and pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Maybe when you’re sixteen,” she allowed. “This was just a very thorough exam.”


“Spoilsport!” I accused her with a laugh, sitting down to put my socks and shoes on. “I understand the two of you had lunch today. Did you like her new office decorations?”


She snorted at that. “I suppose I can’t complain. I got my orchids first. I never got a bouquet that big though,” she said sharply.


“And Victoria was never invited to watch me break Hanna,” I pointed out calmly.


“That’s true,” she admitted, calming down. “Now I need to figure something to return you to Victoria with...” She tapped her finger on her blotter thoughtfully. “You’re not willing to offer suggestions, are you?” she asked, not coming to any conclusions.


I shrugged. “I have many thoughts,” I said with a smirk. “Each one is probably further past the line that you’re comfortable venturing so that limits my imagination.”


“Sure you do, but let’s save those thoughts for when we’re both out of other ideas. For now, let’s just think in less pornographic terms.”


I thought about it for a moment. I had an idea, but I wasn’t sure she’d like it. “Give me your underwear,” I said. “Write her a note that says that you couldn’t find the bite, but gave me a consolation prize instead.”


She thought about it and shrugged. “I can afford to lose a pair of panties, I suppose.” She lifted her hips and hiked up her skirt, starting to reach under it for her panties.


I shook my head. “Nope. Do it right, Samantha. You stripped me down to my smile. Fair is fair.”


She gave me an evil look, but stood and unzipped her skirt, folding it and laying it on her desk when she’d stepped out of it. Her legs were deliciously bare, but the tails of her shirt covered the most interesting parts. She reached for her panties again and I shook my head.


“All of it? Really?” she asked, exasperated.


I shrugged. “You could refuse, but then we’re back to what will you do to spar with Victoria,” I pointed out.


She sighed and the blouse went next, folded on top of the skirt. She put her hands on her hips. She was truly gorgeous, her body nearly perfect and the matching purple bra and panties did more to accentuate her beauty than I would have believed. She went to her panties and slipped them down her hips, stepping out of them and handing them over.


“It seems a shame to break up a lovely set like that,” I pointed out, taking them from her and folding them carefully. They were still warm and slightly damp. I was tempted to sniff them, curious as I was about her aroma, but I felt it better to wait and savor that from the source if she was ever inclined to allow it.


She chuckled and reached behind her to unclasp her bra and pulled it off her shoulders, letting the cups fall away from her breasts. I’d been right months ago when I said they were her pride and joy. They stood proud on her chest and were magnificent. I took her bra from her and folded it carefully, slipping both into my backpack before turning my attention to her.


“You are Heavenly to behold,” I told her, my eyes drinking her in. “I once drew a drawing of you from the end of a perfect day. If fortune smiles on us both, then someday I’ll see that in more than my mind’s eye. I hope on that day, you’ll be dressed just as you are now and the sun isn’t the only thing going down.” I smiled at her lewdly and came around the desk to look at her more closely. Her nipples were indeed pierced and she had small bars in them. It was her eyes I was interested in now though. She looked confident, but not certain.


I reached up a hand and caressed her cheek. She’d been sure I was reaching for her breasts, but that wasn’t for today. “Thank you for showing me all of you. I know how closely you safeguard yourself from others. It means a lot to me that you trust me enough to show me the parts that you’re most proud of.”


I stretched up and kissed her lightly before picking up her blouse and holding it for her to dress.


She grinned at me and I saw more beauty in that smile than in all the rest of her. She turned and wiggled her ass at me lightly before backing up and slipping her arms into the sleeves. She buttoned it quickly and I picked up her skirt, kneeling behind her to hold it for her to step into. The added bonus of a close-up view of her ass didn’t hurt either.


When I drew it up her legs and over her hips, her hands rested on mine and she pulled them around her waist and up to her breasts to press my hands into the soft flesh. I could feel the hard bumps of her nipples and the bars in them and I gave them a gentle squeeze before I let them go.


She tucked in her blouse and zipped up her skirt before giving me a quick peck on the lips. She wrote out the note and then sent me off to deliver it with an impish grin.


I knocked on Dr. Spencer’s door and when she opened it, she took in my disheveled hair and the only faint traces of lipstick on my lips and arched an eyebrow. I handed her the note and she beckoned me inside.


“Dare I ask what gift you got from her?” she asked with a smirk.


I pulled the bra and panties from my backpack and then refolded them and put them away.


“That’s an escalation I wouldn’t have expected,” she said, surprised. “Are those mementos or the actual prize?”


“I don’t think she’s quite ready to go that far ... yet. She WAS very generous about how she gave them to me though,” I told her with a smile.


She nodded, gathering what I was telling her and smiling at me. “How thorough a job did she do looking for a bite mark?” she asked.


“We hid it in the only place she didn’t check. That’s probably the last time we can get away with something like that. She was VERY thorough. It honestly didn’t occur to me that you might have bitten the bottoms of my feet.”


She laughed about that. “Alright, your homework assignment is to figure out what to do for next week and to stay our of trouble.”


“I think I can handle ... some of that,” I said, skeptical about the staying out of trouble. “Usually trouble finds me though.”


“That’s true. For now, just get out of here and I’ll see you next week.”


I stopped on the way out of the hospital to see my mother briefly. I wasn’t about to be in the building without talking to her. She was interested in how we were doing and said she was thrilled to see Lilly on Monday. I asked if she needed anything and she said she was only really interested in seeing us. I told her that time was tight on Saturday, because of the dance, but I’d come see her on Sunday morning instead.


“I can put Patty or the girls on your visitor’s list, if you want,” I told her.


She hesitated, but shook her head. “Ask me again in a week or two and I’ll think about it. For now, just the two of you.”


I nodded and we had a pleasant visit before I went home to get dinner for myself. I decided to call Hanna to ask about the coach she knew. I called all my girls through the week, whether online or by phone at least a few times a week, but Hanna had no patience for computers and used hers as little as possible.


“Hi, Master,” she said, answering the phone. “I was hoping you’d call. Do you have a little time for me tomorrow night?”


“Always!” I said. “All you ever have to do is show up. I’ll make time,” I told her. “I was actually calling to find out if you had a chance to talk to the woman who might be interested in coaching.”


“I finally ran into her today,” she told me. “Her name is Tina Wall and she’s interested. She coached a few Olympic hopefuls. She wants to meet with you and the team. When did you want to do that?”


“Either tomorrow after school or Monday. We’ve been meeting Monday and Thursday to work on planning.”


“What do you have so far?” she asked.


“We ordered our uniforms, picked out our team name and now we’re working on a coach and gym space.”


“Gym space is easy enough,” she said lightly. She gave me the information on two that were relatively close to the school. I told her I’d call them tomorrow and we’d talk it over at the meeting tomorrow.


“I’ve been ordering dinner when we’re planning,” I told her. “Chinese okay with you for tomorrow night?”


“That sounds good. I’m also gonna crank your stretch up to the next level since you’ve been at it a couple of weeks now.”


“Just so long as I’m functional for Saturday,” I told her. “I’m taking Tricia to a school dance that night.”


“You’ll be fine,” she promised. “You were good the next day after I tried to break you. I kind of want you limber for the February break. My sister is planning to come up to see me. I want you in shape for that.”


I chuckled. “You want me to take video of me turning your sister into a believer?” I asked.


“Maybe,” she said with a throaty laugh.


“Kinky!” I said. “I like it.”


She laughed and told me that she’d talk to me tomorrow night and she’d send Tina to my place to meet the team.


I put in some extra time on my workout and checked some social media, making a post on my day. My popularity on YouTube was starting to even off, but it still looked like I was making a fair number of views. It spiked every few days as news outlets reported it or it got exposure somewhere else. I got showered and turned in a little earlier than normal.


Chapter 32


Thursday was a day like any other and I was starting to really appreciate having the normalcy of a routine. My courses were going well. I was talking to Tricia three or four times a day as our classes allowed and I wasn’t getting hard stares in the hallway. Later on, I’d remember this time fondly. It wasn’t destined to last.


At lunch I told the girls about the coach meeting us at my place. We had enough cars between Gina, Lana and Jessie that we could all squeeze in for the ride to my place.


They were thrilled at that news and then I excused myself to call the gyms about pricing and availability. The first one seemed ideal, but the price seemed high. The second had a good price, but they weren’t sure their facilities were what we’d need when I explained the rental purpose, explaining that some of the safety mats we’d want would be in short supply. I called back the first place and arranged to pay for the first seven months if they could give us the gym from 3:30 to 6:00 on Mondays and Thursdays. They promised that was doable and I told them I’d be by tomorrow with the amount they’d quoted me for the full gym for that time.


When I returned to the cafeteria, they squealed with delight and I was buried in hugs from excited girls before I had to go to meet Tricia to walk her to lunch before my class started.


She grinned at me and I told her that we were going to be meeting a coach after school to get everything ironed out. She told me she was glad that it was working out and she kissed me softly. “Cheryl would like you to come visit her for dinner tomorrow,” she told me. “She wants to tell you what she decided.”


“I won’t ask you for a hint, but how do you feel about her decision?” I asked.


“I think she made the right choice,” she said. “I think you’ll agree when she talks to you and tells you why.”


I nodded and then I had to run to class.


At the end of the day, we piled into the cars and I cheated to get Tricia a ride home, sitting on my lap while I kissed her neck and ear lightly, making her squirm.


We went right home and she walked from there, but she was only a few blocks away.


We all piled into the house and I brought up the uniform site to display our uniforms and then brought up the rest of our planning.


We were just going over the gym information when there was a knock at the door. I got up to answer it and found a woman in her early to mid forties standing there looking at me curiously. “Hi,” I said. “Tina Wall?”


“Yes,” she said. “You’re Mr. Russell?” She seemed surprised. “I thought ... Never mind,” she shook her head and offered me her hand. “It’s good to meet you.”


I smiled and shook her hand, inviting her in. I introduced her to the girls and we all sat down to talk about what we were looking for and what I needed outside the cheer work.


“Yes, Hanna mentioned you were in training for an event that would need you to be more acrobatic than you are now,” she said with a slight smile. “She didn’t say what it was specifically, but that you’d want to be flashy for a crowd.”


I explained the skills test I was coming up to and why I wanted to be more agile. She nodded and seemed interested. “I think I can help you with both the gymnastics and the cheerleading. If you’re agreeable, I’d bring my daughter to help out. She’s in training right now and could use the extra gym time. She’d be willing to help out in exchange for some time to work on her routines.”


We were all okay with that and I asked what she’d charge us for coaching until the end of June.


She thought about it and told me that she’d be able to do it for $12,000 for the full season and stressed that it was a fair price for a devoted coach and an assistant.


I didn’t haggle with her. I thought she made a good point and had a lot to offer. I asked her how she preferred to be paid and we worked out a payment schedule. I wrote her a check for the first installment and we shook hands. I told her where we’d be practicing and that I’d already booked the facility for Mondays and Thursdays.


“If we need more gym time closer to competition season, we’ll work out an arrangement for that, but I think we’ll be pretty thrilled to have you two days a week.”


She told us she looked forward to working with us and we all shook hands before we showed her out. She said she’d register our club officially with the correct athletic associations.


The girls were giddy and I ordered enough food to feed twice as many people while we planned it out. Once we beat that topic to death, the topic of the shit-list came up. They’d put together the list between all of them of who’d been there that night. I scanned the list and didn’t see any names the world should be sad to see removed. There were a few I’d considered friends before, but most of them had been on Lana and Beck’s lists, so they didn’t surprise me.


“Personally, if they found it impossible to get a date until they move away to college, I think that’s fitting. Of course, if someone hit each of them in the balls with a five-pound hammer, I’d be okay with it too.” That got a lot of appreciative murmurs.


“I heard Vance is out,” Jessie said. “He’s not back in school yet, but I heard one of the guys in my homeroom say that they saw him outside his house yesterday. Rumor is that he’ll be back in school on Monday.”


I smiled. “Who wants to take bets on how long before he comes after me?” I asked, chuckling.


“If he’s back on Monday,” Lana mused, “I’d say he’ll be expelled before the end of the day.”


They laughed and agreed about that. “Do us a favor and curb-stomp his balls when he hits the ground this time?” Jessie asked.


“You’re betting on me to put him down?” I asked with a grin.


“I am,” Lana said. “I’ve seen you in your kung fu class. You break boards. A few of his bones shouldn’t be tough.”


I nodded. “I sincerely hope he’s learned his lesson, but I doubt it. Starting tomorrow, I want everyone to watch out for each other. Keep an eye out and if you see Vance harassing a girl or following one, record it. If he touches one, call me even if I’m in class and I’ll be there. If I get expelled, it really doesn’t mean a lot, but I’ll make sure he never walks again if he puts hands on any of you again.”


They nodded and I felt like a few of them were genuinely upset about this news. I frowned and thought that I needed to figure out something else I could do to help these girls.


“Tomorrow I’m gonna go looking to see if I can find a local supplier who can get us enough pepper spray to get each of you girls a can to carry with you in case you get cornered. I don’t want any of you defenseless and waiting on someone to rescue you. I want you to have the ability to protect yourselves.”


They seemed a little more relaxed when I told them that and the food arrived shortly after that. I was paying for it and handing it off to the girls to take to the kitchen to unpack when I saw Hanna’s jeep pull up. I grinned and held the door open for her as the delivery guy was getting back in his car. She kissed me passionately and hung up her coat before she realized we were being watched.


“Uh...” she said uncomfortably as she saw the roomful of cheerleaders gaping at her and me. “Matt?”


I snickered a little and bailed her out. “Hanna, this is the cheerleading team that used to cheer for the high school. We just met with Tina a little while ago. She seemed confused by my age as much as they’re shocked by yours. I’m sure she’ll have questions for you the next time she sees you. Girls, this is Hanna. She’s my personal trainer, fitness coach, girlfriend and the most athletic person I know.”


“Hi Hanna,” Lana said brightly, coming to hug her briefly. “Nice to see you again.”


“Hi, Lana,” she said, still not certain what to make of the other girls. That lasted less than a minute.


“You really taught Matt that stretch he does?”


“That stretch is extreme! Is it really for ballet? Where did you learn it?”


She answered questions while we all ate, gathered around the table and the counters since there just wasn’t room for 19 people to all sit at the table at once.


The whole team questioned Hanna about how she met me and what we were going to be doing later. There was a lot of giggling and I finally stepped in to rescue her. “Okay, girls,” I said. “Leave the poor woman alone. She’s a little nervous about this many questions all at once. She hasn’t even had a chance to figure out who’s who here.”


They pouted, but they were all having fun, mostly at my expense, but in her direction.


“I wish I hadn’t asked Emma and Zoe for a little time alone,” she said, feeling a little overwhelmed. “They would have taken some attention away.”


“But tonight, you wanted some attention,” I pointed out to more giggles from the girls.


When we finally kicked them all out, they each hugged me and kissed me on the cheek. They also gave Hanna hugs on the way out and asked her to keep stretching me out like that.


I closed the door behind them and chuckled. “Filthy-minded creatures!” I declared with a grin. “God bless their perverted hearts.”


Hanna laughed and we shared a deep, satisfying kiss that left us both breathless. We cleaned up dinner, put the leftovers in the fridge and headed downstairs. She wanted to stretch me out completely and I obligingly stripped for her to do it.


I groaned as she pushed me harder than she had before and I could already feel pain in my muscles. “This ... is ... pay ... back ... for ... the ... team...” I accused her between desperate gasps as she pushed me to the point of distress and then held it until I wasn’t sure I’d be able to walk tomorrow.


When we were done, she went out to her jeep for the bags of ice that she’d picked up from the fitness center. It was in the mid 20’s all day so there was no chance they’d thaw in the back of the jeep. She filled the tub upstairs and half-carried me up to the tub.


“You okay?” she asked, starting to worry when I collapsed into the tub almost boneless.


“I dunno,” I admitted seriously. “That was pretty deep.” I was feeling like a couple of my joints were hyper-extended and several muscles felt like there might be minor tearing.


I endured the bath and four more like it before she took me to bed. She was looking at me with some concern as she rubbed me down carefully, her fingers trying to ease the discomfort in my limbs. “I’m sorry, Master,” she said, contritely. “I didn’t want to injure you. I was only trying to get you into complete shape for when you meet my sister. I guess I wanted you to exceed her in every possible way.”


“I’m not dead yet,” I pointed out lightly. “The first time you did this, I thought I was gonna die before you were done. You’ll have to keep me limber tomorrow and then be back after work to make sure I’m not suffering.”


“Go to the hospital if you’re in pain tomorrow!” she said, stricken by the thought that I might not.


“To sit in emergency for hours and be told to go home, rest, take ibuprofen and don’t overdo it again?” I asked dryly. “I’ll take the ibuprofen and wait for you. You’re the expert.”


She nodded, but I could tell that she was hoping I wouldn’t be in pain tomorrow. So was I. We cuddled up and I could tell she wanted more, but I was just wrecked from what she’d put me through. In the end, I talked her into a sixty-nine with her on top while I ate her rotten. I loved her body. Her clit was even bigger than Beck’s and just as sensitive. It wasn’t the hard fucking that she’d been hoping for, but neither of us were unhappy when we went to bed that night.





In the morning, I felt like I’d been in a car accident, but Hanna dutifully massaged my whole body and promised to do the same again tonight as soon as work was over. She reluctantly repeated last night’s stretch with me to keep everything from tightening up too much, but she was far more gentle about it this time. It was a hell of a way to start Friday off.


We showered and dressed and she carried my backpack next door to have breakfast with the rest of the family. I groaned as I stepped over the picket fence, wondering why we had put off installing that gate we’d talked about.


She looked stricken by how much difficulty I was having, but I was determined to get through it. There was a lot of teasing at breakfast and Patty was the worst.


“Did you record what you did to him?” she asked Hanna curiously toward the end of the meal. “None of the rest of us can make him suffer into the next day.”


“It wasn’t anything like that,” Hanna said, surprised. “Really! I just pushed him too hard.”


“Then shouldn’t YOU have trouble walking too?” Beck laughed.


Fortunately that made Hanna laugh, taking her by surprise. “No, I stretched him out too hard. I’m trying to get him ready for all the gymnastics work.”


“Worse than what he was doing before?” Lana asked, surprised.


“Yeah. I got to Level 2 last night,” I said lightly. “How many more steps are there to this?”


“For what I can do?” Hanna asked. “Probably two or three more. Then you’d need a devoted flexibility coach.”


We talked for another few minutes and then separated for our day. At lunch, I made a call out in the hall for a limo for tomorrow night since neither of us could drive. I gave them the times and made arrangements to stop by the office that afternoon. I returned to the table and asked Lana for help with errands after school.


“I’ll do it!” Gina piped up before she could answer, surprising me, but Lana winked at me and smiled.


“That sounds great, Gina. Thanks.” I told her I had five stops I had to make before I needed to be at Cheryl’s since I’d been invited to dinner to talk to her.


She nodded and asked where we were going. I told her that a couple of the stops were a surprise, but the gym was first.


I suddenly remembered that I had a conflict in my plans for the day and had to excuse myself. I called Hanna at work and told her I had to talk to one of the girls that had been hurt at the party. I asked if 7:30 was okay and she said that it was fine. She told me that Emma and Zoe were in the gym, so she’d tell them the same. I thanked her and just had time to breathe a sigh of relief before running off to talk to Tricia.


“Hey!” I said brightly. “I forgot to ask what color your dress is,” I told her. “I need to know what sort of corsage to get you to match it.”


“No you don’t,” she said lightly, kissing me sweetly. “It’s already in the fridge at home. We picked it up last night. You need to wear a red tie though.”


I laughed. “So that’s how it is?” Okay. I’ll pick you up at 6:30 for dinner before the dance. What time do you need to be home?”


“I’m allowed out until 2, same as last time. Who’s driving us?” she asked curiously.


“That’s MY surprise,” I told her with a cryptic smile.


“What did you do?” she asked, her nose crinkling like it did when she was suspicious.


“Fell in love with you,” I told her with a grin and another kiss. “By the way, tell Cheryl I’ll be there and text me what time. I’ve got some errands after school, but they shouldn’t take too long.”


“I asked her yesterday. She said 5:30 is when dinner usually is. If you’re there early, she’ll talk to you before dinner. If not, then after.”


“Sounds good. Tell her we’re all behind her.” I gave her a hug and told her I loved her again and then I was off to class.


Afterwards, Gina found me at my locker and we took off. “What’s our first stop?” she asked brightly.


“The gym,” I told her. “I promised them cash today and I’ve been nervous walking around with it all day, so the sooner I can get rid of it, the better.”


“How much is it?” she asked as we got in the car and she started it.


“Not as much as it would have been if we’d started in September. It comes out to $24,000 for the rest of the season. We have the gym from 3:30 ‘til 6 every Monday and Thursday until June 30th. That’s really not terrible considering they have everything we need.”


“Are you shitting me?!!?” she blurted. “You’ve been carrying that much money all day?!!? At lunch?”


I nodded and pulled out the three bricks I’d pulled out this morning. “It was sitting in the bottom of my backpack next to you while I went outside to make calls.”


“Holy shit! I’ve never even SEEN that much money before. I mean I know you’re rich, but to SEE it like that? Oh my God! Put it away before I crash the car.”


I chuckled and nodded, slipping it back into my backpack as we headed to the gym. We were shown into the finance office at the gym and asked if there was an adult with us.


“Not today,” I said. “I’m team treasurer and she’s team captain. Our coach will be with us for every practice, starting Monday.


I paid the fee in cash which made everyone involved nervous. “How is it that you have this much money on hand in wrapped bundles?” their accountant wanted to know.


“I’m independently wealthy,” I told them. “Between a million dollar YouTube channel and a recently settled lawsuit with the hospital, I’m able to withdraw large deposits like this. I would have paid by check, but I promised you cash and I felt you’d be reluctant to accept that a check was valid from someone my age.”


They didn’t like it, but they nodded. The rental agreement was made out to me personally and the name of our cheer club second. I broke the band on the third bundle and counted out the $4000 after passing over the two full bricks. The remaining $6000 went back into the backpack except one bill that I handed over to Gina on the way out.


“What’s this for?” she asked, confused.


“Gas,” I said. “Normally, I’d take you out for dinner and spend some time hanging out, but since I have to be at Cheryl’s when we’re done and then the dance is tomorrow, the earliest I’d be able to do anything like that to thank you would be Sunday, so the least I can do is pay for the gas for all the running around.” I grinned at her and we got back in the car.


She passed it back to me and smirked. “I think I’d rather dinner on Sunday,” she told me.


I nodded and put it away. I’d long since learned not to argue with women when they set their mind to something. “Then wear something dressy,” I told her. “I know a nice place to take you if I can get a table.” I called LaSalle’s and asked for a table tomorrow night and one for Sunday night while we drove to the limo company I’d ordered a car for tomorrow from. I gave my name and they said they had a booking for 7PM tomorrow and could do 6PM on Sunday.


“Done!” I said when I hung up, smiling at her.


I paid for the limo from 6PM till 3AM just in case we needed it and that depleted my funds a little more.


When we were back in the car, I gave her the next address and told her that there was one stop we didn’t have to make since Tricia had taken care of it herself.


She pulled into a strip mall in a slightly more industrial section of town. She narrowed her eyes in concern. “What are we doing here, Matt?” she asked uncomfortably.


“Looking for pepper spray,” I said, pointing to the store we were going to.


We went inside and I explained what I was looking for and why.


“I’m sorry, but you need a license to carry pepper spray in this state,” the man said apologetically.


“Okay. I didn’t want to spend quite so much, but what can we get in stun-guns?”


He shook his head and I looked at him incredulously. “Sorry, son. No stun guns either.”


“Batons?”


“Nope.”


“Knives?”


“Carry, yes. Use, no.”


“Okay, what CAN we get these girls so they feel safe leaving their homes?” I asked. I knew he wasn’t the one who made the rules, but I was a little frustrated.


He gave my a sympathetic look and put a rape whistle on the counter. I stared at it blankly, not understanding. “How is this possible?” I asked, stunned that there was nothing in place for women and girls to protect themselves.


He sighed. “I know. It seems like a pretty backwards way to do things, but the truth is that most of the people who use those things are the guys that should have them used on them. The best advice I can give is to get them into rape prevention seminars. Teach them tactics to keep away from risky situations and good ways of fighting back.” He handed me a flier from a stack on the counter and I took it numbly. “I wish you and those girls luck, son,” he said. “When they turn 18 and take the courses, they can become gun owners, but even then a lot of non-lethal self-defense measures are illegal in the state.”


“That’s ... terrible,” I said in disgust.


When we left, I was deeply upset. “Sorry that didn’t work out for you,” she said with a sigh.


“I’m disgusted that we don’t have better options than this. I guess I’ll just have to make sure that Vance Waterman won’t be a problem for anyone.” I rubbed my hands over my face and blew out my breath. “That’s all I’ve got,” I admitted. “The other stop I had to make had been to hopefully drop a bunch of pepper spray off at my place until we could get it into everyone’s hands. I guess Tricia’s dad must have gotten her a permit for hers.”


She patted my leg lightly and started the car again.


We drove aimlessly for a bit until it was time for me to go to Cheryl’s place. I leaned over and kissed her cheek lightly and thanked her again for putting up with my errands today.


“Any time!” she said and took my hand. “I mean that. If you need a ride or just want to hang out, call me.”


I smiled at her and nodded. “Same goes for you,” I said. “Except the ride, of course. I don’t drive.”


“With four girlfriends, I doubt you have enough free time to give ANOTHER girl a ride,” she giggled and let me go, waving goodbye before driving away.


I walked up to the door and rang the bell. Her mother answered and showed me in. “Cheryl’s in her room. It’s upstairs on the left.”


“Ma’am,” I said as she was about to go back to the kitchen. “I won’t ask you what decision she made, but are you and your husband okay with it?” I asked quietly.


“Yes,” she told me. “None of this is ideal, but she’s doing the right thing for her and we want her to be happy.”


I nodded. “Me too.”


“You seem like a very caring young man,” she commented. “Thank you for being a friend to Cheryl.”


“I’m happy to be her friend,” I said with a smile and took off my shoes and jacket before climbing the stairs.


I knocked on her door and she opened it to let me in. I could tell that things were still overwhelming her, so I offered her a hug and she melted into my arms, a little uncomfortably at first, but then she settled in and we stood there in silence for a few minutes.


“Thanks for coming,” she said softly.


“Any time,” I said, meaning it.


“I decided what to do,” she said and we sat on her bed to talk. Her room was very much a girl’s room, decorated in pink, with plush toys and posters of teen heartthrobs on the walls.


I nodded and took her hands, focusing on her. “What did you decide?” I asked gently.


“I ... I’m going to have the baby,” she said softly, afraid of how I’d react. “I don’t know if I’ll keep it yet, but I might.”


I drew her close to me and hugged her fiercely. “Whatever you decide, I’m behind you and a lot of other people are too. So long as this is what you want, it’s what we all want.”


She smiled and nodded. “I’m scared though. There’s a lot to do and get and learn before the baby’s born.”


“We’ll get you through it,” I promised. “I was willing to pay for the cost if you didn’t want to have it. I’ll help you with getting the clothes and things you’ll need for the baby if you decide to keep him or her.”


“You’d really help?” she asked, uncertainly.


I nodded and got up, taking her hand. I led her downstairs. I rooted around in my backpack and called for Mrs. Anders to ask her to join us for a moment. When she appeared from the kitchen curiously, I approached her.


“Cheryl told me what she’s decided and I told her that I wanted to help. I hope you’ll accept this to help you all get what you need for the next several months, whether it’s clothes or medications or anything else you all need.” I handed over a neatly squared stack of $100 bills that made her eyes go wide.


“This is too much!” she said, mortified that I’d hand over that much. I’d taken about half of what was left in the backpack after my purchases for the day.


Instead of answering her, I took out my phone and brought up my account balance with PayPal. I showed her the balance and told her that I wanted to help and it wasn’t taking anything away from me. “Please,” I said. “I made a lot of money off of putting those creeps in the hospital. The least I can do is pass along some of it to the people that were really hurt by those monsters.”


She considered it and then nodded. “We’ll put it to good use,” she promised and thanked me.


I nodded and told her that I was glad to help. “We all intend to help,” I said. “Not just with money, but with helping Cheryl get around, and looking out for her around the school too.”


Mr. Anders arrived home shortly after that and we sat down to a very enjoyable dinner while we talked about Cheryl’s decision where I learned more about her decision to have the baby.


“My aunt Sylvia can’t have kids, so if I don’t want to keep her, she’ll adopt her and raise her as her own daughter,” Cheryl told me.


“That’s awesome!” I grinned. “Does she live close enough that you can visit if you want?”


“No, she lives in Houston. Well, just outside Houston. They own a ranch. She’ll grow up with a good life around horses and close enough to the city to get anything she needs.”


“You’ve decided it’s a girl?” I asked with a smile.


She blushed, but nodded. “I dunno why. I just think it’s a little girl.”


Everyone looked happy and I was relieved. “I’m so happy for you. Do you have an obstetrician yet?”


She nodded and they told me that their family doctor specialized in obstetrics. “That’s an interesting field. I’m considering what to specialize in when I attend med school. I could do a lot worse than that.”


“You’re planning on going to medical school when you graduate?” Mrs. Anders asked conversationally.


“After I finish my other degrees. I have a lot on my plate right now.”


“Mom, Matt’s the boy at my school that’s in the special program for smart people,” Cheryl said. “He’s taking college courses already.”


“Really?” her father asked, looking at me in a new light. “How does that work?”


I explained the study and the degrees I was taking and what I hoped to do in the future.


“So you’re more than just smart,” he corrected.


“They’re still trying to make sense of what I do and how I do it,” I admitted. “Dr. Saddler is fairly certain my gift is unique, that it can’t be replicated or predicted, but the research is ongoing.”


“That’s impressive. So you intend to hold multiple engineering certifications and go to medical school too?”


“I’m already taking a degree in psychology. I intend to become a psychiatrist along the way, but Dr. Saddler would be gratified to know I intended to study medicine as well for its own sake. He’s been diagnosed with cancer, so he won’t live to see me graduate, but I intend to fulfill his wish.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” Mrs. Anders said softly. “Cancer is why my sister can’t carry her own children. She survived, but they were forced to remove her uterus.”


I nodded, understanding and we moved on to other topics, laughing a little and talking pleasantly. It was almost 7 when I donned my coat and shoes again. Cheryl hugged me and her parents told me they hoped they’d see me again.


I walked home through the freezing cold with my hands stuffed in my pockets and my head down against the wind. I’d been given a lot to think about the last few days and I wanted to talk to someone with more law enforcement experience than I had. I could only think of one person to call and I vowed to do that on Monday.


I got home and unlocked the house, realizing that the walk had made me feel like I was a thousand years old. I kicked off my shoes and collapsed on the couch with my jacket still on. My joints felt like they were fusing together.


When Hanna arrived, she looked at me and grimaced. “How bad?” she asked.


“I was fine most of the day, but I just walked home after dinner and it hit me when I got inside,” I told her. She went and got the ibuprofen and gave me some while she helped me down the stairs to my room. I didn’t think I was quite that bad, but she stripped me down and started to work me over slowly, massaging out the worst of the soreness and stiffness. She stretched me gently and I gradually started to feel more like myself.


She had me put on my robe and we went back upstairs to talk. She was intent on cleaning up around the house since I was relegated to sitting at the table and telling her where things were, where they went and what needed doing.


It was almost 9:00 when Emma let herself in. She looked pissed and my attention was focused on her right away. “Are you okay?” I asked, seeing her face.


“Peachy!” she snapped and then growled at herself irritably. “Zoe’s not coming,” she said.


“Too much to do?” I asked. “Exams are coming. It happens.”


She shook her head. “She’s gone out on a date tonight.” She pulled a folded letter from her pocket. “She said this would explain everything.” She looked like she might claw Zoe’s eyes out if she were here right now.


I looked at the letter and took it from her, turning it over in my hands. It had my name on it and she’d sealed it with tape. “You know what’s in it?” I asked, not looking up.


“Not specifically, but she said she met someone and has been struggling with this for a while.”


I put the letter on the table, unread. I secretly thought that if she’d been struggling for a while then that didn’t leave a lot of time that her head was invested in us since we’d only been seeing each other for three weeks now.


“Aren’t you going to read it?” she asked softly.


“I think I can guess what’s in it,” I said. Now I really did feel old. “It’ll start off with ‘Dearest Matt’ and she’ll have filled it with flowery platitudes of how much we all meant so much to her and how she’ll always treasure our time together and love me for helping her feel beautiful again and then she’ll feel the need to tell me about her new boyfriend and hope that I’ll understand and it’ll be signed ‘Love always’ at the end.” So much for my hope that I’d make it all the way to New Years without more bad news. I sighed heavily. “You DID tell me she’d just gotten out of a bad relationship. Rebound relationships generally run the same course. They burn out fast, aren’t fair and victimize someone to get the person back on their feet.”


I slid the letter away a few inches toward the two of them. “You can read it and decide if there’s anything in there I should know.”


Emma hesitated and then nodded and went to the kitchen for scissors to cut the tape. The two of them scanned the two pages and then looked at me sympathetically.


“She says she’s sorry,” Hanna said softly.


“Not sorry enough to tell me in person though,” I said and sighed again. “Did you stick around to get a look at the guy she’s seeing?” I asked Emma.


She nodded and shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”


“It matters to her,” I pointed out. “Are you going to keep seeing her?”


“Nope. She’s toast. If we do something, it’s as a group, right?”


I nodded. “I wouldn’t hold it against you if you did, you know,” I reminded her. “She was close to you before you introduced her to me.”


She shrugged. “She hurt someone I love. Even if I was inclined to do something with another girl, she’d probably want to bring her boyfriend to bed with the two of us and that’s not happening.”


I nodded. “That’s gonna make things awkward for you two to get along as roommates.”


“I was hoping you wouldn’t mind having a live-in fiance next semester,” she said, biting her lip anxiously, wondering how I’d react to that.


I smiled and nodded. “I’d love to have you around full time,” I told her and got to my feet to hug both of them tightly.


“I’m sorry I brought her into your life,” Emma whispered to me softly.


“I’m not,” I said firmly. “She might not have been here a long time, but she gave us a lot of joy before she left us. Let’s just focus on that and let her live her life.”


They both nodded and we hugged again. “So why are you in your robe already?” Emma asked lightly, wanting to change the subject. “Couldn’t wait for me?”


I chuckled and shrugged, but Hanna explained that she’d overdone it on my stretch the night before and I was still sore.


The three of us curled up on the couch in the basement and watched a movie and then Emma and I watched Hanna play a game on the PS4 while we cuddled cutely.


After hearing about Zoe, none of us were in the mood to have sex, but we agreed that we needed to do something special to get over it once we had enough time to not be upset by it. Emma was going to move some of her stuff while I was out with Tricia at the dance and Hanna said she’d help.


I reminded them not to confront Zoe about how she’d hurt us and they promised to be as polite as possible. We settled in for the rest of the night and talked quietly while we drifted off to sleep. I was really exhausted because I think I fell asleep first.


Chapter 33


I felt much better Saturday morning and the three of us went to my Kung Fu class and my shield training afterwards. I’d gotten a feel for the right way to throw the shield to hit what I was looking at and at the end of class, I thanked them both for helping me. Sifu had rebuked my attempts to pay for the specialized training, instead promising that he wanted only to see me do well in April.


After that, we got lunch and I got a call from Zoe. I showed the phone to them and grimaced before answering it. “Hello Zoe,” I said quietly.


“Hi,” she said just as quietly. “Did Emma tell you?”


“She told me that you wouldn’t be coming back,” I said. “Was there something specific that you wanted her to tell me?”


“Did she give you my letter?” she asked.


“She did. You sound upset. Are you okay?”


She laughed. “I called because I figured you were hurt. I didn’t want that.”


“I know,” I said. Emma had her head close so she could listen.


“Did you have any questions about what I wrote?” she asked.


“I didn’t read it,” I admitted. “The only words that mattered were that you weren’t coming back.”


“Oh. Are you angry at me?” she asked.


“No. I actually want you to be happy. I wish it could have been with us, but I want you to be well.”


“I’m sorry,” she said. I knew she meant it for what it was worth.


“We were your rebound,” I said dismissively. “Maybe it’s my fault for getting more emotionally invested than I should have, but I cared about you. You have to do what’s right for you. I respect that.”


“Can we still be friends?” she asked hopefully.


“No,” I said flatly. “Maybe some day, but not today. Someone I love very much taught me the lesson that when someone throws you away, they don’t get your time any more.”


“That’s not how it was!” she insisted.


“Yes, it is,” I countered. “You randomly met someone and fell out of love with us between Hanna talking to you at lunch yesterday and Emma finding out about your date last night? Come on. Give me more credit than that. We’ve been seeing each other three weeks as of today. That’s the definition of a rebound relationship. You needed a way to get back at the ex, make yourself feel sexy and attractive and get your head back in the game for dating again. I’m not particularly angry at you, but we all felt a little disposable after we talked last night. Maybe we can be friends someday, but I don’t see that being soon.”


“I didn’t MEAN it that way, you have to believe me!” she sounded really upset now.


“I do believe you,” I said. “You wouldn’t have had sex with us if you hadn’t cared about us. That’s what made last night hurtful. You sent a note rather than coming to tell me in person. That’s pretty cold. I didn’t deserve that. You’ve watched me continue to care for my ex-girlfriends better than you’ve ever been treated by a current boyfriend and you didn’t have it in you to face me to break it off.”


“I know. I thought ... I didn’t think Em would bring me back if I drove up there with her.”


“You could have called a cab,” I said dryly, then sighed. “Done is done. What’s on your mind? Or were you just calling to ask if we could still be friends?”


“I was hoping you’d come to dinner and meet him,” she said in a small voice and Emma recoiled from the phone, looking at it in shock.


“You want me to come to dinner and interview my replacement?” I asked, incredulously. “There’s not enough booze in the free world to sign me up for that shit-show,” I blurted. “At BEST, I’m treated to a nauseating meal full of the two of you kissing and cuddling and choosing between vomiting on the table or clamping my mouth shut and hoping you both take it for a smile. At worst, it turns into a passive-aggressive turkey shoot. Why, in the name of cake-baking Christ, would you think to ask me to a dinner date with the two of you?!!?”


I could feel her cringing. Emma and Hanna were horrified and I was pissed. I waited for an answer.


“Look, I just want your opinion of him,” she said. “It’s important that you like him.”


“No, it’s not!” I said sharply. “The only opinion that matters is yours. Who gives a sweet flying fuck what I think of him?!!? I fucking hate his guts and I hope he dies in a chemical fire. I’m your ex. Of all the little critters of nature, why would you think I could give an objective opinion?”


“Because you’re the smartest person I know. If you REALLY didn’t like him, you’d tell me that something was wrong.”


I sat quietly for a moment and she started to worry. “Matt? Are you still there?”


“Yeah. I’m still here. So you don’t need my opinion,” I clarified. “You already think there’s something wrong with him. You just want me to confirm your diagnosis so you don’t feel bad breaking it off with him.”


Now it was her turn to fall silent. I waited her out though. Silence was a great diagnostic of which person in a conversation was more uncomfortable and I wasn’t about to break the silence.


“Yeah,” she admitted in the end. “I don’t know what it is, but I don’t like the feelings I get from him.”


“Then I don’t have to meet him,” I said. “Break up with him. Take it as a life lesson. Tell him that you had fun, but you’ve been through a couple of breakups this semester and you need to take time away from dating.”


“Yeah. That’s pretty much what I was thinking. We’re supposed to go to dinner tonight. Can you please just show up for a bit?”


“Have you forgotten that I have a date with Tricia tonight?” I asked gently. “I don’t particularly want to stand her up to rubber stamp your breakup. Your last one didn’t turn out so well for me. I’ve lost one girlfriend this weekend. I’d like to stop the bleeding before I lose another.”


“I forgot about that tonight. I’m sorry,” she said.


“Yeah, it’s fine. Emma and Hanna are going to stop by the room later. Maybe they’ll look at him if you ask them.”


“Are they there with you now?” she asked delicately.


“Of course. Tricia would be too, but she’s home, getting ready for tonight.”


“Can I talk to them?”


“Speaker or do you want to talk to one of them in specific?”


“Emma’s pretty pissed at me, isn’t she?”


“She feels like she introduced more hurt into my life by bringing you on Halloween. Given what I’ve been through, you can imagine how bad she feels about that. I’ll see if she’ll talk to you.” I muted the call and looked at the two of them. “She’s got a creep vibe off this shit-brick and wants me to ditch my night to go hang out and see for myself. She wants to know if either of you will fill in since I have no intention of ditching Tricia for front row tickets for a petting zoo like that. I told her I’d see if either of you would talk to her. Volunteers? Or is she on her own?”


“I’ll do it,” Hanna said gamely. “I’m not as close to her as either of you so I can be a little less angry.”


I took the phone off mute and handed it to her.


Emma took my hand and looked angry. “What IS it?” she hissed softly. “People seem to think it’s perfectly okay to shit on you, walk away and then ask you to clean up their mess. I don’t get it.”


I shrugged. “I’m a nice guy. Nice guys get used, tossed aside, but kept on the outskirts for when the not-so-nice guy dumps them in the middle of nowhere because they won’t blow him on a date. I’m not the first choice or even the fifth choice, but I’m the only one left when people go through their phone contacts and eliminate the people that’ll tell them to fuck off.”


“You shouldn’t be though!” she said more emphatically. “You’re better than that. I’m furious with her for treating you like this. Of all the people she knows, she called you to give her an opinion of him. I’m glad you told her no.”


“I would have told her ‘no’ even if our plans for tonight were chili and flatulence,” I said dryly. “Even when the other four left, they did it face to face. Last night was dirty.”


Hanna tapped me on the arm. “She wants you again,” she said. “I told her I’d go with her after I helped Emma.”


I nodded and took the phone. “Hi,” I said.


“Hey. Hanna said she’d come. Thank you for that.”


“There’s no reason to thank me,” I assured her. “I didn’t tell her to do it. I left it up to her and she said she could be objective. I think you should know that if she gets a bad vibe off the guy, she might gouge out his left eye with a fork and replace it with his right testicle. I’m not going to tell her to behave, just like I didn’t tell her to go to dinner with you.”


“Okay,” she said, uncomfortably. “How bad is it?” she asked.


I knew what she meant. “Lana, Beck, Tabby and Collie all showed me the respect of breaking up face to face. They were hateful and hurtful and made me wish I was dead, but they showed me that much respect.” I left it at that.


“I’m sorry, Matt. I didn’t mean you to get hurt.”


“I get that a lot,” I said mildly. “Take care of yourself, Zoe. No matter what happens, be well.”


“This is goodbye, isn’t it?”


“I think it has to be.”


“Okay. I’ll never forget you.”


“I’ll never forget you either. Goodbye, Zoe.”


“I love you, Matt. Goodbye.”


I hung up the phone and put it down on the table, staring at it.


We sat in silence for a long time. I stared at the phone until the two of them took my hands and I looked up into their sympathetic faces. “We heard what she said at the end,” Hanna said.


I nodded and shrugged. “Make sure this clown isn’t a creep for her,” I said. “If he’s okay, tell her that. If not ... Well I’m not gonna discourage you from gouging out his eye, but a spoon is probably a better tool. Use the fork to tear open his scrotum to get at the testicles inside.”


That made her chuckle and we got out of there for the sake of a change of scenery.


“Are you really okay?” Emma asked when we were back home.


“I’ll be fine,” I said. “I have a date with Tricia tonight so I’ll concentrate on that and we’ll compare notes at the end of the night.”


They were going over to get a load of Emma’s stuff and I’d made sure the dresser was ready for her. I gave them my key and told them to get a copy made for each of them. I wasn’t going due to lingering twinges from Thursday night’s stretches, Zoe and wanting to take time to get ready for my date with Tricia.


I relaxed and looked over Facebook and Twitter while I killed some time. I decided to go get showered and ready and by the time I was done with that, I had plenty of time to get dressed and ready. I had plenty of money, my phone was charged, I felt pretty good and, miraculously, I’d shifted thoughts of Zoe and the breakup to the background.


I got out my suit and got dressed unhurriedly. I felt a twinge of regret that it wouldn’t be Tricia’s fingers undoing the buttons on my shirt as I put it on. I felt like she deserved so much more from me, but she claimed to still have a plan to wear her father down for Christmas.


When I was ready, I sat at my computer and recorded a new clip for YouTube, showing off how I looked all cleaned up. I knew I looked good and I explained about the dance tonight and mentioned little things from my week and signed off by telling people to go home, hug someone and be young. That was becoming my signature.


By the time I got back upstairs, the girls were back with the first load. I saw them coming up the walk and grunted sourly when I saw Zoe with them. I went into the kitchen and got myself a bottle of water, leaning against the fridge while I waited for them to come in with the first of the stuff.


“Matt?” Emma called as soon as they were inside.


“In here,” I said flatly, not moving to greet them.


She came to the door and shrugged. “You saw?”


I nodded. I could hear the others putting down piles of stuff and heading back to the cars. “It’s really a shame. I’d just gotten her out of my head for the evening.”


“She wanted to apologize in person. She didn’t want to take no for an answer.”


I closed my eyes and shrugged. “At least she’s helping. Doesn’t she have a date to get ready for?”


“The three of them are actually just going out somewhere casual,” she said. “You okay with this?” she asked.


“No,” I said. “But that doesn’t seem to matter to anyone but you,” I said tiredly. “Fine! Let’s get this over with. Maybe I’ll have enough time to get my head out of this mess before it’s time to go and pick up Tricia.” I walked back into the living room and stood waiting for them to come back with another load. I took another sip of the bottle of water in my hand and watched them carrying more stuff into the house. Hanna took one look at me and put down her load quickly to go back for more. Whatever she saw in my face, it wasn’t comforting.


Zoe came in and put the boxes she was carrying down before facing me. “Matt, I just wanted to say I’m sorry for everything.”


“I got that from our phone call. A follow-up wasn’t necessary,” I said, working hard to keep the edge out of my voice.


“I know, but you were right. You deserved better than to find out from a note.”


“Actually, I still haven’t read that note. I found out from the messenger.”


“Why didn’t you read it?” she asked.


“By the time Emma handed it to me, I’d guessed at what it would say. I told her to read it and tell me if there was anything in it that I needed to know. The only thing she added to what I’d guessed was that you were sorry.”


She nodded. “I really am sorry, Matt.”


“I get that, I really do,” I said. “And despite how angry I am and how hurt I am, I forgive you. You have to do what’s right for you.”


She looked at me with some real regret in her eyes. “It doesn’t change anything though, does it?”


“Let me ask you this: what would your perfect situation be? You get to rewrite reality for a day and change anything you want. How do you write out this working? Friends? Lovers? Acquaintances? Do we welcome you back and burn that letter as if it never existed? Do we hug and go our separate ways, wishing each other the best?”


“I don’t know. I just hate that you’re hurt and angry and I’m why,” she said.


“I’m not the only one that got hurt and I’m not the only one who’s going to BE hurt. I still have to break this news to Tricia in the middle of our date tonight. I don’t know how she’ll take it.”


That seemed to make her realize how much she’d let us all down. Tricia looked up to her like a sister. “I’ll tell her,” she offered.


“No. That’s now for us to do. I won’t try to interfere in you continuing to be a friend to her or anyone else, but I’ll take care of this. You can talk to her tomorrow if you want.”


She nodded. “You still don’t want to be friends, do you?” she asked miserably.


“Not really. I’ve been told by multiple people to start setting boundaries. When someone throws me out of their life, they don’t get to pick and choose the most convenient parts of our relationship to keep and discard the parts they didn’t like. I cherish the time we spent together and I wish you well, but I want a clean break after the way things played out. Later on, I might find myself in a better place to accept the more limited role you want us to have for each other, but right now I think it’s best to have distance to reset those boundaries. I’m sorry if that’s not what you were hoping to hear when you convinced them to bring you along, but the answer is still goodbye.”


She nodded and looked down. “Will you at least meet Jeremy before we leave?” she asked.


“What?” I asked flatly, not believing what I was hearing.


“Just talk to him for a minute?”


“You brought him with you?” I asked quietly.


She nodded and started trying to explain. “He was already hanging out when they arrived and I was coming to talk to you, so he came along.”


“You brought him to my home after I said I wouldn’t go out to dinner with you two?” I was deadly calm. I felt like I was going to throw up, but my voice was steady as a rock. “Please, someone explain the sequence of events that led to THIS seeming like a good idea!” I growled, looking back and forth between the three of them.


Emma looked like this was exactly what she’d told them would happen.


“Neither of us were happy with it,” Hanna answered. “He has his own car though. It’s the mustang behind my jeep.”


“Okay, so you both expressed that you weren’t comfortable with him coming along and he persisted because he has a car and he can follow you?”


“Yup!” Emma said in a clipped voice.


“Let’s go. All of you.” I already had my shoes on and I strode past a stricken Zoe and out the door. I walked slowly down the walk. I could hear Zoe trying to explain.


He saw us coming out and he got out of his car with a smile on his face. When he saw my age, it turned into a self-assured grin.


“Jeremy,” I said. “My name is Matt. I understand that you followed my girls here after being told that you’re not welcome here.”


“It’s a free country,” he said dismissively.


He never saw it coming. I punched him in the throat. It wasn’t hard enough to kill him, but he’d talk funny for a week. When his hands went up to cover his throat, I hit him in the balls as hard as I could. It was enough to buckle his knees. I tangled my hand in his hair and clenched it into a fist viciously.


“If you ever follow my girls anywhere for any reason again,” I said in a low voice. “I’m just gonna assume you’re stalking us and I’ll kill you. I could have killed you right here, but I’ve got more important things going on, so you get to talk to Gentle Matt. If I so much as see a Mustang with the same color come down my street, I’ll peel your skin off in strips and make belts for my girls. I’m not saying that I’ll hurt you or that I’ll beat you up. I’m saying that if I dragged you out to my garage and experimented with power tools, none of my neighbors would report the screams. If I see you again, I’m just gonna assume you’re coming to kill me and I’ll end you like a bad conversation.”


I let go of his hair, turned and walked away, letting Zoe clean up her own mess. I paused beside her. “This changes things. You know my opinion of him. You’re going into law. What he did is criminal stalking. That’s people he just met. What would he do to someone he was convinced belonged to him? You brought that madness to my door. I’m inclined to take him to the garage anyway.”


She looked at me like she’d never seen me before and so were the other girls. Lana was standing in her bedroom window and she was holding her phone, recording the scene. She gave me a thumbs up to let me know she had my back and I nodded slightly.


I went back into the house and picked up my bottle of water from the end table by the door before changing my mind and putting it back down. I watched out the window and took off my jacket. I could change my shirt in a few minutes if I got blood on it. Changing my whole suit would not be ideal. None of them appeared to be doing much, but I debated going downstairs for the bullwhip in my collection of things even Bad Matt didn’t use, but I waited instead to see what Jeremy would do when he got his legs under him again.


It turns out he did a lot of screaming at the three of them and at the house here. I unbuttoned my cuffs and started rolling up my sleeves. I loosened my tie and slipped it over my head to sit with my jacket before loosening my collar. If he came onto the property, I was gonna kill him. I’d have to apologize to Tricia and hope she understood.


Instead, he got back in his car and peeled out, leaving the three of them there on the sidewalk. I calmly rolled my sleeves back down and was re-buttoning the cuffs when Emma led them back inside.


The three of them took seats and looked at me while I put my tie back on, buttoned my collar and straightened myself up. I was just shrugging into the jacket to settle it across my shoulders when Lana let herself in.


“What did THAT guy do wrong?” she asked, chuckling before she caught the mood in the room. “Whoa! What’s wrong?”


“That was Zoe’s new boyfriend,” I said softly. “When he was told that he wasn’t welcome here, he followed Hanna and Emma anyway. If you see him again or see his car, tell me and I’ll do something about him.”


She looked between the four of us. “Not good,” she said softly.


“Nope,” Emma said in disgust. “I thought you were seriously gonna kill him out there,” she said, shocked.


“No, I knew how hard I hit him. He’ll barely even bruise on the throat. His balls will be under maintenance for a little while though,” I said, picking up my bottle of water and taking another sip. “If it’s all the same to you though, I’d like to be alone. If I’m going to shake this off enough to keep from ruining Tricia’s night, I need time to meditate.”


Everyone nodded and I went upstairs to my old room, laying on the bed and staring at the ceiling while I took deep, slow, deliberate breaths until I felt myself relax. I sank into that trance deeper and deeper until Emma came to sit next to me. “Your car is downstairs,” she said to me softly. “How’re you feeling?”


“A little better,” I admitted. “Is everyone still downstairs?”


She nodded. “Zoe’s a little shaken up by what happened. Hanna seems pleased and Lana didn’t expect any different once she understood what had happened.”


“How do you feel about it?” I asked.


“If you didn’t have something going on with Tricia tonight, I’d have wanted you to drag him to the garage, like you’d talked about. He’s gonna end up killing Zoe, I think.”


“Yup. Unless she has the sense to get out now and stay out.”


“You’re not going to take her back, are you?” she asked.


I lowered my voice. “I’ll take her back under three conditions. First, we need to find out what happened that she decided she wasn’t happy here and we have to fix it. Second, you ask me to take her back. You’re in charge of the Sorority. Those requests go through you. ALWAYS.”


She nodded. “And the third?”


“She move in here where we can keep her off his radar. I’m tempted to add a collar to her wardrobe and put a GPS in it in case he goes off the rails and tries to grab her, but I can work with what I already have.”


“What do you have to work with?” she asked.


“His Mustang has a factory navigation system. We can track his car pretty much anywhere he goes through that.”


“You can DO that?” she asked.


“I bought a few extra books at the campus bookstore. One was for a grad level cyber security course. I can get into that easily enough. It’s just a matter of getting into the GPS database from the manufacturer. For now, I’m gonna go take Tricia to dinner. I’ll let you two talk to Zoe tonight and see where her head is. If she’s not willing to talk, you’re not willing to recommend her or she’s not willing to move, then we shake hands and walk away.”


She nodded. “We can put her up in this room tonight if necessary. You don’t really want her back though, do you?” she asked gently.


“I think I’ve had my fill of people that give up on me with no reason. She’d better have a damn good one for me to give a damn again.”


I went across the hall, checked my hair in the bathroom and she smiled. “You look perfect,” she said reassuringly. “Go get her, Slugger.”


“New nickname?” I asked.


“Maybe. Tiger gets used too much.”


I grimaced, remembering that Tiger had been my nickname for Lana early on. “Lately, ‘Door-Matt’ seems more appropriate,” I said sourly. “Everyone’s favorite place to wipe their feet.”


“Stop that!” she snapped. “Upbeat and happy. Go make that girl a princess.”


I chuckled in spite of myself. “Yes, Ma’am, Bride-to-Be.”


“That’s better, Husband-in-Training,” she smirked and we went back downstairs, hand in hand. I said a general goodbye and Lana told me she’d see me at the dance later.


Our driver introduced himself as Darnell and he seemed like a lot of fun. He was talkative, but told me not to worry about putting up the privacy shield if I wanted some time with my girl alone. He told me he was glad to be running a high school gig instead of the weird things he saw on some of the celebrity runs.


“I can’t say who does what, but there’s a guy that comes in a few times a year and we have to just replace the back of the limo. There’s things you do with a lady and then there’s the kinds of things he does if you get my drift. Nothing illegal, but DAMN!”


“You don’t have a special one you can hose out for him?” I asked with a laugh.


“Ain’t no way. We tried. It STILL smelled like poop and Lysol. Don’t worry. He ain’t never been in this car.”


We both laughed and then we were at Tricia’s house. “I may be a few minutes here. Her father is ... FATHERLY.”


“Gotcha. I’ll stay warm and keep an eye out.”


I liked Darnell. He was a people person and seemed like the kind of guy who could get along with anyone.


Chapter 34


I rang the bell and Tricia’s father answered the door. He saw the car over my shoulder and grunted. “Overdoing it, just a little, aren’t you?” he asked in a growl.


“I wanted tonight to be perfect,” I told him. “Having one of our older friends ferry us around wouldn’t have made tonight as special for Tricia as this.”


“As special as what?” she asked, coming down the stairs. She took my breath away and I gasped. She was wearing a red dress that looked like it was made for her.


“Tricia, if that dress wasn’t made just for you, it’s a shame. Whoever designed it should have gotten to see you in it. You look magnificent!” I told her. Her hair and make-up were perfect, her dress was elegant, her smile was radiant. I lost myself in her eyes until her father cleared his throat loudly and we both turned to him, blinking slightly.


“Curfew is two,” he reminded us. “I think the dance ends around that time though, so I can give you about fifteen minutes leeway.”


“Thank you,” I said to him. “If something happens, we’ll call to let you know and I’ll have her home here before 2:15.”


“You expect something to happen?” he asked with an arched eyebrow.


“No, but the car could break down or there could be something happen at the school or there could be an accident that delays us. I’m just promising to keep you informed if something goes off-plan.”


He nodded. “Fair enough. If a plane crash blocks your way home, we’ll call it 2:20.”


I smiled and nodded. Tricia kissed her father on the cheek. “Thank you for playing nice, Dad,” she said with a gentle smile and went to the fridge to get something. She came back and slipped a rose with baby’s breath into my buttonhole and handed me her corsage box. I pinned it carefully to her dress and we posed for a picture before we were off to the car.


Her eyes bugged out when she saw it. “A limo?!!? Really?” she gushed.


I laughed and Darnell grinned at us winningly. “I couldn’t exactly start asking people to give us rides everywhere tonight,” I pointed out. “This way we’ve got a ride covered.”


“That’s right,” Darnell supplied helpfully. “I’m at your service all night long.”


When we were settled, she was enchanted with the limo and took a hundred pictures of the back and of me. Darnell knew where we were heading next. When he let us out at LaSalle’s, he handed me a card. “Just call me when you’re done here and, uh, don’t mind the smell of fries from the front seat. I’m just popping over to BK for take out. I’ll be back here before you’re done.”


“Sounds good. You’ll be fine to eat there if you want. LaSalle’s make things to order. We’ll be well over an hour,” I told him.


We were seated right away even though it was fairly busy. “Mr. Russell,” our server said lightly. “Good to see you again,” she handed us our menus and let us have some time to look them over. I ordered something different every time I was here and nothing had ever been bad.


“You come here enough that they know you?” Tricia asked, surprised.


“I tip well enough that the same server makes sure she gets me,” I said with a grin.


“There’s no prices on anything. What can I get?”


“Anything you want,” I assured her.


“What if it’s too much?” she said, worried.


“It’s not,” I told her. “You order what sounds delicious to you and let me worry about it.”


She crinkled her nose at me and studied the menu. I let her at it for a little while and then we both finally folded our menus and we were joined by our server a moment later as if by magic. We ordered and I requested a half-glass of wine for each of us to be served with the meal.


She nodded and Tricia was scandalized. When she left she was frantic. “We’re under-age!” she hissed. “We’ll get in trouble!”


I smiled and shook my head. “We’re in an Italian restaurant, about to eat authentic Italian cuisine at the start of a perfect evening. There are some occasions that call for a taste. If I’d tried to order more than that, it would have been crossing the line, but I’m sure you’ve had a sip or two at holidays even growing up. I know I did and it never hurt me.”


“Yeah, but you’re perfect,” she scoffed. “Me, not so much.”


“You seem perfect to me,” I said, enchanted with her.


“That’s sweet of you to say, but you’ll have four degrees before we leave high school or more. I still don’t know really what I want to do with my career.”


“Well, concentrate on what you love to do,” I suggested. “If we can figure out how you can make money doing that, then you’re set for life.”


“You’ll think it’s silly,” she said, shaking her head slightly and blushing.


“Sillier than dressing up like a superhero for Halloween?” I asked dryly.


She giggled at that. “I guess not. I love to bake. I don’t like to cook so much, but baking is like making pure joy.”


I smiled. “Then you need to spend more time with me. Lana and Beck’s mother is a red seal chef. I bet she knows baking tips that would blow your mind. I’m sure if we asked her, she’d help you find your way.”


“You think?” she asked hopefully.


“At worst, she’d be able to help you find the right school to make your dream into a career,” I told her. “I’m sure she’d be happy to help you bake to your heart’s content too.”


“I’d like that,” she said with an infectious grin.


We were still chatting comfortably with our fingers laced across the table when our meals arrived. We were served and our wine was brought out by our server along with water glasses and a pitcher of ice-water.


She admitted that the amount of wine we were served wasn’t enough to get anyone drunk or even tipsy and we alternated between the wine and the water during the meal as we continued to make conversation. When we were done, I called Darnell and I told him we’d be ready in a few minutes. He told us he’d be out front and I asked for our bill. I glanced at the amount and slipped a pair of $100 bills into the folder and passed it back to the server. I smiled at her and told her I’d see her tomorrow.


“You’re coming back tomorrow?” Tricia asked, curious.


“I promised Gina I’d take her out to dinner for helping me with all my errands yesterday even though most of them didn’t work out for me.”


I offered her my arm and she took it daintily as we walked back outside and got in the limo. I thanked Darnell and then we were off again. It was just about the time that most people were arriving at the dance so we’d show up in the thick of it.


Tricia wanted to know about the errands I had to run and I told her about wanting to get her corsage for tonight and about trying to get something for the girls at the school to protect themselves in an emergency. She sympathized about that and told me it had taken most of the summer to get her a permit. Then I told her about paying for the limo and about the trip to the gym to pay for that.


“Sounds busy,” she said lightly. “You do too much,” she said with her nose crinkled at me in the cute frown I’d come to adore.


“I do what I can,” I told her. “Sometimes, I’m lucky enough to get a night to myself to just enjoy the company of a beautiful woman while other people handle details.”


“Oh?” she asked with a smirk. “Who’s handling details tonight?” she asked.


“Hanna and Emma are the boots on the ground tonight,” I said and I finally had to break the news about Zoe.


“She got a new boyfriend?” she asked, surprised. “She never mentioned that to me!”


“She didn’t mention it to anyone until she went out with him instead of coming to the house. In any case, they’re trying to figure out what happened while we’re enjoying our first solo date.”


“We should go help talk it out,” she said certainly. “Let’s go.”


“No,” I said gently. “I promise that we’ll talk it out, but tonight is for you and you alone. Remember what I said. Any girl that wants my attention tonight has to go through you. We need to trust Hanna and Emma to be our voice tonight. You just need to dance with me and decide when someone else can have a turn.”


She frowned. “You’re not telling me everything, are you?” she accused me with her frown in place.


“Not everything. She wasn’t very nice about how she broke the news to me and then she did something even worse today.”


“Tell me,” she demanded and her tone brooked no argument.


“She sent a letter with Emma instead of breaking up face to face or even on Skype. It was kind of a dirty way to leave things.”


“Yeah. It was,” she said in surprise. “That doesn’t sound like her.”


“Well, Emma’s pretty disgusted with her. She’s decided to move in with me to get away from the situation. When Hanna and Emma went to get some of her stuff today, the boyfriend was there and followed them back to the house even after they told him that he wasn’t welcome there and that it was a bad idea.”


“He showed up?!!?” she blinked, obviously worried about what had happened.


“I ... talked to him and he left, but she still didn’t stop him from stalking the girls back to the house.”


“When you say you talked to him, do you mean like you talked to the Waterman brothers?” she asked with a smirk.


“Not EXACTLY. I didn’t give him nearly the warnings they got and I told him I’d end him if he came back, but he won’t need medical attention.”


She patted my cheek. “Good for you,” she said, surprising me.


“You approve?” I asked, surprised.


“Yup. You’re too nice to a lot of people that don’t deserve it. You’re going to forgive Zoe for this before Monday morning and if her new ex boyfriend doesn’t come back, he’ll never have to worry about you, but you laid him out and you didn’t spend half the day trying to talk him out of it.”


I laughed. “Okay. I’m glad you approve. I’m generally worried that I’m going to overreact when I’m in those situations.”


“Killing Mr. And Mrs. Waterman for what their sons did would be overreacting,” she said dismissively. “Slapping around someone who stalked Hanna and Emma to your house and letting him think he’s gonna just disappear some day if he comes back? Not so bad.”


A few minutes later, we pulled up in front of the school and people were still arriving in groups and couples. Darnell opened the door and I got out and turned to offer her my hand while blocking anyone from getting a peek up her dress as she let me help her out. I thanked him and told him we probably wouldn’t need him until after 1:30, but I’d call if that changed.


“It’s cool. Take your time. I’m yours all night. Just gimme a call and I’ll be here.”


I shook his hand and Tricia and I both thanked him again before turning toward the school. I offered her my arm again and she took it gratefully. “I’m not so steady in heels,” she admitted sheepishly.


“I’ll stick close,” I assured her, patting her hand on my arm as I escorted her inside. A lot of people were watching us, having seen us get out of the limo. I was proud to be seen with her, but not as proud as she was apparently.


“They’re staring at you,” she said. “You look gorgeous in that suit. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that earlier. I was just a little overwhelmed.”


“Nah, they’re looking at you. Anyone glancing at me is checking to see what lucky bastard gets to dance with you all night,” I assured her and smiled. “And I don’t look NEARLY as good as you do. You’re perfect. I told you.”


When we were inside, I guided her straight out to the dance floor and took her in my arms, dancing with her as if we were the only two people in the world. For all I knew, we were. I lost myself in her eyes and she seemed just as enchanted with me for some reason I couldn’t quite figure out.


After several songs, she told me her ankles were starting to get sore and I guided her off the floor to a table, going to get us something to drink. Usually the punch at these events sees a couple of pints of vodka, but this early, I chanced it and picked us up a couple of cups of gentrified Kool-Aid and brought them back. Sitting out a couple of dances with her.


Soon enough, girls started showing up, asking for a dance here and there and she was only too willing to let them have a dance. I danced with most of the cheerleaders and a few of the other victims of the Watermans before I could coax Tricia back onto the dance floor. I kept that up most of the night, sitting out with her unless she had company to talk to while I was loaned out.


Lana had me out on the dance floor later in the night when I asked if the girls had solved anything with Zoe.


She shrugged. “They were still talking when I left. Beck’s keeping an eye out for the creep. I showed her the Mustang. Mom and Dad are keeping an eye out too.”


“I appreciate that,” I said. “He’s probably still putting ice on his balls, but just in case, it never hurts to have a spare pair of eyes looking out. How come Beck stayed home?” I asked.


Lana shrugged. “She’s not really interested in dancing so much,” she said.


I knew her too well for that. “She doesn’t want to go to a dance unless she can be the girl on my arm,” I corrected.


“Yeah,” she admitted. “Me too, but I’m just happy to have a dance or two. You both look amazing tonight. I’m jealous of both of you.”


“You look amazing too Lana,” I said and part of me really wanted to kiss her and tell her none of what happened mattered to me, but that part wasn’t strong enough yet. It was still bleeding. Fortunately the bleeding was under control now. I smiled at her instead and when we parted, I gave her a soft peck on the cheek before returning to Tricia’s side dutifully.


I pulled her feet into my lap and pulled off her shoes careful not to hike up her dress as I massaged her feet and ankles, making her coo softly. A lot of the other girls looked jealous of that treatment and commented that they wished they had someone willing to do that.


Tricia beamed under the attention and soon enough I kissed the tops of her feet and put her shoes back on before lifting them out of my lap and putting them down.


“That feels SO much better!” she gushed and rewarded me by dancing three songs in a row with me. We kissed deeply several times and I could feel her sigh dreamily against my chest as we danced.


It bears mentioning that I was the only guy at the dance not reduced to the high school shuffle which is the poorest excuse for a dance ever invented. It involves the guy putting his hands around his dance partner’s waist and her putting hers around his neck and then the two of them shuffling sideways in a tight circle like they’re being pushed to the back of a crowded bus. I was no pro, but I wasn’t in danger of running out of people interested in dancing with me as a result of the classes I’d been taking.


When we sat down, I worked on her feet some more, danced a few times and we paced ourselves, talking as much as we could over the music and dancing when she could manage it.


Shortly before midnight, I told Tricia I’d be right back and ducked out to call home to see if everything was okay. Emma told me that the three of them were talking still, but that she thought they had the problem traced down.


“That’s good news. No sign of the mustang?”


“None. We’re pretty sure he’s still whimpering and cupping his balls,” she said with a chuckle. “How’s things going at the dance?”


“Good. Tricia’s having the time of her life, but her heels are killing her feet so I’m massaging them between dances.”


“And you’re letting the other girls see that? Maybe I don’t have to take you to Malibu to drown you in pussy after all. Keep that up and we’ll need a bigger bed.”


“Maybe we’ll put a water-slide in the next one,” I joked.


“I didn’t know you were into those kinds of games. Kinky,” she joked and told me to get back in there and she’d see me later.


When I got back, Gina and Tricia had gone to the washroom, leaving me to my own devices. Jessie stole me for a dance while I waited and she asked me how serious I was with Tricia.


“Pretty serious,” I admitted. “It’s no secret that I’m dating more than one girl right now, but Tricia is the only one in the school at the moment. I promised to take Gina out to dinner tomorrow to thank her for all her help with my errands on Friday, but that’s not really the same.”


She nodded. “A couple of girls are wondering if you’re available,” she said.


“But not you,” I said, half-questioning. “Just asking for a friend who’s curious?”


She laughed. “I am curious how it works with more than just the two of you.”


“The girls call it the Sorority,” I said. “They’re sisters and I don’t dare make a move without them. If someone wants to add a new person, we all have to agree on them and they have to be cool with being part of the sisterhood.”


“Just girls?” she asked with a smirk.


“You know, the topic of pledging a guy to the Sorority has never come up,” I admitted. “I don’t really know how that discussion would go. I’m not up for sex with another guy, but then the girls aren’t forced into having sex with each other. They just have to be close as sisters.”


“Interesting,” she said thoughtfully.


“For that matter, there’s no real requirement to have sex with me,” I pointed out. “Although, what they’d be doing dating us if they’re not interested in sex with any of us, I don’t know.”


She chuckled at that and nodded. “I suppose that’s true. I don’t think you need to worry about that though. If you were single, there’d be a line and from what I’ve heard, at least half the girls would finish their turn and go right to the back of the line.” She smirked and arched an eyebrow, daring me to contradict her.


“It would be impolite to kiss and tell,” I said smoothly. “I can only ask you to thank your source for their generous words of endorsement.” I grinned and led her off the dance floor when the song ended.


She laughed and sent me back to Tricia, promising to deliver my message and sure enough, by the time I had Tricia twirling in my arms, I could see glimpses of Jessie and Lana with their heads together. I laughed and told a curious Tricia about the conversation.


She grinned. “You ARE kind of a hero to a lot of girls,” she pointed out to me.


“I was only thinking about protecting you three that night,” I said softly, holding her close.


“Not just that, Dummy,” she said exasperated. “Honestly, sometimes you’re the dumbest genius I know.”


“I’m the only genius you know,” I pointed out with a grin, making her giggle until she slapped my chest. “Not the point. I meant that you’ve done a lot to help those girls. You got them tested, found the information for them, told them what was really going on at that party, cried with them and Cheryl told me what you gave her the other day and she was just as thrilled with your support as she was with the money you gave them. Some of the girls get weak-kneed thinking about you coming to them in that costume, but most of them adore you because you’re good to them.”


I shrugged uncomfortably. “The cheerleaders might be having impure thoughts about the stretches I can put myself in and what they’d have to offer me to let them watch me do it naked,” I said dryly.


“That too,” she giggled. “Gina and I talked a lot when neither of us were out here.”


I laughed. “She ask you how the Sorority worked?” I asked, amused.


“She did and asked if there was room for her,” she told me evenly.


“Jessie asked me about the ground rules just now,” I admitted. “I think I want you more than any other girl in the school. I’m hoping my Christmas present to you and your Dad helps bring us closer to you being able to spend the night sometimes.”


“You seriously got my dad something?” she asked worriedly. “He won’t like you throwing money around. If it’s expensive, you need to take it back. I mean it.”


“It’s not expensive, I promise. I’m making it myself,” I told her to soothe her.


“That’s not very comforting either, Matt,” she pointed out. “He doesn’t like you. Something you poured a lot of effort into won’t be appreciated.”


“Have a little faith in me,” I said with a smile and brushed her cheek with the backs of my fingers, shivering at the smoothness of her skin.


“I have SO much faith in you, Matt,” she said and I could see her eyes misting over. There was only one answer for that. I kissed her until someone came to separate us.


“Okay, you two,” Mr. Peterson said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Keep your kissing to two minutes or less.”


He said it with a smile and moved to leave us when I stopped him for a moment.


“Mr. Peterson, I heard a rumor that Vance Waterman would be back in school soon. Is there any truth to that?”


“You should know better than anyone to listen to rumors,” he said, surprised.


“Rumors often have some kernel of truth to them if you look hard enough,” I debated. “It’s when we believe them as fact without checking that they do their most harm. That’s why I asked you. If anyone in the school will know, it’s you.”


He sighed. “Not gonna let me off the hook, are you?” he asked.


“I have a red, white and blue target on my back. It’s kind of on a need to know basis,” I said gently.


He nodded. “Wednesday is his first day back. How did you find out?”


“He’s been spotted at home,” I told him. “That means he got his plea deal. I expect Patrick will be back as soon as his knee surgery is done.”


He nodded. “I’ve been assured that they’ll stay away from you.”


“Maybe while on school grounds, but I have bigger concerns. You remember that party I told you about? They organized it. If they go after those girls, I’m gonna need a three day suspension for a first offense.”


He looked around to make sure it was just the three of us and then speared me with a look. “Depends on what you do to them. If you give them half of what they deserve, it’s a criminal matter.”


“If I give them half of what they deserve, I’d let each of those girls rape them with a strap-on for three days straight,” I said dryly. “I’m not likely to get away with that on school grounds.”


“True,” he said and then grimaced. “You’ve got me saying things I shouldn’t out in public.”


“Don’t worry, Sir. Tricia won’t say a word. She knows this is off the record.”


She nodded emphatically. “I’m afraid the music is really loud. I’m having trouble hearing what you’re saying,” she said helpfully with a grin.


He gave her a wry smile and nodded. “What happens off school grounds is beyond my authority of course and we’ll defend a student who acts to protect themselves or a defenseless classmate, but that depends on the subject to moderate their response. In any case, enjoy the rest of the dance and I’ll look forward to at least two days of peace next week.”


We danced another song and then I led her back to our seats and went to get us some drinks. I avoided the punch this late and got bottles of water from the canteen instead, bringing them back and taking a few sips of mine before capping it and putting it down to pick up Tricia’s feet to work a little more magic on her feet.


“I’m all danced out,” she admitted tiredly as I massaged her feet and I grinned at her, continuing to work her feet over gently.


“Did you have fun dancing?” I asked, knowing the answer.


“Of course, Dummy,” she laughed. I think she liked calling me that once in a while. I was perfectly content to let her. I did sometimes miss the obvious answer when I overthought matters.


“I’m glad. I wanted tonight to be perfect for you.”


“It wasn’t perfect for you?” she asked, pouting.


I smiled. “It was,” I confirmed. “But the end of the night isn’t going to be perfect. For us to end the night perfectly, I’d need you to fall asleep in my arms. Something to try for next time.” I grinned at her and kissed the tops of her feet again. “You want to get out of here and go for a little drive before we have to go home?” I asked.


She grinned, her eyes twinkling. “We do have the limo for another hour,” she said mischievously. “Let’s go!” She slipped her shoes on and I helped her up.


I called Darnell and he said he’d meet us at the curb. Everyone seemed to want to say goodnight and give us hugs, kisses that ranged from chaste pecks to deep french kisses filled with promise and thank us for the dances. Finally we were outside and on the way to the limo. Darnell was holding the door for us with a smile and I grinned at him and paused before getting in.


“We need to have her home just after 2. Until then, I don’t care where we go. We could park two blocks from her house and that’s cool.”


“Gotcha,” he said with a grin and I put up the privacy barrier as he was walking around to get in behind the wheel.


“So what should we do for the next hour or so,” I asked lightly, pulling her close to me as we pulled away from the curb.


She giggled a little and kissed me deeply, our tongues twining as she moved to climb into my lap. We were both moaning by the time we broke the kiss. “You should help me out of this dress and kiss me everywhere you can reach,” she said firmly and started reaching behind her for the zipper.


I chuckled and pulled her closer. “Do you think your dad might just have an inkling what we’d been doing if we pulled up to the house smelling like sex and looking like we’d just gotten dressed in the dark?”


She frowned. “I’m starting not to care,” she said. “I want this. It’s not about him.”


I hugged her and kissed her neck, making her shiver. “I know, Sweetness,” I breathed in her ear. “I want you so bad, it hurts, but I know that if we rush in, he’ll keep us from seeing each other. If he doesn’t react like you want at Christmas, then we’ll find a way after he has that chance. I promise. For now though, I don’t want to ruin that chance.”


She nodded. “You’re right. Get undressed.”


“What?!!? We just agreed...”


“To not have sex,” she finished. “I want to feel you next to me without anything between us.”


I finally nodded and tugged my tie loose. She pushed my jacket off my shoulders and I shrugged out of it before she attacked the buttons on my shirt while I opened the cuffs and unbuckled my belt. She pulled my shirt loose from my pants and opened the last few buttons, running her hands over my chest as she pushed it open. I had it off in a flash and she was already tugging my pants down and I lifted my hips so she could get them down. She pulled off my shoes and then my pants, socks and underwear disappeared and she was still fully dressed.


She sank into my arms and I unzipped her dress down to her waist. She sat back and let it fall to her waist, revealing her body to my eyes for the first time. She hadn’t worn a bra with this dress. She saw the look on my face and grinned, biting her lip cutely. She lifted her hips and I got the hint, gently tugging her dress down over her hips to pool around her ankles. She lifted her legs and I took the dress away, tossing it across to the other seat so it wouldn’t wrinkle. She wriggled out of her panties and kicked off her shoes and then she was on top of me.


We kissed passionately and my hands explored her smooth back, gliding over her skin deliciously. Her hands raked through my hair and across my shoulders as she writhed against me, moaning constantly. I could feel her pussy as she hunched her hips against me, rubbing herself on the underside of my cock which was trapped between us. I groaned and lowered my hands to her ass, cupping her cheeks and squeezing, urging her to slow down a bit. I rolled her over and we both knew we were in dangerous waters. I kissed my way down her neck and across her chest, both of us so aroused, the car already smelled like sex. I suckled on her nipples, making her coo urgently, her fingers stroking my hair and shoulders.


When she’d had enough, she pushed my head lower and I got the message. She needed release whether it was from my lips or my cock. I spread her thighs, kissing them delicately before placing my lips gently on her pussy, kissing her clit hood as she groaned.


I smiled and promised her silently that I’d drive her wild. Every trick I’d ever learned from every woman I’d ever pleasured went into that act. She was on a hair-trigger and came almost right away, her whole body trembling in time with her pussy as I licked and sucked my way through her first orgasm. Once she calmed down, I brought her to a second one almost as quickly and then a third and a fourth. She was multi-orgasmic and they just kept getting bigger. Finally, I wrapped my lips around her clit and lashed it with my tongue while humming softly and she exploded, screaming and squirting, pushing her hips up hard enough that I thought she might have broken my nose for a second. I held her steady by the ass and ate her through two more huge crashing waves like that before she collapsed, breathing hard and staring at me through glazed eyes. I crawled back up to her and kissed her on the lips. She could taste herself on my tongue and seemed to like it because she attacked me like she was starving.


We kissed heatedly and then there was a tap on the privacy divider and Darnell lowered it an inch. “We’ve got about five minutes before 2,” he said, letting us know we needed to get presentable.


“Thanks Darnell,” Tricia said sweetly before he raised the divider. We cleaned up as well as we could, Tricia wiping her own cum from her pussy and thighs with her panties before stuffing them into my pocket. “Keep those safe for me,” she said, blushing before she struggled into her dress.


I wiped my face, smoothed my hair as much as I could, got dressed and rechecked how the buttons on my shirt were done in case I missed one. I put my tie back on and Tricia straightened it, kissing me sweetly. “I love you,” I told her with a smile on my face. “You completely snuck up on me and now I can’t imagine my life without you in it.”


She beamed and kissed me again. “I love you too. I didn’t HAVE a life until you were in it.” She hugged me hard and then, sadly, the car came to a stop and it was time to face the music.


Chapter 35


Darnell opened the door and I told him I’d be a few minutes before I led her to her door. I kissed her again and then she led me inside. Her father was sitting up, watching TV and got up to greet us.


“You’re early,” he said, surprised and his gaze took in both of our appearances. I should have thought to bring a comb. “I see.” He looked at Tricia and he took in the tousled hair, the slightly wrinkled dress and the dreamy look on her face and I swear he sniffed the air. “Why don’t you go upstairs and get ready for bed,” he suggested. “I want to have a private word with your boyfriend before I send him home.”


“You play nice, Dad,” she warned him, her expression darkening.


“I promise, no knives,” he said and nodded to the stairs.


She pulled me around and kissed me very thoroughly, one final warning to her father to not spoil things.


He offered me a seat on the couch and sat in his chair. He looked at me pointedly and was trying to mull over what to ask so in the end, he just asked. “What did you do to my daughter tonight?” he asked.


I nodded. “I don’t think you’re asking about what restaurant we went to or how many songs we danced to,” I said. “You want to know if you need to worry about Tricia being sore tomorrow.”


He clenched his jaw and nodded, unable to speak.


“The only part of her that will be sore tomorrow is her feet,” I told him. “She’s not used to heels. I did nothing that would even cause her to be tender tomorrow.”


He nodded at that and sighed. I could feel the tension oozing out of him.


“She really wanted to,” I told him. “So did I, but I don’t want it to be hurriedly, at the end of a date. I want us to do it right when it’s time.”


“Then why do the two of you reek like sex?” he asked.


“I couldn’t give Tricia everything she wanted from me tonight, but I did what I could to show her how much I love her.”


“I see,” he said, not happy with the answer.


“Mr. Saunders, I know you don’t like me and I wish that could be different, but I’m talking to you openly because I want you to trust me. That’s important because we both need you to trust me to make her happy.”


“Since we’re talking openly, I don’t think you’re good enough for her,” he said pointedly.


“You’re her father. That means no one’s good enough for her. You’re right. She’s a treasure so precious I sometimes wonder how I became lucky enough to hold her, but I think you could search the world and never find someone better for her.”


“Oh? This ought to be good,” he said dryly.


“I’m a certified genius,” I reminded him. “At fourteen, I’m pursuing multiple degrees in diverse disciplines through the most prestigious university in the country, arguably in the world. I’m already independently wealthy and have enough knowledge of financial planning from my father to grow that wealth to see to both of our futures until we can start our own careers. I’m fiercely protective of the people I love and would put myself in danger for them without hesitation. I’m compassionate to others without any thought of repayment, I’m passably witty and I look cute as the Dickens in this suit.” I shrugged and gave him a wry smile. “So I’m smart, funny, compassionate, loyal, protective, rich, charming and handsome.”


“And you have no faults whatsoever?” he asked dryly.


“Of course I have faults. I overthink things and often miss the obvious solutions. Tricia calls me the dumbest genius she knows. I’ve been hurt by enough people that I suffer some emotional side-effects. When someone hurts someone I care about, I tend to want revenge. I’m slow to anger, but also slow to trust after someone breaks my trust. I’m also fourteen, so I think about sex far more than is probably healthy. I fall in love quickly and hard and it gets my heart broken far too often. Sometimes my solution to a problem is to escape until I can process it rather than face it in the moment. I think those are the major flaws and faults I have.”


“With that list, I should keep you as far away from Tricia as possible,” he said.


“Not really. They’re the same problems everyone has, honestly. I’m just very much aware of them and not afraid to discuss them. My parents decided to get a divorce this summer. That tends to scar the whole family, not just the spouses. Everyone has reasons for their behavior and I see a doctor to talk about my problems every week. I’m probably more emotionally healthy than most kids my age.”


He grunted which could mean almost anything. I’d noticed a pair of bare feet on the stairs, telling me that Tricia was listening to us talk.


“I’m not happy that you’ve done things with Tricia,” he growled softly. “I can tell that she came home happy though, so you didn’t mistreat her.” He seemed to be reluctant to make that declaration.


Tricia came down the stairs and joined our conversation. “He didn’t mistreat me, Dad,” she assured him, pausing to kiss him on the cheek before coming to sit with me. She was wearing a long sleep-shirt and smoothed it out across her legs before taking my hand in hers and holding it in her lap. “Matt loves me, Dad, and I love him. I want him to be my first, but we don’t want you to overreact and try to stop us from seeing each other afterwards. We could lie to you, but Matt doesn’t like secrets. Too many people have kept secrets from him that ruined his life.”


“Then why wait?” he asked sourly.


“Because if you decided to prevent her from seeing me again, it would devastate her,” I told him. “It would devastate me too, but that’s the real reason we wait. I want to do it right with her and that means free of any regrets. I want her first time to be perfect, a memory and an experience that is absolutely free of any negative after-effects.”


“I can’t give you that kind of blessing. Certainly not at your age,” he said firmly.


“I wouldn’t ask you to,” I assured him. “We’re not asking you to endorse everything we do, just to trust us to see it through together.”


He grunted sourly and sighed. “I’ll consider it,” he said finally. “You’ve both worked hard to prove you’re grown up enough to be trusted to a point. I think that you should go for now though,” he told me and Tricia kissed my cheek again and grinned at me.


I stood up and shook hands with him, thanking him again for trusting me with his daughter.


When I got back to the car, a half-hour had passed. Darnell got out and opened the door for me. “I dunno what you and your lady got up to back there, but I hope that it didn’t go too badly for you with the parents,” he said sympathetically.


“I think it went okay,” I said and got in. I lowered the divider since it was just the two of us and when he got in, he could smell the sex in the air.


“Man, I don’t even mind cleaning up the car tomorrow,” he chuckled as we drove off chatting.


When he dropped me off, we shook hands and I pressed a pair of folded $100 bills into his hand. “Not necessary, man. It was my pleasure.”


“Take it,” I urged him. “I’m gonna need a car again a few times before the year’s out. I’ll ask for you by name.”


He grinned. “Always happy to help out. Just give the office a few days notice in case they have to shuffle schedules around some and you’ll be fine.”


I said goodnight to him and walked inside, wondering how the talking had gone. Everyone was asleep and I turned on the light in the kitchen, making myself something to eat. I’d need to do some shopping soon, but for now, I had enough to put together a sandwich. A few minutes later, Hanna came upstairs, clad in her collar and nothing else.


“Hey,” I said quietly, not wanting to wake anyone else.


“Hi,” she said and chuckled. “Had a good night?”


“Tricia’s was better,” I said with a smile. “I was a little distracted. How did everything end up with Zoe? You were all still talking when I called a couple of hours ago.”


She shrugged. “It went. I don’t personally have an opinion about whether you take her back or not.”


I nodded. “Did you get to the bottom of what caused it?”


“We did, but I don’t know if there’s a solution or not,” she said awkwardly.


I put down the half-eaten sandwich. “Alright. Do I get to know what the problem is or is that for tomorrow?”


“Pedophilia,” she said gently. “Technically, she’s right. We’re all raping you when we have sex.”


“Oh bloody good GOD!” I snarled irritably. “Arbitrary laws made by a body of people with less than half of my intelligence between them and none of them young enough to even SEE their own youth in the rear view mirror. Did she say anything that made you feel guilty?” I asked.


She shook her head. “You’re age is just a number. I have no doubt that you want me here and I’m in no way taking advantage of you that I can tell.”


“Good,” I said. “Those laws are stupid. I looked them up this summer. With everything that was going on, I felt the need. I feel free to ignore them for a few very good reasons. They’re unilateral. They put in a cutoff age and don’t recognize that people don’t fit the mold. I’m smarter, more able to understand the consequences of my actions and fully give my consent to any activity I participate in. I’m considering legal emancipation for myself. As an emancipated minor, I can enter into contracts legally, I’m criminally responsible for my crimes and I’m expected to be able to provide for myself. If I can govern my own life to that extent, it should really be my choice how my genitals are put to use. Then there’s the whole fact that the laws shouldn’t even fucking apply to her. She should be covered by Romeo and Juliet statutes, but Massachusetts doesn’t see fit to HAVE a statute for close age exemptions. You’re the only person I’m currently sleeping with that couldn’t claim that distinction and given the nature of our relationship, it can hardly be considered a case of you exploiting me, can it?” I asked dryly, flicking at the O-ring on her collar.


She chuckled at that and shook her head. “You really looked it up?”


“You’ve met the only other woman over 21 that I’ve ever been with. I didn’t want her to suffer for what we did.”


She nodded and asked me if I was coming to bed. “Zoe’s upstairs?” I asked and she nodded. “I’ll be down in a few minutes. I’m gonna finish my sandwich and calm down first.”


She nodded and kissed me on the cheek before she slipped off to give me some peace and quiet. I stewed for a few minutes and shook my head. It was gonna be a long day tomorrow. I went downstairs, undressed in the dark and crawled into bed between my girls. They woke briefly and we exchanged soft kisses with Emma giggling that I smelled like sex before we all snuggled in.





Sunday was indeed a long day. I started off with a light breakfast and a conversation with the three of them while Lilly went next door.


“So Hanna says you’re feeling guilty for committing rape,” I said bluntly when the four of us were seated.


She flinched like I’d hit her. “Well that’s what the law says,” she pointed out. “I’m planning to be a lawyer so I need to learn to live within the law.”


“You DO know you’d qualify for Romeo and Juliet statute protection in most other states, including Pennsylvania, right?”


She shook her head. “That’s two years difference, maximum.”


“Unless,” I supplied. “The younger party is between thirteen and fifteen and the older party is less than four years older. That’s the Pennsylvania law. I looked it up. There’s also a time-honored principle in law. It doesn’t matter what you did, it doesn’t even matter what you got caught doing. It only matters what they can PROVE you did. I for one don’t intend to answer ANY questions related to my sex life on any witness stand.”


“You can be found in contempt of court for that.”


“My Fifth Amendment protections cover criminal proceedings and I really don’t see a set of circumstances in which we’re discussing it in civil court.”


“That’s stretching the Fifth Amendment pretty far,” she said doubtfully.


“Not really. I could be charged with conspiracy for planning out our dates. That makes me vulnerable to prosecution for admitting any wrong-doing that occurs on those dates. It’s a stretch, but a prosecutor trying to make his bones on a high profile case wouldn’t want this to be the one. It’s an uphill battle.”


“I guess,” she said, still unconvinced.


I shrugged. “This is really your issue. I’ve given consent to all three of you without reservations. I’m smarter than anyone currently in government and I’m under constant supervision by a psychiatrist for signs of mental or emotional stress or duress. I feel like I’m able to give consent based on my development and my understanding of the consequences of sex. If someone from government or law enforcement asks me about it, I’ll do the only thing I can. I’ll lie. What goes on in my bedroom is none of their fucking business. They can eat a big bag of dicks.”


“It’s not that simple, Matt,” she said, sounding anguished. “The protections you’re talking about aren’t absolute. They’re generally for lighter treatment, not immunity.”


I nodded. “I guess that’s really it then, isn’t it?” I asked. “You need to do what’s right to safeguard your future and your career and it doesn’t seem like this is a problem we can solve unless we sit at this table for the next two years until my cool-down timer hits zero.”


She shook her head sadly. “I don’t think there’s a way around it,” she said in a small voice.


“This is goodbye then,” I told her and returned to my breakfast without any further reaction.


She looked stricken, but tried to make the best of it. “Look, if the laws change or when you turn 16...”


“What? Look you up?” I asked dryly. “By the time either of those things happen, we’ll just be a footnote in your freshman year. You’ll be deep in a relationship with someone else, hopefully with someone that Jeremy fears.”


She looked down, defeated. “I’m sorry.”


“Just be the best lawyer you can,” I urged her. She nodded and got up to gather her things.


“I’ll drive you back to campus,” Emma said softly. She and Hanna had stayed out of it, having had their say the night before. She got up and got her coat.


“Is it okay to hug you before I leave?” Zoe asked.


“No, I don’t think that’s appropriate. Beyond how hurt I am, your objections call the other girls here rapists. I won’t hurt their feelings more by embracing their accuser.”


The color drained out of her face. “I didn’t mean ... I was talking about me! Not them!”


“Their situation is identical to yours,” I pointed out. “I wish you well, Zoe. Maybe we’ll meet again someday, but I suspect that when we’re through school, Emma and I will be moving out to California to open practices.”


She looked miserable when she left and I told Emma I was going to get Hanna to drop me off at the hospital to visit my mother. “I’ll meet you there. I want to pick up some more of my stuff,” she promised and closed the door behind her.


Hanna helped me clean up breakfast. “Thanks for that,” she said. “I kind of wanted to punch her out last night when she started talking like that.”


I hugged her and kissed her neck. “I understand. I’m glad you didn’t, but I understand the urge. If we’re lucky, she’ll go on to do something meaningful with her career and help change the laws that caused her to leave. If not, well, she’ll be out of our lives.”


“She’ll be back,” she predicted. “Probably sometime the week after Valentine’s Day. She’ll realize she had it good with us and she’ll break down and want back in.”


“Then she’ll be in for a rude awakening,” I said. “After calling my girls rapists, she’s at the bottom of a long list of people I’d consider dating.”


She laughed and asked who was next on the list. I told her about promising Gina dinner tonight.


“Two dates with two girls in one weekend?” she said in a mock-disappointed voice. “Our little boy is growing up.”


That made us both laugh and we locked up the house so she could drop me at the hospital and go help Emma with packing before she headed off to her apartment for a little clean-up there.


At the hospital, Mom was glad to see me. “You look very handsome today,” she commented. I’d dressed up a bit. Not as much as last night, but still enough for my date with Gina.


“Thanks,” I told her and asked how she was doing.


We talked for about an hour before we were talked out. “Hopefully you’ll be ready to come home soon. We all miss you.”


She beamed at that and blew me a kiss before we got up to leave. I vowed to talk to Dr. Spencer about her progress.


Emma wasn’t in the waiting room and I wondered if she’d run into trouble or was just delayed. I walked back to the entrance and called her phone. When it went to voice mail, I got concerned and called Hanna. She answered, but the answer I got was that she’d call me back and then she hung up on me.


That worried me. I decided not to wait around and walked home to wait for the call. It came fifteen minutes after I started pacing in the living room.


“What happened?” I wanted to know as soon as I answered the phone.


“Jeremy showed up. He was pounding on the door when I arrived. There were thirty people standing around watching and he was trying to break in their door. We were talking to the cops when you called before.”


“They arrested him?” I asked.


“Not right away. He’s on his way to the hospital first. You’re not the only one of us who can fight.”


“Thank you,” I said gratefully. “How bad did you beat him?”


“I let him hit me first and then I made sure he’s ruined for women forever. He’s also expelled for assaulting Harvard staff. That’ll happen tomorrow morning, but I’ve already talked to my boss. He’s not from Boston, so he’ll be out of the area and back to Ohio where he’s from.”


“That’s good news. How are Emma and Zoe handling it?”


“Zoe’s a mess, but she’s not our mess any more. Emma’s a trooper. She’s packing the rest of her stuff. We’re getting her out of here today. She already told her RA that she’s cleaning her stuff out and she’ll be back at the end of the term to help clean the room for inspection.”


“Okay. You need me at all?” I asked.


“Nah. We’ll see you back at the house after your date. Emma’s gonna help me straighten up my place and then we’ll come wait up for you.”


“Okay. Thanks for taking care of him.”


“You can count on me,” she said confidently.


We hung up and I called Lana and asked her if she could drop me at dance class.


“Everyone else gone home?” she asked, surprised.


“They had a run-in with the guy from yesterday while I was visiting at the hospital. They’re fine, but they’re tied up there for a little while. I just need a ride there. I can get Gina to pick me up after.”


“You’re going out with Gina?” she asked, interested.


“Just dinner,” I said lightly. “I promised I’d take her to dinner for helping with my errands Friday.”


“I help with your errands all the time,” she reminded me suggestively and I chuckled.


“Yeah, but you’d rather dessert than dinner,” I pointed out.


She gasped. “Did you just ... FLIRT with me?” she asked, surprised.


I stopped and thought about it. “Maybe a little bit,” I admitted.


“I’ll be right over,” she said and hung up.


I was still wondering how that happened when she and Beck both burst through the door and tackled me with hugs.


I hugged them back and they were grinning like it was Christmas. “All that for a little comment like that?” I asked dryly.


Beck shrugged. “It’s the first time you’ve talked to either of us like that. It’s kind of a big deal. It means that we’re getting back to the point where you’re not afraid of us hurting you again.”


I nodded and admitted that it made sense. I called Gina and asked if she wanted to pick me up from my dance class for our date.


“Sure!” she said. “When’s your class?”


“I’m just heading there now. I’ll text you the address.”


“Can I come and see the class?” she asked. “Lana told me you’re really good. I mean we all saw it at the dance last night, but I want to see ... if I’m allowed.”


“Yeah!” I told her. “Lana and Beck are actually dropping me off. I’ll send you the address and see you there.”


“Cool!”


I sent her the message and then we got ready to leave. “So what did Patty think of the two of you tearing out of there like you were on fire?” I asked when we were on the road.


“We were in the kitchen when it happened,” Beck told me. “As soon as she asked if you were flirting with her, I got my jacket and Mom looked like she couldn’t believe her ears. Neither could Lilly.”


That made them both giggle and I smiled. It was almost like old times. I leaned back and closed my eyes, with a small smile on my face.


“Penny for your thoughts,” Lana said and when I opened my eyes, she was glancing at me in the rear view mirror.


“I was just thinking that it’s almost like old times,” I said and she grinned. I knew that she’d seen the contented smile on my face and knew that the thought of us putting this behind us was a pleasant one. We were turning the corner. “Have you talked to Collie and Tabby this week?” I asked.


“Only a little,” Beck admitted. “They’re buried in prep for finals. They said they’ll see us both a lot more once they’re done with exams and have time to breathe.”


I nodded. I sometimes forgot how easily I had it. I had to sit most of my exams, proctored by Carl since there were so many conflicts, but I couldn’t resist the chance to show off and intended to ask him to run two exams at once.


We parked at the dance studio and Gina was there ahead of us. She perked up when she spotted the car and the four of us went in together, with Gina taking my hand.


Dance class was fun as usual. It had been my one stress-free zone through September and October and I still appreciated it. The girls sat through the lesson and chatted quietly while I learned a few new steps. At the end of the class, I told them that I wouldn’t be leaving after all or at least not until much later than I originally thought.


When the four of us were leaving, I remembered something. “Did anyone find out how the cheerleading tryouts went on Thursday?” I asked, wondering what sort of a team they’d be fielding.


Gina and Lana giggled and nodded. I laughed, thinking this must be a good story.


“Six girls showed up,” Gina told me. “Two of them were sent by our girls just to see how the tryouts went.”


“So there were only FOUR people really interested in joining?” I asked, laughing.


“It’s worse,” Lana said. “Three of the others were at the party. They were there to troll and when the coach started handing out positions, they turned her down, saying it seemed like more work than they thought.”


We all laughed at the thought of Coach Mullins fielding a cheer team of one and then we split up.


We were hours early for the reservation at LaSalle’s, but I talked her into going skating with me before dinner. We went to the rink for the open skate and I rented us skates for the afternoon. We went to put them on and glided out onto the ice. She’d taken figure skating when she was younger and I smiled as she showed off. I was good enough to skate without falling down and could probably play a pick-up game of hockey if people didn’t mind that I sucked.


She finally settled down and we skated together, hand in hand while we chatted.


“So why’d you give up skating?” I asked lightly.


“It’s expensive. These days I don’t really miss it, but it’s fun to get back on the ice.”


I nodded and thought more about how lucky I was to have the money to do whatever I wanted.


“I’m just glad you didn’t have to give up cheerleading too,” I said. “Looking forward to tomorrow’s practice?”


“I can’t WAIT to get back in the gym! You don’t even know! We’ll have to work on getting you into tip-top shape for the competitions. They run year round, but I know what ones the school usually goes out to.”


“Maybe the school will be willing to hire us to give cheer support for the school,” I chuckled and she laughed about it too.


We had good time, but I was tired of skating long before she was ready to turn in our skates. “Thanks for this,” she said, taking my hand again on the way back to the car. “I know it’s not exactly thrilling, but I miss being on the ice.”


“Then we’ll do it again sometime soon,” I promised. “We’ll plan ahead and bring our own skates though.”


“I don’t have skates any more,” she admitted sheepishly. “I outgrew my old ones and since I wasn’t back in figure-skating, it didn’t seem like I’d get enough use out of them.”


I nodded and shrugged. “No big deal,” I said. “We’ll rent some when we need them.” I had no intention of renting skates again though. Christmas was coming. I was buying skates.


By the time we were out of there, I was ready to sit for a while. Fortunately, we’d passed enough time in there to make LaSalle’s without too long before our reservation time.


Chapter 36


Her eyes were like saucers as she saw the place. “This place seems really classy. Are we okay like this?” she asked awkwardly.


“You look beautiful,” I assured her and took her hand, leading her inside.


We were greeted by my regular server. “Mr. Russell, there’s a slight problem with your reservation,” she told me apologetically. “This afternoon’s party has run long. We’ll be seating you in the private dining room for this evening though. I apologize for the inconvenience.”


I smiled and nodded. “No inconvenience. It sounds a little loud in here tonight. The private dining room will give us a little more quiet to talk.”


She looked relieved and showed us the way. Gina was looking at me strangely, but waited until we were seated across from each other at the large table with menus. “You come here often enough for them to worry about pissing you off?” she asked.


“Nah, I tip well enough for them to want me coming back,” I laughed and pointed out the items on the menu that I’d tried and that I hadn’t found anything less than delicious.


She nodded and when our server returned, I ordered the same drinks with dinner that I always did.


“They let you order wine here too?!!?” she asked when we were alone.


“It’s an Italian restaurant,” I explained. “A touch of wine is traditional. I never push it though. Never more than half a glass and I frequently leave a little at the bottom of the glass.”


She nodded. “So you treat all your girls like this?” she asked.


“Not all of them have been here, but most have. I was making a reservation for last night for Tricia and me so I added another for tonight. I thought I’d go a little further than normal since I had to beg off on doing it Friday night.”


She nodded. “Can I say something without sounding like a bitch?” she asked, worried at how I’d take it.


“Sure,” I said lightly, wanting to put her at ease.


“Lana and Becky are dumb,” she said certainly.


I laughed, taken by surprise. “Because they let me get away?” I asked.


She shrugged, but then nodded. “We all saw how you paid attention to Tricia last night, rubbing her feet between dances, letting her choose who else could dance with you, showing up in a limo and now I find out you brought her here. This may be the classiest restaurant I’ve ever been in. You’ve been good as gold to everyone that was at the party, all the cheerleaders and Lana says you’re super-nice to girls who break up with you too.”


“That’s all true, but I can be a pain in the ass to get along with too,” I pointed out.


“What could you possibly do to make all that seem like a bad trade?” she asked.


“Well, I’m sure Lana’s told you I’m a sex fiend,” I said dryly. “If she hasn’t, then you should talk to Beck. We were worried for a while she was trying to get a job as my press secretary. With everything that’s happened though, I’m sometimes a little unsteady on my feet emotionally. My parents separated, that rumor, the study, everything that happened to you girls, the cheer thing, the money from YouTube and the malpractice suit I had with the hospital. It’s been pretty non-stop. I sometimes need to step back and get away from my own life.”


She nodded. “I heard about some of that. I also heard that you’re a freak,” she smirked. “That part seems okay, but the rest of it isn’t really you. It’s your life. That part sucks, but it’s no reason to walk out on you.”


“There’s a lot that happened that I’ve had to sort of gloss over. Not that I don’t trust you, but some of it is a story that touches on a lot of lives. The short version is still a long story,” I laughed. “I don’t mind telling it, but part of it really fucked me up for a while and I don’t want to tell it here.”


She nodded, wide-eyed, wondering what mysterious adventure compared to everything I’d already done. “Still, even with that story in the mix, I think they were kind of dumb to not hold on.”


“They think so too, now,” I told her. “We’re working through it and they’re hoping that we can repair the damage, but we still have a way to go.”


She nodded and we talked about cheer. She talked to me about formations and the different roles in the routine and I could tell she loved it. I grinned and thought it sounded pretty good myself. It was a lot more interesting than some sports I could name and on par with most others.


“So what things do you do to step back and get away from your life?” she asked, changing the subject.


I smiled, amused. “Well, when I need to stop thinking, I generally work out at home or stretch. Sometimes I post a video online when I have a day I just need to decompress from. There’s been a couple of times though that when it got to be too much, I just walk away. You heard about that day that Lana and I had the screaming match about a month ago?” I asked. She nodded and I went on. “That was the end for me. I seriously meant it when I asked her to kill me. They’d put me through a lot and that day ... I just reached my breaking point. I took off and wouldn’t let anyone know where I was. When they finally tracked me down, I checked myself into the hospital on suicide watch rather than go home.”


“I didn’t know that,” she said, sounding shocked.


“Ancient history now,” I said dismissively. “But at the time, I knew our parents would try to smooth it over and I would have seriously finished myself off to get out of that.”


“They hurt you that bad?” she breathed.


I nodded. “I don’t want to go into all the details, but most of you girls got out after the party. They didn’t. Patrick and Vance kept them doped on weekends so they could have their way and then kept them dried out during the week when I was around so they’d go into withdrawals and take it out on me.”


“Whoa! That’s seriously fucked-up! I had no idea. Lana just swore to me that she had reason to believe the story about you. I didn’t know the rest.”


“Neither did I for the longest time. Anyway, enough about them. I didn’t ask you to dinner to talk about Lana all night.”


“Well, we’re talking about you. She was a huge part of your life,” she countered. “You can’t talk about you without talking about the people around you.”


“That’s true. But what about you? I barely know anything about you except that you love cheer, figure skating, you watch that Captain America video every day and you’ve been nicer to me than I could have expected from someone I’d only met a few weeks ago.”


“You’re our hero,” she told me. “After that video, of course I’m gonna stick up for you when someone treats you unfairly. There’s not really a lot to know about me that you don’t know already,” she admitted sheepishly. “I was in skating for a long time, but we couldn’t afford it any more, so I took up cheer instead. I like cheer better, actually. It’s something we can do year round and until this year, it was school sponsored. I still can’t believe you paid that much for us to have a team this year.”


I smiled. “So your passions are for skating and cheer, huh?” I asked, passing by the chance to turn the conversation back to me. “Those aren’t bad passions to have. Did you ever do gymnastics?”


“Not really. I mean, there’s some of that in cheer routines if they’re good enough, but I’m not NEARLY at that level! Those girls are crazy-good.”


I shrugged and thought it was a matter of practice and coaching. I hoped that our new coach made a huge difference to us. By the time our meals arrived, we’d talked the topic of cheer to death and were glad of the distraction to get us a chance to change topics.


We ate in silence for a few minutes, both of us famished before starting up conversation again. “So tell me about the other three girls you’re dating,” she suggested as we ate.


“It’s only two now. The third decided this weekend that my age created a problem for her. That was Zoe. Emma, you met. She’s the one that picked me up from practice the day we all walked out. She’s an angel. That day that I had the fight with Lana, she was the only person I knew who I could count on for help. I’d left school without a jacket so I was half frozen, out of my mind with pain and misery and out of options that didn’t lead back home to well-meaning parents forcing us to make nice. Emma promised not to let anyone know I was with her. Unfortunately, I brought my laptop with me so the cops tracked me to the wi-fi at the dorm and picked me up there.”


“They sent the cops after you?” she was surprised.


“I left school without my jacket, without my phone and the last thing I said to anyone was to ask them to kill me. When I got tired enough, I went into a restaurant to warm up and used the wi-fi to tell everyone I wasn’t coming back and said goodbye. In retrospect, they had a good reason to have the police looking for me. That’s kind of what I meant about me being hard to get along with sometimes.”


“It sounds like you’ve been through a lot.”


I nodded. “I haven’t really talked about that day in detail before. It was pretty bad.”


“Look,” she said, biting her lip. “If something like that ever happens again, call me. We don’t have a lot of room, but you can crash at my place when it gets too scary at home.”


I smiled and took her hand, giving it a squeeze. “Thanks. Things rarely ever get that bad at home now, but if they do, I’ll let you know. In any case, that’s Emma. She’s gotten me through the last three months. You wanted to know about both my other girls though. Hanna’s a little more difficult to explain. I met her as a personal trainer. I was told that she hated men, but she doesn’t. She just pushes them to make sure that they’re strong enough to handle her personality. Most men can’t. She’s a lioness. She actually put me through that stretch the first time to punish me. She figured that I’d walk like an old man for a few days and she’d never see me again. I treated it aggressively though and was able to come back for more right away.”


“You surprised her,” Gina said with a laugh.


I nodded. “In any case, she’d made a bet with me that if I could walk after that, she’d give me a chance to break her the way she’d tried to break my spirit.”


“She what?” her eyes got wide.


“She’s into some bondage stuff. That’s why she pushes guys. She wants to find one who’s dominant enough to not be overwhelmed by her personality, but at the same time, she wants a guy who’s sane enough not to be an asshole about it. Amazingly enough, I was the perfect mix for her, so I don’t just date her. She had me put a collar around her neck like a slave and that’s how she wants it.”


“So like Fifty Shades?” she asked, looking shocked.


“That’s as good a comparison as any,” I nodded in agreement.


“Some of that shit was kinky, but it was pretty hot too. How does that work? Just like in the books?”


“Not really,” I admitted. “It mostly works like any other relationship, but with more formally defined roles. Think of our date tonight. I made the dinner reservation, asked you to meet me at the dance class, took you out skating and then when we leave here, if we’re both interested in continuing the date, we’ll go somewhere else. I picked where we went, what we did and where we met up. In most relationships, that’s the case. One person or the other takes the lead a lot more than the other. It’s just how both people feel comfortable. In a dominant/submissive relationship, the people in it formally acknowledge those roles and they carry them into more aspects of their relationship. It can be as subtle as one person suggesting where to go for dinner rather than asking where their partner wants to eat or as obvious as wearing a collar in public and calling her partner ‘Master’.”


“Does she do that?” she wanted to know.


“She wears her collar proudly,” I told her with a smile. “She sometimes calls me Master, sometimes Matt and sometimes Bitch when I’m wussing out on my workout.”


That made her laugh and she blushed. “Does it involve a lot of...” she made a whipping motion and the accompanying sound effect.


I laughed and shook my head. “At first, yes, because that first night was about figuring out whether I was someone she could let be in charge, but after that, it’s been tender and loving and pretty much the same as any other relationship. She just defers to me about a lot of things. She still gives me her opinion and when we’re working out, she’s in charge no matter who wears the collar.”


“That’s cool. I wondered about that a lot after reading those books,” she said with a shrug.


“I think it’s cool to take the parts you like and adapt them so they work for you,” I said simply. “The consent in those books is pretty hotly debated online. I’d rather err on the side of caution in that respect.”


“You know a lot about that sort of stuff, huh?” she asked. I wasn’t sure if she was interested, uneasy or just making conversation.


I nodded though. “I read pretty fast. That gets me to strange places online in a hurry as I get bored. I’ve also had a few people show an interest in that kind of relationship. Not everyone, but a few.”


“So you don’t NEED your girls to sign on for that?” she asked, perking up.


I shook my head. “My rule is to generally stick to whatever feels most comfortable to the girl. Some girls like it and some girls don’t.”


“What do you prefer?” she asked, leaning forward as she watched my reaction.


I shrugged a little. “I’m fine with romantic making love,” I told her. “The other stuff is fun, but some of the games my girls have wanted to play in the past are a little more involved than I like most of the time.”


“That’s cool. I can see wanting to do something fun like that once in a while, but most of the time, I don’t think it’s right for most people.”


I nodded. “That’s probably right,” I allowed. “It’s something interesting to spice things up when they get to be routine.”


She nodded and we turned the topic toward more mundane subjects as we ate. She wanted to know what it was like being as smart as I was. I had no real frame of reference.


“It’s boring most of the time,” I admitted. “Have you ever had someone explain something and you get it right away, but they’re still going on about it twenty minutes later because it doesn’t click for someone in the class?” She nodded. “Yeah, it’s like that just about all the time. That’s why I like things like dance, my Kung Fu class and now cheer. You can’t learn them in a classroom. You need to train your body to remember them.”


“That’s cool. Can you tutor me in math?” she joked, but there was a hint of hopefulness in her voice.


“I can try,” I said. “I sometimes help Emma with her Stats course. Bring your books back to my place after practice and we can work together.”


“I’d LOVE that. I’m good at most of my courses, but this year, math is just kicking my ass.”


“I’ll have to read your book. I’m two years behind, after all.”


“I totally forgot that! You won’t know the stuff from Junior Math. Shit!”


“Gina honey, I take engineering math. It CAN’T be more complicated than that,” I promised her.


She looked skeptical, but then nodded. “Well, we can give it a try,” she said hopefully. “What’s the worst that can happen?”


“Sounds good. I guess that means we have a date for tomorrow night too,” I pointed out with a chuckle. “Emma will be around, doing her own work too. Finals are coming up in a hurry for all of us, so there’s gonna be a lot more study this week.”


“Yeah, that reminds me that I should probably get home and do some of that myself once we leave here.” She said it reluctantly and was clearly enjoying our date.


I smiled and took another sip of wine. “Well we’ll have plenty of opportunity to get together again like this,” I promised. “You still have almost two years until you graduate and go off to college.”


“I’m ... not going to college,” she said awkwardly. “At least not right away. I’ll need to pay for it myself so I’ll need to find a job to save for it.”


I nodded and remembered Lana’s advice to stop throwing money around. “Do you have a college in mind?” I asked, wondering how much of a climb she might have.


She hook her head. “I know I can’t afford anything crazy, but I was hoping to save enough to go to business college or something like that.”


“I have a friend studying accounting that way right now and she gets scholarship money. You could apply for some of those,” I suggested.


“I don’t think I’d get the money I’d need,” she said apologetically.


“Well, there’s a ton of scholarships that don’t get used each year just because no one applies for them. I can look up some if you want. We can send in applications early and see which ones come back. You could end up having enough to pay for college and live a little more comfortably than you would slaving away at a job to try to save.”


“You’d do that for me?” she asked, smiling.


“Sure. We can even work on keeping your math marks up so we can apply for even more bursaries. I’m sure there’s some related to cheer too.”


“They were definitely dumb,” she said, looking at me with something like awe.


“Maybe,” I allowed, “but like I said, there’s more to the story.”


We chatted more through the rest of dinner and then I paid the bill with a customary tip and we were back outside, hand in hand.


“So tell me this story about why Lana and Becky gave up on you,” she said as she led me back to the car.


I chuckled and told her in broad brushstrokes about Miranda and the money, the embezzlement, my part in getting her caught and the consequences.


“It turned out some of those businesses weren’t run by the nicest people in Boston. It got her killed. I felt pretty guilty about it for a long time. I essentially got her killed by turning her in to the people she stole from.”


“So they believed the rumor because of that?” she asked incredulously. “That’s loco!”


I shrugged. “I was completely devastated by it,” I explained. “I guess they felt that I might have felt guilty about something else. When the rumor came up, they probably felt like that was it. Cheating on them and getting a girl pregnant and then forcing her into an abortion would be a Hell of a reason to be angry.”


“But you didn’t DO that,” she pointed out. “They didn’t ask you?”


“They heard it from someone they trusted at the time who said she knew it was true. They had my guilt over the other woman to go on and they put them together to decide that it was true. I’m not defending what they did. A two minute conversation would have ended it. I was laid up most of the summer with a sprained ankle for part of it and then in the hospital for surgery after that. I COULDN’T have done it.”


“Loco!” she repeated. “Well, at least everyone knows that you didn’t do that now.”


I nodded. “Yeah. I don’t want that story spread around. It’s all history now and no one’s talking about it that I’ve heard, so there’s no point in bringing it up.”


“Yeah. I can see how you wouldn’t want that story getting out,” she allowed.


She took me home and we talked about happier things along the way. When she dropped me off, I invited her in for a bit, but she begged off, saying she really did have studying. I kissed her cheek and told her I’d see her at school tomorrow.


When I went inside, Emma and Hanna were both hanging around, waiting for me. They’d already eaten and Emma was studying at the kitchen table while Hanna amused herself with video games in the rec room. I kissed Emma and asked her if she needed a hand with anything.


She shook her head, looking up from the books. “Just a little distraction. How was your date?”


“Good. She’s nice. She thinks Lana and Beck were pretty dumb to let me go after seeing how I treat people up close.”


“She’s right, but their loss is my gain.” She grinned and we chatted for a few minutes more before I went downstairs to see Hanna.


I curled up with her to watch her play for a bit while we talked. She asked if I was gonna bring Gina home to join the pack.


“I dunno. She’s nice, pretty and she’s treated me well.”


“Then what’s the issue?” she asked.


“I wouldn’t add anyone from that party until after their HIV tests came back negative, for starters,” I said firmly. “and I think I have enough going on with you two and Tricia. With Zoe gone, this gives me a little more time to focus on you. How did everything go after I was talking to you earlier?”


“About like you’d expect,” she said dryly. “Zoe’s a bundle of anxiety. She’s convinced he’ll be back, but he’s spending some time in jail and then he’s expelled, barred from campus and has restraining orders against him from Zoe, Emma and me. He’ll be gone before Christmas and then she can go back to sucking her thumb over screwing things up with us.”


“True. I guess it’s a lucky thing she was the one I was having trouble shopping for,” I said dryly. That made her laugh and she leaned over to kiss me again.


“Found something for the rest of us?” she asked, interested.


“You already know what I’m giving Tricia,” I said. “I want to do some more work on it this week and get it framed for her.”


She nodded and smiled. “She’s gonna love it,” she said confidently. “Go do some work on it.”


“You staying the night?” I asked, getting up.


“Not tonight,” she said with a shrug. “I’ll stop in through the week though.”


“Alright, come stretch me out before you leave?” I asked her.


“The stretch you can do or the one I put you through?” she asked.


“Let’s find somewhere in the middle for now,” I suggested and she nodded gratefully.


“I shouldn’t have pushed you that far the other night.”


“If you’re around tomorrow night, I’ll try the big stretch again. That gives me a few days to recover.”


I left her to her game and went to set up my easel and paints, fleshing out the painting a little more over the next hour until Hanna interrupted me and I stripped down for her to stretch me out completely. I pushed a little more than she wanted to, but it left me feeling good. I kissed her deeply to thank her and put on my robe before seeing her out.


Emma was still deeply stressing over her coursework and it was for a class I wasn’t taking so there was little I could do for her except offer her a short break. I came up behind her and started massaging her neck and shoulders gently, trying to soothe her tensions.


“Mmm!” she moaned appreciatively. “That feels heavenly. Don’t ever stop!”


I chuckled. “I’ll have to stop eventually,” I told her. “You need to get back to this. I just wanted to give you a little break and help you relax a little. How’d today go?”


She sighed. “I thought you wanted me to relax,” she complained, but told me about it.


“How do you feel about leaving her there to fend for herself?”


“She’s not a wounded gazelle,” she reminded me as I massaged her shoulders. “She made this mess. We’re not bailing her out of it.”


“I never suggested it,” I reminded her gently. “I’m just concerned with how you feel.”


“I feel like you got it right yesterday when you told her that she’d called us rapists. She burned all her friendships to the ground, picked the absolute biggest creep she could find to make sure she bulldozed what was left and now she’s in trouble because she got burned in the fire. If he’d turned out to be a sweet guy, she wouldn’t have looked back.”


“Yeah, you’re right,” I said sadly. “We’re all pretty hurt by what she did, but at least it didn’t leave us without people to lean on for support. I’m gonna do some more work on Tricia’s Christmas gift. Come to bed when you’re ready.” I leaned in and kissed her neck. “I love you, Bride-to-Be,” I reminded her.”


“I love you too, Husband-in-Training,” she grinned and reached up to hug me awkwardly. “Though I think your training is going well.”


I laughed and hugged her back before she went back to studying and I went back to my painting. Another hour and I was certain that I could finish it on Tuesday or Wednesday after my appointments and then get it framed Friday. The two of us turned in at a decent hour and I left the painting out overnight.


Chapter 37


Monday was a totally mundane day. I spread the word that Vance was returning to school Wednesday morning and there was a tone in the air like we were preparing for war. After school, we had our first practice in the new gym with our new coach and it turned out to be the best practice the girls could ever remember. Having nothing to compare it to really, I was just glad it went well.


We all split up after practice and Gina drove me home, earning a speculative look from Lana and another one from Jessie.


That night I made a stir-fry for the three of us, zipping around the kitchen while I tutored Gina in the math work that was giving her problems. She was catching on and I wondered if I was just explaining it different than the teacher or if she was having less of a problem than she had told me. Emma was studying stats tonight, so she was getting a lot of my time too. I nearly burned things a couple of times as I was caught up in explaining something, but managed to complete dinner without a mishap.


When we were done eating, Gina packed up her books and gave me a lengthy and involved hug before pecking me on the cheek and thanking me for helping her.


“She didn’t seem like she needed a lot of help,” Emma commented from the table where she was still working.


“No, probably not. I think it was company she wanted more than anything. I was thinking of inviting her and Tricia to take me to see Carl tomorrow. I think he’d get a kick out of seeing me with different girls.”


She laughed. “You’re probably right.”


I kissed her and went downstairs, making sure the painting was covered before I Skyped to Tricia to ask her.


“Hey, Sweetness!” I grinned when she came onscreen.


“Hey Handsome!” she returned. “What’s up?”


“Not much. You have plans for after school tomorrow?”


“No, but I thought you had your thing at Harvard tomorrow.”


“I do, but I wanted to see if you were interested in coming with me. I’m thinking about inviting Gina too. Carl gets a bit of a charge out of seeing me with different girls.”


She giggled at that. “He’s got you pegged as a ladies man?” she asked playfully.


“Probably,” I admitted. “At this point, anything that makes him laugh is good though.”


“Okay. I’ll go,” she said brightly. We talked for another twenty minutes and then she said she had to hit the books for the night.


I went back to the painting when she was gone and I thought that I was nearly done. An hour or two of adding finishing touches and it would be ready to take for framing. I could finish it tomorrow.


Hanna showed up a little while later, reminding me that she was here to work that stretch as hard as I could take like I’d asked.


We spent the next hour on her punishing me extensively. Between grunts I asked her what equipment I could get for the garage that would help.


“I’ve been thinking of hanging a heavy bag in there for a while,” I mentioned.


“Not a bad idea, but you could get a weight bench and some free-weights too. I wouldn’t worry too much about machines unless there was a specific one you wanted for around the house.”


“Not really, but I figured I’d ask for recommendations.”


“That’s it. The bag and the weights will help with strength. Go low weight, high rep for tone and higher weight with lower reps for strength and size, just like I showed you at the gym.”


I nodded and we ran through the rest of the stretching without any issues. I still felt good and told her so. She looked relieved and patted my chest before helping me up. “So when do we start phase three of this?” I asked with a grin. She looked at me evilly and gave me a swat. I laughed and donned my robe, following her upstairs.


“Is he broken?” Emma asked from the table.


“He’s incredibly limber. I think he might have been serious when he asked when we could push to the next level,” she said and gave us both kisses before she left.


I chuckled and dropped into a chair, asking Emma if I could help. She shook her head and I kissed her deeply before returning to the basement. I figured I’d start on getting the basics for the garage gym on Friday when I had a chance to do some shopping.


I studied the painting and nodded, thinking it was almost ready. I sat down and did a pair of smaller sketches of her mother, figuring that they’d appreciate one they could have in their bedrooms or somewhere else important.


While I was doing that, I pulled out my phone and called a number I hadn’t had much reason to use. I figured it was time for an olive branch.


“Hello?” Tabby answered tentatively.


“Hi, Tabby,” I said pleasantly, sketching with my free hand. “How’re you doing?”


“I’m good, Matt,” she said guardedly. “Is everything okay?”


“Yeah. Things are good here. Abnormal like always, but good overall. How are you two doing with exams coming up?”


“We’re doing okay. Stressing a little bit, but mostly we’re in the books every waking hour.” She was starting to relax at hearing that there was nothing wrong. It was an indication how much things had changed that we both expected conflict when we talked.


“Understandable. I don’t want to keep you too long, but I wanted to ask what you were both planning for Christmas. Are you visiting your brother? Is Collie going to visit family?”


“No, my brother’s going skiing over Christmas. A bunch of his friends are renting a chalet at some resort and throwing a big party. Collie and I were just gonna have a quiet dinner here.”


“Don’t. You should come here instead,” I told her. “I want you to come, both of you.”


“Are you sure?” she asked. “Things haven’t exactly been smooth between us lately.”


“Is there any better time of year to try to put those things behind us?” I asked softly. “You’re still family, Tabby-cat. I’m sorry we weren’t better at holding on to each other through all this, but you never stopped being family.”


She sniffed and when she spoke, I could tell she was crying. “I’m sorry too,” she said, choked up a little. “We’ll be there and thanks, Matt.”


“You’re ALWAYS welcome,” I said softly. “You don’t need to bring gifts or food or anything, just be here and we’ll take care of everything.”


We hung up and I was about to start on the second sketch when Emma spoke from the doorway. “That was a nice thing you just did,” she said.


I shrugged. “They’ve been on the outside looking in for too long,” I said. “We’ve been extremely bad at finding good footing since this all broke up. Christmas is a good time to mend those fences. I wish I could have you here, but I’ll settle for making sure you know I’m not gonna mope in our room while you’re gone.”


She nodded and kissed me. “Good. I was gonna talk to everyone to make sure they kept you active and out of your own head for the holidays. I’ve also been taking pictures of your artwork to show my parents. My brother won’t care. He’s a jock, but my little sister is going to adore you. I’ll have to figure out a way to keep her from trying to claim all your time next summer.”


I chuckled. “She an artist or just deeply interested in what her sister is up to?”


“A little of both. She’ll really love the fact that you can do such beautiful work, she’ll absolutely DIE when she lays eyes on you and she’s had a little bit of a thing for wanting what I have for years. It’s mostly cute, but I don’t think I’ll be particularly interested in sharing you like giving her half my chocolate bar.” She smirked. “Good thing she hates the cold or she’d want to move back out here with us in September.”


I laughed and kissed her. “So how long am I going to have to do without you keeping me warm at night?” I asked. “I know the Harvard break is a month. You taking most of it to see them?”


“Nah. I leave on the 20th since my exams are done by then. I’ll be back on the 4th. You’ll be okay. Tricia’s hatching a plan to get some time here herself so you won’t be too cold. I may even arrange for someone else to spend a little time decking your halls while I’m away.”


“You don’t have to do that,” I assured her softly and abandoned my drawing, taking her to bed instead. We made slow, gentle love that night, each of us losing ourselves in each other. When I came, she cried out with me, each of us professing our love for each other before we fell asleep.





I was going through my classes Tuesday without much thought to them when the PA called me to the office mid-morning.


I arrived, wondering what I’d done to deserve this and was shown into the conference room. Mr. Peterson was there, so was DA Forbes. That told me everything I needed to know.


“Let me guess, I’m being asked to attend the Governor’s Ball on New Years Eve?” I asked, sitting down.


“Not exactly,” DA Forbes said. “We wanted to talk to you about the Waterman brothers.”


“In what regard?” I asked guardedly. I took out my phone and started recording, setting it on the table in front of me. “What happened at Halloween happened. If Patrick and Vance Waterman decide to keep their heads down and behave, I have no reason to revisit that incident.”


“It’s ... not that incident that I was concerned about,” he said. “David told me that you’d confided in him that those boys did something far worse.”


I looked between the two of them, furious. “And what ELSE has David told you that I confided in him?” I asked, my voice cold as I stared at the principal.


“Nothing, Matt,” Mr. Peterson assured me. “I only told him because of the circumstances and because I trust him. Joshua doesn’t fish,” he told me significantly.


I nodded slowly in understanding. I was still furious with him, but saw how he felt he could trust him.


“Very well,” I said. “What would you like to know?”


“The names of the girls involved.”


“No.”


“Please,” he urged me. “We want to help. We don’t want this to go unpunished.”


“Then you shouldn’t have offered them a plea deal when you had them dead to rights,” I said impassively.


“It’s not that simple. At the time we weren’t aware of the other wrongdoing.”


“Neither was I. You’re putting me in the position where I have to choose between protecting my girls and helping you score a meaningless conviction.”


“It’s not meaningless,” he argued.


“For 3000 rapes, 60 instances of unlawful confinement, up to 400 cases of administering a drug to an unwilling participant for the purposes of subduing them, trafficking those girls for three days, robbing several of those girls of their virginity, trafficking drugs in large enough quantities to keep sixty girls high over the course of three days? How much jail time do you think they’ll serve? They’ll have their records expunged and be set free when they turn 18, right? Isn’t that normally what happens unless they cut a deal to tell you where THOSE drugs came from?”


“I understand that you’re angry,” he said. “We want to prosecute this.”


“Then leave my girls alone and follow the forensics. The party took place at Marlene Garrett’s house while her parents were out of town. Go in there and chase down the evidence. I’ll pass along your request to speak to them, but I’m going to recommend that they don’t. I don’t want them victimized by a trial.”


“It wouldn’t be like that,” he assured me. “They’re minors so their identity would be protected.”


“Would they be protected from hearing the defense painting them as whores for the jury just to generate reasonable doubt where none exists? It wouldn’t matter that they had the drugs forced on them. It would only matter that they were high at this party. That creates doubt about the integrity of their testimony. With sixty witnesses, that argument starts to fall apart, but this is your case to make. I won’t ask my girls to go through that for you.”


“You keep calling them your girls,” he said. “Are you involved with them?”


“I am, in so far as I’m protecting them. I took them to get tested for infections and for pregnancies. I paid for them to receive their HIV Antibody screening when the ninety days are up and they can do the test. I’m helping them find strength in each other and I’m helping them see that they did nothing wrong. No one else has lifted a finger to help them.”


“We would if we knew who they were,” Mr. Peterson said helplessly.


“That shouldn’t matter. There’s things you can do to help without identifying them.”


“Like what?” he asked helplessly.


“You’re aware of the problem. Organize an assembly and a rape prevention seminar. Teach the girls about how to avoid dangerous situations. Show them how to fight back, how to get help afterwards, what to do. Most of those girls didn’t know how to get tested without telling their parents what happened. All of the girls who weren’t on birth control should have had access to the ‘morning after’ pill. There should AT LEAST be information in the school for how to get checked. They didn’t know how to get help and they didn’t know who they could turn to. Get them the information, give them someone they can trust.”


“It seems to me that they do know who they could turn to,” DA Forbes said.


I shook my head. “I sought them out. Some people I’m close to were victims at that party and after opening up to me, they told me other girls needed help coping. I just brought them all together to give them each other and help them as much as I could.”


“Would you be willing to take on duties formally?” Mr. Peterson asked. “We can get you the title of peer counselor, get you a meeting room you can use to talk to the girls or anyone else who has a problem and make you the contact point for getting information like that.”


“I’m taking 20 university courses per semester, training for a charity event in April, organizing and funding a cheerleading club to replace the after school program that students felt uncomfortable participating in and balancing my own home life, weekly neurological tests, appointments with my psychiatrist and my own social life. Where do you think I’m gonna get the time to devote to that?”


“It wouldn’t be much,” he assured me. “Just lunches and after school for an hour or so.”


“My afternoons are spoken for Monday through Thursday. My lunches are the only time I get to socialize.”


“At least think about it?” He asked.


“No,” I said. “I wasn’t kidding. My plate is full and I need three more hours in every day to get everything done. I don’t have enough time to devote to all the girls that need me now. I’m just Goddamn lucky they lean on each other as much as me. If they were all depending on me full time, I’d already be losing some of them. You need a professional counselor who they can talk to with all the protection of doctor/patient privilege. I’m good and I empathize with their problems, but I’m not a psychiatrist yet.”


“You’re training to become one though,” he said thoughtfully.


“Yes, after several more years. I can have my Bachelor’s degree before I leave high school and can probably have a Masters a year later, maybe two. That’s still at least five years away before I decide on PhD in psychology or Med School and the Psychiatry certification.”


He nodded. “I wish we could convince you to do it,” he said regretfully.


“I do what I can. I can’t commit to doing more. The only thing I can do is test out of German for the year to get both lunch periods free so I can talk to more people, but that’s still an informal situation. I won’t take any sort of formal position in the school or an office.”


He nodded. “I can have you tested out at the end of the semester if you think you’re ready. That’ll give you both lunch periods free.”


I nodded. “That, I’ll do.”


He nodded and Forbes spoke again. “Will you at least think about talking to the girls for me?” he asked.


“You tear the Waterman house and the Garrett house down to matchsticks and dig up every shred of evidence at both places. If there’s enough there to make a case, then I’ll present your proposal to my girls.”


“You know I can’t get a warrant to search those houses,” he said uncomfortably.


“Then I can’t help you. Your whole case would hinge on testimony that the defense would pick apart like faulty stitching. Witnesses that were high at the time of the party, shaky recollections, hazy timelines. You know what a shit-bag defense lawyer would do with that. Would you want someone you cared about to go through that? If I thought you had a hope in Hell of winning, I’d think about it. I think your only hope at this point is that Vance Waterman comes after me and I beat a confession out of him.”


“It wouldn’t stand up in court,” he said sourly.


“But Vance would never stand up again and that’s just as good. Not all justice happens in courtrooms.”


“We’ll have to agree to disagree on this,” he said with a sigh. “Just don’t overreact if he does come after you.”


“If he comes after me, he’s not going to be looking to rough me up,” I said dryly. “He’ll be looking to kill me. The only thing I could do to overreact would be to go to his house and kill his parents for failing to raise human beings, so no, I don’t intend to overreact. I probably won’t even kill him, but he’ll never have the fine motor control to tie shoelaces again or likely the use of his legs to need shoes much.”


“Yes, that’s MUCH more moderate a response,” he said dryly.


“I’m fourteen and he’s ruined my life alongside the lives of sixty girls, many of whom I care about deeply.”


“How’d he ruin your life?” he asked curiously.


“He took two of my girlfriends, drove a wedge between us with a lie and then drugged and raped them at that party. The wedge he used to split us up was to spread a lie that I’d gotten a girl pregnant and forced her to get an abortion to cover it up. People believed it. My mother, my sister, my friends, my girlfriends. The two of them and Marlene Garrett destroyed my life just so they could get top dollar for my girls to be the guests of honor.” My face twisted in rage and hate at the thought of what they’d gotten away with.


“Okay,” he said uncomfortably, seeing the look on my face.


“Don’t get me wrong,” I said. “If I thought that there was a way to make your case work, I’d be all for it. I think that unless they run into a prosecutor who wants them in jail, it’ll end up pleading down to almost nothing. That’s worse than not taking it to trial.”


“You know I could subpoena you,” he said, leaving the implication hanging in the air.


I shrugged. “You could, but you’re here in an official capacity to speak to a minor. I haven’t been given the benefit of a guardian, a lawyer or an advocate. That alone would end your career. The contempt of court charge for refusing to answer would last exactly as long as it takes for my psychiatrist to drive from the hospital to the courthouse to testify. I’m not an idiot and this isn’t a cold-war era Soviet gulag. You’re better off leaving this alone. Unless you’ve got a Hell of a lot more than you’ve told me, there’s no reason to pursue this. Keep it friendly, bide your time and if I find out something that can hurt them, then I’ll let you know.”


He grimaced sourly at that, but shrugged. “I’m sorry we couldn’t come to an agreement.”


I nodded. “I’m glad you understand that I’m not going to give up my girls, even under the implication of a contempt of court charge.”


He nodded and we all got up to leave. “I’ll keep my word. If Vance stays away from me and my girls, he’s safe from harm. If he terrorizes them even with a look that makes them uncomfortable, I will be greatly displeased. To put it in perspective, I was mildly annoyed on Halloween.”


I shook hands with them and then left the office. I shut off the recording on my phone and saw that lunch was starting in about five minutes so I went to the cafeteria and picked out a table. I got four orders of fries and sat down, waiting for the cheer team to come join me.


When they showed up, they crowded around the table, wanting to know what I’d been called to the office for. I told them and I played the recording for them at a reduced volume.


Gina had taken the seat next to me and Lana and Beck were across from me, but the rest of the girls from that party were packed around our table so tightly that no one else could have heard the recording.


Jessie had taken the seat beside me at the next table and had leaned over to start filching fries one at a time from my tray. “I licked that one,” I told her. She grinned and responded by licking it all over before finally popping it in her mouth.


“Did you lick this one too?” she asked, grabbing another and eating it quickly.


“No, I didn’t lick it, but that’s not salt on it,” I said apologetically. She coughed and choked, having gasped while trying to swallow. The rest of the girls laughed and then they started drifting off to their own tables.


“You really threatened a DA’s job over this?” Gina asked, getting my attention.


“Technically, he’s not supposed to talk to me without getting me a parent or guardian and I have the right to a lawyer for any questions he asks, so he could get into some trouble.”


Lunch was fairly normal after that. I noticed a few of Vance and Patrick’s friends were watching me and I counted them up, wondering how many of them I was going to have to hospitalize before the year was out.


I got a dozen or so kisses at the end of lunch that ranged from shy to brazen. Jessie was trying to give me a tonsillectomy before she was pried off by Gina who didn’t look happy. She looked like she wanted to say something, but I hugged her tightly before she could. “I’ve already been warned,” I whispered in her ear. I could feel some of the tension ease out of her and I gave her a very soft kiss on the lips before running off to meet Tricia.


“You taste like lip gloss,” she told me when we kissed. “Interesting lunch?”


I laughed and told her briefly about my meeting and the gratitude of the girls at lunch for standing up for them.


“That was sweet of you, but I really don’t want you to go to jail for not telling who was there.”


“He was bluffing,” I told her. “He broke a pretty big rule by talking to me without someone present to protect me and he knew it.”


She nodded and I kissed her before I ran off to my afternoon classes. After school, I met Tricia and Gina and we drove down to Harvard. They were both in awe of the lab and watched in rapt attention as I underwent the tests. Carl had been deeply amused by seeing me with new girls and after introductions, he commented that I did get around.


“We would have brought more, but the school wouldn’t loan us a bus,” Tricia said brightly, bragging for me.


“A bus, Matt?” he asked dryly. “Really?”


“There’s about sixty that probably would have come if I’d asked and maybe twenty more that would have gotten on the bus just for the campus visit,” I admitted from under the cap of wires.


The tests went smoothly today and the lab cleared fairly early, leaving the four of us chatting. As usual, Carl was a charming host to my ladies. I heard the door open and saw Victoria closing it behind her as she came to join us. I introduced her to Tricia and Gina and then asked what brought her in today.


“Carl asked me to come by so we could discuss the candidates for the project,” she told me and pulled over a seat.


Carl had pulled out three folders and arranged them on the table. “Here’s the one I choose,” he said, putting his hand on the first before moving on. “Victoria will choose this one,” he said, indicating the second folder. Then he smiled. “Undoubtedly, Matt will choose this one.” He declared. I could already tell what was in it. She’d be young, brilliant, attractive and likely flirty.


I ignored that folder and picked up the one he said Victoria would pick. I scanned the information and passed it to her before picking up Carl’s first choice. I scanned that and then decided to ask. “How many candidates did you consider?” I asked.


“About a dozen,” he admitted.


“If these three were off the table, who were your next three names?” I asked.


He frowned, concerned. “Is there a problem with the first two?” he asked, aware of how fast I could absorb information.


“Not at all, but their qualifications on paper are only half of what we need from them. Personality is part of the mix. I’d prefer to go with the choice you’re most comfortable with, but if they’re an abrasive, self-important shit-brick, we’ll end up burying them in the quad and coming back to these files. I’d rather review the top six and see which one of them fits best.”


He nodded and went back to his desk for some more files. He brought back the whole field, but gave me three which were the front-runners. When I’d read those three, then I opened the folder that he’d pegged as my choice and laughed. She was indeed attractive with a hint of a smile on her face from her faculty ID photo. She had good qualifications, as good as the others, but she was young and this would be her first major rodeo in the realm of research.


“Well?” Victoria asked. “You’ve read all the files. I certainly can’t go through that much information that quickly. What’s your decision?”


“Carl was right about who my first choice is, but probably not why.”


He arched an eyebrow. “Do tell.”


“All the rest of them are just as qualified, but more seasoned. Julie Nichols is young. Carl assumes that I’m thinking with the small head, but my goal is to get him recognized for his work. I think in four years we may have difficulty keeping his name in the forefront if some of the other doctors take the lead. Dr. Nichols, on the other hand has assisted in research, but this would be her first kick at the can. She’ll likely be okay sharing the billing for the research because your name lends prestige to the work that her name doesn’t yet. She’ll be hoping to make her brilliant career with it just like we’re hoping to cap your brilliant career with it.”


“Okay, now what about the other candidates?” Victoria asked.


“The three of us should take them out to dinner and meet with them to see who fits best with us. We can start one at a time or make it all one event. I’m okay taking one of the top three on as our lead with the possibility of taking on one of the runners-up for a secondary if we have the room for that.”


“By the time we get around to that phase of the project, you’ll be nearly ready to take it out of their hands anyway,” Carl predicted. “Alright, I’ll call the top three and set up dinner for next week after your appointment with Victoria. If it works out with any one of them better than the others, we’ll offer them the position and work from there.”


Victoria opened Julie’s file and smiled. “I can see why Carl thinks you would have chosen her,” she said shrewdly.


Gina and Tricia came to look over her shoulders and Tricia giggled. “Have you ever gone anywhere without meeting a beautiful woman?” she asked.


“The beach,” I admitted, but I’d had trouble thinking of a place. “It might have been because I arrived with two carloads of girls.”


“That doesn’t count then,” she scoffed.


“You didn’t pick up that x-ray technician,” Victoria supplied helpfully.


“That’s not fair!” I protested. “I still MET her and I wasn’t cleared to wrestle at the time. If I went back now...”


“I’ll be sure to let her know you’re thinking of her,” she chuckled and then got up, dragging Carl with her. “You kids run along. I’m going to take Carl to dinner and have him tell me about the rest of the candidates.”


Chapter 38


We left and Gina looked at me funny. “That woman is really your doctor?” she asked. “She doesn’t look old enough to be a doctor.”


“I don’t look old enough to be finished with three semesters of college,” I pointed out. “Victoria is exceptionally gifted. I’m sure she graduated well ahead of schedule.”


“You call her by her first name?”


“Sure. She’s not just my doctor. She’s one of my closest friends.”


“That’s cool. How long have you known her?”


“Since August. She saved my life more than once.”


We got back to the car and chatted on the way home. We dropped Tricia off at home and I got a quick kiss before she slipped inside since her father was home.


When I got back in the car, Gina wanted to talk. “Listen, about Jessie...” she started.


“It’s okay,” I said. “Lana told me that if I was going to date a cheerleader, she had one that she thought would be good to me and that I’d be good to.”


“She did?” she asked, stricken. “Did she say who?”


I smiled and nodded. “Yes she did,” I told her. “It wasn’t Jessie. She felt like Jessie would be looking past me to the bank account. She said you were different, that I could trust you. That’s why I was comfortable taking you somewhere nicer on Sunday. Jessie would have gotten somewhere like Olive Garden in the same situation. I’m trying to stay out of that situation with her though.”


She blushed furiously as she realized that we’d been on a real date and not just as friends. “So what does this mean?” she asked, shy all of a sudden.


“For now, it just means that I like you and you like me. Let’s go back to the house so you can study with Emma for a bit. She’s the head of the Sorority. She’ll make the decision in the end so the more time you spend with her, the more she can get a sense of whether you fit in with the rest of us.”


She nodded and we went home where I made dinner for the three of us while they did schoolwork.


Emma raised her head from her books and smiled at me knowingly. I returned it with a look of innocence which made her laugh and got Gina’s attention.


“What’s funny?” she asked.


“Matt,” she told her. “He’s trying to pretend to be completely innocent, like it’s a coincidence that he’s spent the last three evenings with you. Four if you were at the dance on Saturday.”


Gina blushed and then her eyes got kind of wide. “Six actually,” she said, realizing it for the first time. “I helped with his errands on Friday and we had cheer meeting here on Thursday.”


I cocked my head to the side and then nodded. She was right. That had snuck up on me.


“Six nights in a row?” she turned and looked at me with an arched eyebrow.


“Not all of them were nights,” I said in my own defense. “Friday, she dropped me off to have dinner at one of the other girls’ houses so we were really done before evening. Cheer was mostly afternoon too, but the past four have been solid evening hangouts.”


“Interesting,” Emma said. “Clearly, I am studying the wrong subject tonight.” She deliberately closed her books and gave Gina her full attention.


Gina wilted a little. “Should I be worried?” she asked and I shook my head with a comforting smile.


“Not at all. Emma is just saying that she wants to get to know you better. I’ve been badly hurt in the past, so she protects me from anyone she thinks might hurt me down the road.” I came and kissed Emma on the cheek before returning to the stove. “Think of her like a big sister who wants to make sure you’re right for me.”


“Okay,” she said, still uncertain. “Your big sister or mine?”


That made Emma laugh. “Which is less creepy?” she asked.


“Probably mine, but then you’d be making sure HE was right for ME, so I guess I’ll just have to ignore you sleeping with your brother.” She bit her lip and grinned, trying to hold in giggles.


I chuckled to myself while I gathered everything up and served both of them. I made up a plate for myself and gave them both a kiss on the cheek before I headed for the stairs.


“Where do you think you’re going?” Emma asked tartly.


“I was just going to give the two of you some space to talk,” I told her.


“I don’t think that’s necessary,” she said. “We can kick you out later when we get to the parts you don’t need to know yet.”


I returned to the table and sat between the two of them. “I’m okay with that,” I grinned at both of them.


The three of us sat and ate while we learned more about Gina and she learned a little about us. It turned out that her mother cleaned houses during the day and her father was an electrician. She had an older brother who was going to UCLA and staying with an aunt while he studied, a younger brother who wanted to be a vet some day and a cat named Oscar, who was named because they had found him in their garbage can one night.


She loved her parents, put up with her brothers and said that she preferred the cat to her older brother. “Not that he was bad to me REALLY, but he didn’t have much to do with me except when we got in each others way. Oscar splits his time between me and my little brother, Hector. Hector really is good with animals, so maybe he’ll make a good vet after all.”


She talked some more and learned about us and some of the things that have happened. She heard about the surgery and the malpractice, the study and, regrettably, she heard the ‘little boy’ story.


“I thought you wanted to live that down,” I reminded Emma with a poke in the ribs.


“I’m over that now,” she said. “You’re not so little where it counts, dear.”


“Gee, thanks!” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “guys don’t worry enough about size without comments like ‘not SO little’?” I pointed out.


She laughed. “I apologize,” she said patronizingly. “Who’s my big boy? Are you my big boy? Yes you are!”


“And now baby talk,” I said dryly. “Yes, that’s much better. I’ll leave you two alone. I’m gonna go sulk.”


Gina was turning red-faced she was laughing so hard. I kissed her on the forehead and then stuck my tongue out at Emma before going downstairs. I finished the painting and the sketch, did my stretch and reviewed all my coursework for the day. I was mostly bored, so I went out to the pool table, shooting a few racks. I thought if I could figure out the more complex shots, I might have a chance at learning how to make throws with the shield.


I put the cue away after a couple of games and put the painting away before checking on Tricia. “Hey, Sweetness,” I said with a smile. “How’d you like your first trip to the science lab?”


“It was cool,” she said. “I told Dad a lot about it. That was the man who’s dying of cancer, wasn’t it?” she asked gently.


I nodded. “That meeting at the end was for us to pick out someone to continue the work when he can’t.”


“I’m glad I got to meet him. Can I go with you again sometime?” she asked and I nodded.


“You can come with me every time if you want,” I told her. “Except once a month I go for a longer test that takes a lot of the school day to finish so you wouldn’t be able to do that.”


She grinned, delighted to be allowed to come along. She needed more of my time. “You’re always allowed to come with me except to my appointments to Dr. Spencer’s office.”


“You called her Victoria earlier,” she pointed out.


“I make the distinction between when she’s talking to me professionally as a doctor and when we’re outside our appointments,” I said lightly. “I generally think of her as Victoria.”


She nodded. “So I can go to cheer practice with you?” she asked sweetly.


“Of course,” I said lightly. “I didn’t think you had any interest in it or I’d have invited you along.”


She shrugged. “I’m curious about what you do there, but I’m not really interested in joining or anything like that.”


“That’s cool. It’s not like Coach Mullins who went mental at the thought of someone watching her practices. I rent the gym and I pay the coach. I reserve the right to have you around to watch.”


“I might not want to go every time, but once in a while would be nice,” she said and we talked about more mundane matters, like what had happened at school that morning and what it would mean that Vance was coming back to school in the morning.


When I went back upstairs, the girls were chatting and laughing together on the couch.


“Okay,” Emma said lightly. “I like her. You can keep her.”


“Do either of us get a say in this?” I asked, amused.


“If you didn’t want her, she wouldn’t have been here,” she pointed out, dismissively. “And she and I talked. Once she has her last test results back, she’s good.”


“That should be in about three weeks,” I told her. “We go get them all done on the 12th and the results should only take 72 hours barring weekend delays.”


She nodded. “We discussed that too. She also told me there’s another cheerleader trying to attract your attention. That one doesn’t meet with my approval.”


“Mine either,” I said. “Lana warned me that she was in it for the money. Not what I want in a girlfriend.”


Gina nodded. “I can’t say for sure that’s what she wants, but I don’t think she’s interested in you as much as she’s interested in what you can do for her. Whether it’s the money or she just wants to be close to you because you’re the most famous person in the school, she wants something from you.”


“If she just wants to be close to me for the attention, sitting with us at lunch should be good enough.”


“No, I think she wants to be the center of attention like Tricia was on Saturday,” Gina clarified.


I was suddenly reminded of Manda, Collie’s old roommate. I should find out from Collie how that went for her.


“I think I can set her on a different path,” I said. “It’ll really depend on whether it’s the attention or the money that she wants. If it’s the attention, there’s two different types of attention and she’s better off getting out of the spotlight if she doesn’t want both.”


“What do you mean?” Gina asked, worried.


“I mean Vance Waterman returns to school tomorrow morning. If he goes nuts and decides to attack me in the school, does she really want to be standing close enough to be caught in the attack when he comes for me?”


“That’s a good point,” she said. “I don’t personally care. If he attacks you while I’m standing there, I get a chance to kick him in the balls myself, but what if she’s after your money?” she asked, wanting to know how I was going to talk her out of that.


“If that’s her game, she’ll quickly find that I have most of it in investments. I don’t intend to give her access to the bank account. I also don’t intend to give her time alone with me to give her the hope that she can trap me into doing something to give her a basis to try to claim it.”


“I don’t think she’d do anything like that,” Gina said, frowning. “I think it’s more that she sees a rich, popular, famous guy in the school and thinks that he’s the perfect boyfriend.”


“I’m not so perfect,” I said dismissively, “but I do try.”


“You do okay,” Emma said approvingly. “You just need to stop letting yourself get roped into solving the world’s problems.”


“I actually turned down the school flat when they tried to get me to take a job as a peer counselor,” I told her. I told her about the meeting and played the recording from my phone.


She nodded. “Good. About time you stopped letting people use you up. You’re right though, you need three more hours in every day to get everything done and see all the people who want you.”


I shrugged. “I’m working on it,” I promised her. “I’m testing out of German so I can have a double lunch. That gives me another hour that I can spend with Tricia and others who want my time starting in January.”


“Won’t that hurt you for getting through your lectures?” she asked.


“Not really. I have about ten hours of lectures a day. I can listen to two or three of them at a time. I might have to devote an hour at the end of every second day to pick up the slack.”


She nodded. “That’s an hour at home that you could be using for other things,” she reminded me.


“It’s an hour I could be studying with you and everyone else,” I said dismissively. “I’ll still have time on Saturdays for Kung Fu and to visit the hospital, Sundays for dance class and Monday and Thursday for cheer. Those are really my hobbies. Hanna plays video games more than I do. I only draw and paint for special occasions right now and I have no interest in most sports. The bedroom Olympics are the only thing I compete in regularly.”


“Not as often as I’d have expected when I moved in,” she admitted with a smirk.


I laughed. “Wait ‘til you’ve been away for a couple of weeks,” I warned her. “My new years resolution is to make you walk funny for the first week you’re back.”


We all laughed about that and then Gina had to go. She said her parents would wonder where she was. We all hugged and then she was out the door.


“She’s nice,” Emma commented when she was gone. “She’s looking forward to getting her results back. Not just for the sake of getting into the Sorority, but to put it all behind her.”


I nodded. “I can understand that,” I said softly. “It’s been a lot to take in. I want to help all of them, but I feel like she wants me to be a more direct part of her recovery.”


“She’s not the only one. The Powers ladies are both holding out for you holding them,” she said. “Eventually, they’ll ask. Maybe not soon, but the longer they put it off, the harder they’ll find it to move on to someone else, unless you don’t intend to let them go?” she asked, with an eyebrow arched questioningly.


“I don’t plan these things,” I told her. “They just sort of happen when I least expect them. Lana found me at the mall after my accident, Beck was brought to me by Lana, Collie and Tabby were a gift from my father, perversely enough. Zoe, Tricia and Hanna were all random and no one could have predicted that we’d end up together after that first meeting,” I told her with a smirk.


She nodded and returned my smirk. “I suppose. God help us all if you ever decided to see how many girls you could tame.”


“I’m not even interested in taming you,” I said softly, sitting down on the sofa with her and pulling her close enough to cuddle. “I like you wild.”


“Perv!” she accused, but kissed me with a twinkle in her eye. “I want to do something with you some night when you’re inspired to draw.”


“Oh?” I asked, wondering how we transitioned from ‘perv’ to drawing. “What’s on your mind?”


“I want to make a vid for your channel of you drawing something with both hands. I think it’s kind of awesome to watch you draw like that. I think a lot of people would like to see it.”


“That might be interesting,” I admitted. “Not tonight though. I’m done with my artistry for tonight.”


“You have much left to do on it?” she asked.


“Nope. It’s done. It’ll be dry by morning and I’m gonna ask you to take me to get the framing done tomorrow.”


“Why me? I thought you’d prefer Gina,” she asked.


“Well, tomorrow is my appointments at the hospital. I’m not sure what time I’ll be done and besides, I promised Tricia that she could be with me any day of the week except Wednesday since those sessions are generally closed.”


She nodded. “Tomorrow night then. The art supply place in the mall?”


“Sure. They do framing there. We can grab dinner out for a change and do a little shopping for the holidays.”


“You still have shopping to do? I thought you had it figured out?”


“For you, Tricia and Hanna, I do. I have more people to shop for now. I’ll get something for Tabby and Collie, Lana and Beck, Patty and Dan, Mom and Lilly, my dad needs something nice for all that he’s done lately. I also intend to get something for Gina and Cheryl. Cheryl’s the girl who’s pregnant.”


“What are you planning on getting them?” she asked.


“Gina is a surprise. I’d already planned on getting you something similar, but it’s a gift she’d love too. Cheryl, I’m not sure about. I was thinking about getting her a spa subscription for the rest of her pregnancy. I know that there’s a lot of physical changes going on and some of them will be uncomfortable or even painful. Being able to go and get a full massage and pamper herself seems like something nice to do for her.”


“That IS nice,” she said, approving. “She’ll have some back pain likely and they’ll be able to ease that some.”


We chatted about Christmas gifts for a little while longer and then we went to bed. She took pictures of the painting and the sketches to show her family when she got home for Christmas.


“Should I do one of you for your parents?” I asked. “I can do it tomorrow during my session with Dr. Spencer and we can take it to be framed tomorrow night with the others.”


She thought about it and then nodded. “I think they’d like that,” she said with a smile. “Daddy would especially like to see how you’d make out in the workshop. He’s gonna be working on something interesting this summer. He always is.”


“Right on. Maybe I should start trying to figure out what tools he’d want me working with now.”


“Nope. You go in cold and you blow him away. Then we can tell him you’ve never even touched the stuff before.”


I grinned and we turned in for the night. We each had a long day ahead of us, so sex was out, but I did give her a very gentle massage, which put her to sleep before I was done. I chuckled and pulled her limp form to me as I settled in comfortably.





Wednesday was tense. We all knew that something was bound to happen once Vance was back in school. I’d been told in passing that he had restrictions on his release including avoiding me, the girls, drugs, alcohol or drugs, but to say I was skeptical about Vance behaving would have been generous. We all felt like it was a day we’d never forget. Little did we know in those moments as we went to our morning classes. All the girls had a look of grim determination on their faces and I had my eyes open the whole day. Vance had early lunch, same as I did and the lunch room was silent as the grave as people held a collective breath. As soon as I sat down, I was surrounded by the girls. Every one of them, not just the cheer team as usual. We took over one corner of the room and stuck together, watching Vance like a hawk. For his part, he barely seemed to notice. He was laughing and catching up with his friends. That put black marks next to their names in my head as much as the stares I’d been getting from them before.


I told the girls to watch out for each other and gave them my schedule for the afternoon. “If anything happens, call 911, get the school cop and send for me. I’ll be there right away.”


They all nodded and at the bell, I went to get Tricia and told her the same. “Pass it on to the other girls and come get me if he starts shit.”


“You worry too much,” she said and kissed me.


“I do, but it’s because I care. I have Lana dropping you off after school so you don’t have to walk.”


“Actually, I’m going over to Cheryl’s for a while this afternoon,” she told me. “Her mom is picking us up and then dropping me off at home after dinner.”


“Cool,” I said. “Give her a hug for me.” I kissed her and ran off to class.


The rest of the day was calm and I got Lana to drop me at the hospital. Victoria and I bantered quite a bit but our session was mostly mundane. I drew the sketch of Emma that I’d promised for her parents while we talked.


“How are things with Mom,” I asked near the time she usually sent me up to Samantha’s office.


“She’s making a great deal of progress. She’s carrying a lot of guilt for the way things went between you and her, but every day is helping. Every visit is doing a little bit too. You’re having a very real effect on her progress.”


I nodded. “I’m here as much as I can be,” I said, wishing I could make more time. “Do you have any idea when she’ll be ready to come home?” I asked.


“That’s difficult to say,” she allowed. “I think she’s still got a lot of work to do before she’s well.”


“I do too,” I pointed out dryly.


“You’re a special case. I send you home to keep you from bedding half the hospital staff.”


I chuckled. “Only half? You used to have a higher opinion of me,” I said, sounding disappointed.


“I assumed you’d leave the male staff and the ones over 45 to fend for themselves,” she returned dryly.


“That’s true. I do have something serious to talk about along similar lines,” I said and I brought up Zoe and the issue that caused her break from us.


“She has valid concerns and you’re not going to resolve them by talking, only by waiting out the clock until they’re no longer an issue.”


“I know that. It’s why I’m generally in a better place than I was the last time I had a breakup. I’m just wondering what your opinion is of those laws in general and what you think of my case in particular.”


She nodded. “I thought we might have come to this conversation when you became involved with Patty,” she said. “I wondered why you didn’t bring it up then.”


I shrugged. “Because it didn’t matter. I wasn’t abused, I was asked by two people I loved to give one of them an experience we’d both treasure forever. There was no relationship coming from it. There was no chance we were going to end up together. It was sex between two people who love each other, but were meant for other people. The law didn’t matter to me.”


“But it does now,” she said gently.


“No, it really doesn’t. It mattered to Zoe and that created an issue. I don’t delude myself into thinking it’s the last time in the next two years that something like this will come up. I’m curious about your opinions.”


She nodded. “Those laws exist for a good reason,” she said carefully. “Without them, children would be taken advantage of. I’ve seen the axe fall both ways in different cases. The laws have been enforced to protect children, but they’ve also been applied brutally in cases similar to yours where two people who are just a few years apart are devastated when one of them goes to prison for cases of forbidden love.”


I nodded. “And my case in particular?”


“Your development doesn’t conform to any of the rules we subscribe to in modern psychology,” she said. “That’s not news to you. What it means is something none of us can predict. I believe you’re already capable of more rational thought than most people. I would certify you as able to vote intelligently, drink responsibly and drive safely. Unfortunately those laws don’t allow for cases like yours. You’ve done fairly well with the restrictions life places on you, but this one is gonna make you angry until it no longer applies to you.”


I shrugged. “Maybe I’m not as busted up because I’m generally okay with restrictions,” I admitted. “Honestly, I’m not even mad about the breakup, just sad. What pisses me off is that her objections basically call Emma and Hanna rapists. It’s one thing for a room full of dick-heads in their 60s to say it’s wrong. It’s another for her to say it when she knows the situation.”


She nodded and gave me a sympathetic look. “I’m afraid you’ll have to brave this kind of scorn. The nature of your relationship is such that people assume that you’re being abused.”


I shrugged. “So learn to keep my mouth shut or let Hanna and Emma go for their own good?” I asked sourly. “Great choices.”


“It’s not the first time that you’ve found yourself in a situation filled with bad solutions,” she reminded me. “Your mother is still staying here with us because of one of them. Patrick Waterman is recovering from knee surgery because of another one.”


I nodded. “Yeah. So I guess I’ve got a lot to think about.”


“You’re going to run into this problem with almost all your girls since you’re considered too young to give consent at all.”


I nodded miserably. “Yeah. If it got out...”


“The law wouldn’t care about who was dominant or who pursued who. Only age.”


“The laws in this state suck cock,” I swore. It wasn’t a habit I was in, especially here.


“I agree in many ways,” she said mildly. “Should I call Samantha and tell her that our session left you in a less playful mood than normal?”


I nodded. “Yeah. I’m in no mood today, really.”


She got up and made the call, expressing my regrets and a promise for next week if things were better.


“I’m sorry I haven’t given you better solutions,” she said.


“That’s not your job,” I said dismissively. “You’re just supposed to help me cope with selecting from the bad ideas I have to choose from.”


“Well, I like to think I help offer alternatives too.”


“Vance Waterman’s still alive. That wasn’t my first choice so it counts as an alternative you suggested.”


“He returned to school this week?” she asked delicately.


“Today,” I confirmed.


“That’s putting more stress on you. My suggestion is that you try to concentrate on what’s good in your life and let him get on with his.”


I nodded. “That’s the idea. I know he’ll show up looking for trouble sooner or later. I just don’t know when.”


“At a guess, I’d say that he’ll try when his brother is back on his feet,” she said casually, “if for no other reason than to have him around to watch the revenge.”


I nodded. “I guess that makes a lot of sense,” I said skeptically and got to my feet. “I should go visit Mom before I head home though.”


“Not Charlotte any more?” she asked, walking me to the door.


“No. She’s come a long way to get where she is. I’m hoping she can be home for the holidays, even if she can’t go back to work just yet.”


“I think I can arrange that,” she said. “Ask me again in a couple of weeks and we’ll see.”


I thanked her, like I always did and then left. I went to visit with my mother and we had a pleasant talk. I told her about just about everything that was going on in my life these days. I figured it might bite me in the ass. But she needed that chance at regaining my trust. I told her about Zoe and she was surprised and sad for me when I told her what had happened. I balanced that out by telling her I’d reached out to Tabby and Collie and invited them to come for Christmas.


“I’m sure that’s going to be fantastic for all of you,” she said with a smile.


“I fully intend for you to be there with us,” I told her and she beamed at me.


“You think I’ll be ready to come home by then?” she asked hopefully.


“There’s still a long way to go,” I told her, “but I mentioned it to Dr. Spencer today and she said she’d see if she could get you there for us.”


She smiled and she looked like my mother again, proud and loving. I thought she was ready, but then again, I knew better than anyone that damage lingered below the surface.


“I hope we can all be together for Christmas,” she said, thrilled with the idea.


“Me too, but we can’t get our hopes up too high just yet. For now, you and I should plan as if I’m gonna have to solo the celebration at the house. Not that I think you’re not ready, but after what happened this summer, I know that making progress doesn’t mean all the bad days are behind us. Either way, we’re going to make this Christmas bright and special.”


She smiled at me and I could tell that she believed me. It was humbling. I’d taken on responsibility for both of my parents this past year. I hoped to God that Victoria could get her home to us so I didn’t have to try to make this Christmas festive in visiting hours.


“I know you will, Matt. I’m so proud of everything you’ve become in the past few months. You’ve had to take care of so much and I wish I’d been there to help, but the last time I was there, I was the exact opposite of help to you.”


“It’s okay,” I told her. “We’re all moving on. Sometimes things work out the way they do for a reason. If that breakup hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have met Tricia or Hanna or Zoe and while Zoe didn’t stay long, she left her mark.”


She nodded. “So what are you doing when you leave here tonight?” she asked.


“Emma and I are going to the mall to get some things framed. I did a painting of Tricia’s family for her. Her mother died of cancer years ago and I did a painting of the three of them as if she had never gotten sick and had lived to see Tricia as she is now.”


“That’s an incredibly thoughtful thing to do,” she said softly. “I hope it doesn’t backfire.”


“Why would it backfire?” I asked, concerned at the thought.


“If someone were to paint a portrait of me and your father together, it wouldn’t have quite the same emotional impact that you’re hoping this will have,” she said gently. “I know you want them to love it and I hope they will. I’m just pointing out that it could go the opposite way too.”


“I hadn’t thought about that,” I admitted. “I hope they love it. I know she will. Her dad doesn’t really like me since I’m the most likely candidate to take his daughter’s virginity.”


“That’s not unique to her father,” she said dryly. “Most fathers object to that kind of behavior.”


I nodded. “I understand a little,” I told her. “I’m working on it though. I’m being honest with him without throwing it in his face.”


We kept chatting for an hour or so about little things. She’d made a couple of friends in there and wanted me to know a little about them. I got a list of things she’d like to have and promised I’d bring them for her. We finally said goodbye and I walked the distance home in the cold.


There was a car I didn’t recognize in the driveway when I got home and I walked past the house as if it wasn’t my destination. I looked in the window on the way by, but couldn’t tell anything. I went to Patty’s door and asked if anyone had seen the car pull in. They hadn’t, so I decided that I needed to be overly cautious. I called their house phone and kept it on speaker as I walked over to the house. They were to call 911 if I hung up suddenly or used the name Sally.


I opened the front door and looked around.


“Patty, I think you and Dan should come next door,” I said sourly. “Not an emergency, but not expected guests.” I hung up the phone and then held up my hand for silence while I hung up my coat and took off my boots. By that point, Patty and Dan were there and I hung up their coats.


I took my phone out and started a new recording. “Dan and Patty Powers, this is Principal Peterson and District Attorney Forbes. I don’t know what they’re doing here, but they’re here and Emma doesn’t look happy. Would you keep them company while I have a word with her in private?”


I didn’t wait for an answer, gathering Emma up with a glance and taking her downstairs to find out what was going on.


“They showed up here after school and wanted to talk to you,” she said in a hushed voice. “They said it was important. When I told them that you weren’t here and wouldn’t be back for hours, they said they’d wait. I didn’t know what to do. I don’t even really live here.”


“Yes you do,” I said firmly. “I’m not angry at you, I’m angry at them. They shouldn’t be here.”


I hugged her and then led her back upstairs.


“Gentlemen,” I said in a neutral voice. “To what do I owe the unexpected visit? I thought we settled this yesterday morning.”


I took a seat on the sofa and drew Emma down beside me.


“There’s been a ... development,” Forbes said uncomfortably.


“What happened?” I whispered, my blood running cold.


“Vance Waterman went to the house of Cheryl Anders after school. He demanded to talk to her and when she wouldn’t come to the door, he forced his way inside.”


“Oh my God! Tricia was there! Is she okay?!!? What happened?” I wasn’t aware of getting to my feet, but I was standing and reaching for the house phone to call her.


“She’s fine!” he said quickly. “Everyone’s fine. She called 911 as soon as he started yelling for Cheryl. She told them where she was and what was going on as soon as the call started. When he heard that, Vance left. We haven’t seen or heard from him since. He hasn’t been home and his phone is shut off so we can’t track it.”


“And you need me to tell the other girls to be on guard?” I asked.


He nodded. “It’s not just a case now, son, it’s their safety.”


“God DAMN you!” I growled. “I was worried sick about those girls last week and the week before. I tried to put something in their hands to give them a way to fight back and now I have to call HALF THE FUCKING TOWN because the rights of a rapist junkie matter more than keeping our FUCKING school safe. You want my help? I’ll go find him. Stay the fuck out of my way and send all the cops to the opposite end of town. I’ll dump what’s left on his parents lawn.”


“WHOA! No one’s going out and finding ANYONE! I just need you to call those girls and tell them Vance is dangerous and to call the police if he shows up.”


“Who do you think told Tricia to call 911 if she saw Vance, you idiot?” I barked at him in frustration. “I told them that at lunch and I’ve had them prepared to watch out for each other.”


I picked up my phone and dialed Gina’s number. I told her without using her name about what had happened. I told her to call everyone and have them spread the word. I asked her to call me back once everyone had the message. “I’d do it, but I suspect the District Attorney sitting across from me would love to subpoena my phone records to get all the contact information he needed to trap the girls so I need you to run point.”


I hung up and looked across the coffee table at them. “Done. Within the next fifteen minutes, I’ll have a report that says they’re all safe and aware. I’ll also know if someone doesn’t check in.”


“You didn’t need to take that extra step, Matt,” he said gently. “I didn’t intend to rip apart your phone records to get the girls.”


“Yesterday, you were talking about compelling my testimony on pain of a contempt charge if I didn’t comply.”


“That wasn’t really ever going to happen,” he assured me. “It was a poorly considered bluff.”


“Psychological games don’t work on me, Mr. Forbes,” I told him. “I’m smarter than you are and my specialty isn’t the law or medicine or even psychology. It’s human nature. I KNEW Vance was gonna go after those girls. It’s why I tried to get them pepper-spray. It’s why I told them to call the cops if he approached them. It’s why I told them to look out for each other. Vance has gone after one of my girls. He WILL try again.”


“With every cop in the city looking for him?” Forbes looked dubious.


“What have you done to make him fear getting caught by law enforcement?” I asked dryly.


We waited in a sour silence for the call. It came about ten minutes later.


“I called the cheer team and they’re all good. I got them each to call three people and text me back. Everyone knows and they’re all watching out.”


“Good. How scared are they?”


“They’re terrified. They don’t know what to do.”


“Hang on a sec,” I said and put the call on mute. I looked at Forbes. “All the girls are suitably informed and suitably terrified. You can go now.”


“We still need to talk about options for helping them,” he said in frustration, trying to do his best to control the situation.


“That’s my problem now. You want to help? Go get Vance Waterman. I’m going to do what I do best. I’m going to take care of my girls. I want you out of here so it’s safe for THEM to be here. And if I see a cop with a camera parked anywhere near here, I’ll personally hold you responsible.”


He nodded. “I understand your frustration. We just want to help. We really do.”


“You can help by making this a safe place for them to come. There’s only one thing either Waterman brother fears and it’s downstairs hanging on my wall. If you REALLY want to help, you get me cots from FEMA or wherever you can locate them. You have female officers deliver them here so those girls can be somewhere safe if they don’t feel safe going home. Then you get Vance’s picture on every TV in the city. I’ll put up a reward of a thousand dollars if he’s alive and well. Ten thousand if he never walks again.”


He blanched at that comment. “I can’t publish his face and name without a court order and I can’t post that kind of a reward. I’ll see if I can get you a loan of some cots.”


“Then you need to see a judge and I need to tell those girls to bring their families here. Some of those girls haven’t even told their parents yet.” I took the phone off mute. “Are you still with me?”


“Yeah. Is everything okay?”


“For now. Things are about to be tight though. “Call them all back. Get them to come here. Bring their families. The DA is gonna see if he can get us cots to put up as many of the girls as need a place to feel safe. Tell them to pack a bag for tonight and that Principal Peterson will call me in the morning to let me know if the school’s going to be safe or not.”


“For real?” she asked, surprised.


“Yeah. You too. Bring your folks. Tell everyone I’ll explain what happened in September to everyone and what happened tonight.”


She told me she would and hung up.


“Gentlemen,” I said. “I think you both have some work to do before bed tonight. I want to see Vance’s face on the news. I always get what I want.”


“I’m not sure I can get permission to put him up there,” Forbes said.


I shrugged. “I’m bringing the girls here. This is soon going to be the only place he’ll be able to get at them. When he shows up, I’m going to brutally execute him on my front lawn. That’ll get his picture in the news. Want to stop that? Find him first.”


“Let me post an officer out front,” he said. “You have my word it will be a female officer and there’ll be no camera.”


“Give me your number. Once the girls are inside here, I’ll discuss matters with them and we’ll consider it. Until then, keep them off my street while those girls are arriving.”


“I don’t have that kind of control,” he said and I knew he couldn’t force officers away.


“Fine, just call me when you know something.” I wrote down my number and handed it to him. “And call me in the morning to tell me what’s being done to make the school safe for us.”


“I’ll let you know,” he said and they left.


As soon as their car was out of sight, I called next door and told the girls to come over.


As soon as they were there, we got to work making the house as ready as possible for the press of visitors. I went downstairs and called Tricia to find out how she was.


“I’m fine. As soon as he heard me talking to 911, he freaked out and took off,” she assured me.


“Get your dad and come here. All the other girls are coming. You’re a target now. You’re the one that turned him in. I need to protect you too.”


“I’m fine,” she assured me again.


“Please,” I asked her. “I’m not gonna stop worrying until I see you for myself.” While I talked, I tucked her painting into the closet and tucked the sketches in with it before plucking my shield off the wall. I wanted it close.


“Alright. I’ll make him bring me over,” she said, hearing the fear for her in my voice.


We locked the furnace room and the tool-chest full of money, cleaned up the bathroom, I put together a list of things we’d need for the bathroom and kitchen with that many people coming and hoped that they’d all stay. I figured some of them would. They wouldn’t feel safe at home.


They started arriving, a few at a time and without exception, all the girls hugged me tight, trembling when they realized that he was out there, looking for them. The parents either looked grim or confused, depending on whether the girls had told them. When Tricia arrived, I held onto her as fiercely as the girls had hugged me. I shook her father’s hand and thanked him for bringing her.


Gina was the last to arrive and her whole family was with her. I hugged her as hard as Tricia and kissed her cheek softly. It was hard to move in the house with this many people and I knew we couldn’t house them all. It was surprisingly quiet as most people were waiting for an announcement.


I climbed up on a chair and called to everyone for attention. “Thanks for coming everyone,” I said. “A lot of you don’t know me. My name is Matt. I go to school with your daughters. Some of you know why you’re here. Others only know that your daughter told you it was important and dragged you along.”


I sighed and hated to do this, but it was past the point where we could hide it. “In order to explain, I have to start the story back in September. Before I do though, I need to apologize to some of the girls who didn’t want this story told. After what happened tonight, I don’t think we can keep it secret any more. Your parents need to know if they’re going to protect you. I’m truly sorry to have to tell them. I hope you’ll be able to forgive me.”


I took a deep breath and started talking. I told them about how Vance and Patrick and Marlene had organized the party, drugged their daughters, raped them, charged other people for the chance to do the same to them and used the money to pay for the drugs. By the time I was done, my throat was dry and my voice was hoarse.


“I’m telling you this because Vance Waterman went after one of the girls who was victimized at that party today. Tricia Saunders is here because she called 911 as soon as she realized who was there. By the time he’d pushed his way into the house, police were already on the way. She’s now a target because of that call.”


“Why didn’t the police do something?” someone from the back shouted angrily.


“Because they didn’t know. The party was months ago. I only just found out all the details in the past few weeks. I’ve been trying to help the girls as much as possible. Let me stress, NONE of the girls did anything wrong. They were subdued with drugs and victimized. The district attorney has been trying to find out the girls names and I’ve been shielding them because any trial would hinge solely on their testimony and a defense lawyer would tear that testimony apart due to the drugs and due to the money that changed hands. It wouldn’t matter that they didn’t get a dime of the money and it wouldn’t matter that they didn’t take the drugs voluntarily. I won’t have them paraded through court to get a conviction which won’t last more than a couple of years when the boys turn 18 and have their records wiped.”


A lot of people nodded, understanding and I soldiered on. “I’ve taken the girls to get tested and all the infectious diseases came back negative so far. There was only one pregnancy and that’s the girl he went to see today. Maybe he knew or maybe it was coincidence. The only test we’re waiting for is an HIV Antibody screening. That can’t be done until 90 days after the last exposure, so we’ve calculated the date and the tests include a rapid return on the results so no one has to wait through Christmas to find out.”


“Jesus Christ!” someone blurted out.


I looked down at them sadly. “When I found out, the first thing I did was throw up,” I told them. “The second thing I did was promise to help. Girls, I’m so sorry I had to tell them that. The police haven’t had any luck in finding him yet. I asked you all to come here because all of us being separated makes you vulnerable. I’m opening my home to as many of you as I can house here until you can feel safe at home. Given how many of us there are here, even if we give up a lot of personal space, we can’t fit everyone, but I’ll make room for everyone who wants to stay somehow. Now that you know what’s happened, you’re better equipped to secure your homes against him. For now, if anyone wants my help explaining in more detail to parents who are just hearing about this, I will. Does anyone have any questions before I step down?”


“What’s with the shield?” someone asked.


“On Halloween, I used this shield to put him and his brother in the hospital. I know a lot of the girls are comforted by that fact, so I wanted them to see it. I’m also carrying it in case Vance comes here. I intend to use it to cripple him like I did his brother if he tries to force his way in here.”


There were a few nods of approval for that and then I got down and started going to the girls that hadn’t told their parents. I hugged them and personally apologized for having to tell them. They all said they understood.


I finally had a few minutes to spend with Cheryl and her parents. I hugged her and was glad that she’d had a chair to sit on the whole time.


Several families decided that they didn’t want to stay and while I worried about them, they assured me that they were fine. Several were gun owners and a few lived in apartments with secured access. I thanked them all for coming and showed each of them out when they were leaving.


In the end, only a few of the girls families were interested in staying. Most said they could handle the extra danger and a few said they hoped he showed up. A lot of parents asked how I’d gotten involved and I told them that I was close to some of the girls from before the party and had gotten close to others since.


By midnight, there was just me, Emma, Lilly, Gina and her family, Tricia and her father and the Powers family. Jessie had wanted to stay, but her father was fond of guns and home defense. I wished him luck, but told him I hoped he understood if I was hoping to see Vance myself instead.


I sat down and put the shield down beside me, exhausted. “Not how I wanted tonight to go,” I said softly and ran my hands through my hair.


Mr. and Mrs. Morales were pleasant enough and Gina’s little brother was silent as we chatted. He was looking at the shield though, so I picked it up and passed it to him with a smile. “Go ahead and try it on,” I said to him.


He grinned and took it from me. He was probably nine or ten and still young enough to play superhero in his spare time. I grinned at him tiredly and then let him have some time with the shield while I went to talk to Mr. Saunders.


“Thanks for coming,” I started and led him into the kitchen to give us a few minutes. I poured him a drink of soda and got one for myself. “I’m guessing you have a lot of questions now.”


He shrugged. “I don’t understand how all those girls trust you, but I don’t think you were unclear in there.”


“They trust me because that rumor at the start of the year destroyed me. Lana and Beck told them that it wasn’t true after the fact and that went a long way. I put their attackers in the hospital on Halloween and that made me the only person to lay a punishment on the people that hurt them. And some details about the party were leaked out and most people were treating them like shit. I didn’t. I paid for their tests, got them help, respected them and helped them find support in each other.”


He nodded. “Well, you did a commendable job of getting the word out tonight.”


“Honestly, the first thing I thought about when the DA told me where Vance had gone was that Tricia had been there. I was frantic.”


“So was I when the police called,” he admitted. “You really think he’ll come after Tricia?”


I nodded. “He knows who she is from that rumor at the start of the year. He heard her talking and she would have identified herself to 911 dispatch. He may have seen her too. I wouldn’t rule it out.”


He nodded. “You seem to know what’s in his head a lot better than the police. Tricia said you’d been warning people he was dangerous for days. What’s his next move?”


“Honestly? He wants to get high. Not for the party effect, but because he’s a jittery mess. He needs it to calm down and get back to normal. After that, I’m afraid the next step is to get a gun.”


“You think he’s coming here next?”


I shook my head. “Not right away. I think his next stop is to try to get to Cheryl again. They decided to go to a hotel tonight. I think they might have had the idea that he might come here too.”


“What will you do when he does come here?” he asked. We were starting to get some attention from the others.


“End it. What I’d like to do is drag him downstairs and torture him for years to come for what he did to those girls. I’ve seen how endless revenge is though. It’s never enough to satisfy everything you want it to do for you. When he comes here, I’ll beat him bad enough to make him not want to see me again and then turn him over to the police for the very little the law will do to him.”


“That seems particularly merciful for someone that’s done what he did,” he pointed out.


“It is, but giving him the full measure of what he deserves would only hurt me and he wouldn’t learn a damn thing from it. All I care about is making sure he never gets a chance to hurt any of those girls again.”


He nodded. He seemed to respect that answer. He was about to say something else when we were both showered with glass from the window behind us. I felt something searingly hot lance through my shoulder and something else stab into my back. I was knocked off balance and fell hard, knocking the wind out of me.


“RUN!” I screamed. “OUT THE FRONT!”


I set my phone to record and set it propped against the cabinet behind me before trying to get up. My right arm didn’t want to work. I slipped and slid. There was a lot of blood on the floor. I didn’t know what had happened, but I could hear someone kicking at the back door. I scrambled toward the living room, my socks slipping across the floor. I had my eyes on the shield that was where Hector had dropped it. I could hear a crack behind me from a gunshot and I wondered what he’d shot me with. I processed the thought distantly, working out that was what had happened.


I coughed and sprayed blood onto the living room floor as my fingers reached the shield. I had blood in my lungs, I calmly assessed. I could feel some pressure on my chest. That was a symptom of a sucking chest wound. Not good. I gasped for breath and rolled over as I heard the back door splinter. Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion. I seemed fine. There was no pain, just weakness in my arm and my back. I knew pain would come later unless Vance’s aim was getting better. If that was the case, then I was only gonna be able to buy some time.


There were splinters still flying through the air as I pushed myself back to my feet. I felt like I was light as air except for my chest, but I remembered that pain thanks to Jake Collins. I could handle that. Pain would keep me alert. I knew I was babbling in my head and tried to focus. I looked at my right arm and flexed it, seeing the exit wound as I raised the shield in my left.


Vance was just walking in the door and raised the gun to shoot again. I raised the shield and felt it jolt on my arm as it deflected three shots. That made six. He’d brought an automatic, so he still had plenty more where that came from.


“I can do this all day!” I sneered at him, quoting the movie the shield had come from.


“You’ll bleed to death before I get bored,” he said.


“I ain’t got time to bleed,” I countered with a little gravitas in my voice. I loved movie quotes. I didn’t get to use them often enough, but this was for YouTube. I hope I lived to post it.


He raised the gun again. Seven, eight, nine. Ten bit into my leg and I decided I’d had enough. I threw the shield. Like before, it did exactly what I needed it to do. Lilly must have been right. The adrenaline had my brain working in overdrive. I’d have to talk to Carl about that and see if he’d test me on doses of it. I hoped I’d see him again. I focused.


The shield left my hand and I could feel the rightness of the throw before it fully cleared my fingertips. I wasn’t aiming for the gun, but something more important. I felt bullet number eleven slice into my side and I grimaced. ‘Too much blood’ I thought. ‘I’m losing too much blood. He’s right. I AM gonna bleed out here.’ The shield hit him on the bridge of the nose with the force of a small car, making a crunching sound and his head whipped back as the shield ricocheted back to me. Number twelve grazed my temple and my head snapped around, but I was already moving forward, raising the shield with both hands, even as Vance fell backwards, falling half out onto the back step.


I drove she shield down with all the might I had left in my body. My vision was doubled and blurred after the head wound. I’d been aiming for his forehead, hoping to knock him out, but I could tell I missed when the edge bit into soft tissue before striking the step with some sparks. I saw a flash as the gun went off between us and I grunted as number thirteen slammed into me. That one, I felt more than the others.


I slumped, feeling like the world was getting hard to hold onto. I looked down and saw what had happened and that bought me some focus. “Jesus!” I whispered. I pulled myself up and got the shield back on my left arm. It was scarred and bloody and triumphant. With my right hand, I reached down and picked up the most important thing I could think of from his body. I walked back and looked down at my phone before picking it up and walking awkwardly to the front door. They were all outside, standing in the street. I must have been a sight. I held up the trophy in my right hand so they could see it.


“It’s over,” I said and let it drop from my hand. It slapped wetly on the paved step and bounced away. The shield had struck him in the throat instead of the forehead. It probably would have killed him anyway, but I’d severed his head. I took a step and they seemed to be coming toward me in slow motion. I was having trouble seeing though. Something was wrong. My last thought was a distant notice that everything was sideways. Everything was getting dark. I guess it was time to sleep. I thought I could hear someone screaming. It seemed important, but distant. Someone else would take care of it. My part was done. It was over.


The End
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