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Prologue


I slowly wake up and realize the day is mostly gone. I blink away my fatigue and look around. Mr. Rat is watching me curiously from near the ladder to the loft. “Yeah,” I agree. “Kind of a shitty way to kick off Thanksgiving weekend, wasn’t it?”


He squeaks and fidgets a little as if in agreement. I look down at myself and sigh. My shirt is covered in droplets of blood and I grimace. “I liked this shirt,” I complained. I sighed dramatically and shrugged. Nothing to do about it now, is there? I twist my head and look down at where my wrist is tied by the rough rope. I can see it a little better with the daylight filtering through the gaps between the boards on the walls. I’ve managed to rub my wrists raw and nod.


“Good,” I tell my friend. “They’ll expect that I tried to get free,” I explain since he seems curious about my approval of that injury. I fix him with a shrewd look and nod. “I think it’s time we gave you a name,” I tell him. “What do you think?” That meets with an agreeable squeak or what I assume is agreeable.


“Let’s see...” I muse, taking in his black eyes and brown fur. “Milton?”


No response.


“Blake?” Nothing. “Shapiro?” Nadda. “Buck?” Nope. “Irwin?” Not acceptable. “Unless ... Tiffany?”


“Squeak.”


“I apologize, Tiffany,” I say solemnly. “I thank you for watching out for me and keeping me company, even though I have grievously misjudged you.”


She approaches close enough to rest her front paws on my sneaker and look up at me, sniffing the air nervously. I chuckle. “Victoria was right,” I tell her. “I really can’t go anywhere without meeting a pretty girl.”


Tiffany must like that statement, because she scurries up the outside of my jeans and parks in my lap as we chat.


“So you see,” I tell her while I wait for it to get dark, “last night’s gentle beating wasn’t exactly my first rodeo. It looks like I’m sticking around for at least one more night though. How’d you like to come with me when I leave here. You’ve been an absolute peach of a companion, listening to me ramble on and there’s so much more to tell if you’re interested.”


She squeaks at me and frisks in a circle nervously. I smile and think she seems like a clever little girl. Probably hasn’t seen people her whole life if the barn had been abandoned this long. I figure she’s probably curious about people and maybe likes the sound of my voice a little.


I look up and realize it’s almost completely dark and I can see headlights approaching. They’re early tonight. That’s not good. That means they’re eager. I wonder if my plan was ready to put into motion, but decide that it probably isn’t. Maybe if I hadn’t fallen asleep, but way too late to change that now.


I look down at my roommate and bite my lip a little. “Tiffany,” I say softly, getting her attention. “Hide! Now!”


I swear she looks at me like she wants to argue, but then she ducks her head and scampers off to parts unknown while car doors slam outside. Three doors this time. That’s not good.


I take a deep breath and prepare myself for what’s about to happen. My biggest ally so far has been a total lack of imagination from my captors. ‘God help me if they discover the internet, ‘ I think dryly.


I close my eyes and immerse myself in some of the good memories from that time while I distance myself from what my body is feeling and feign sleep for the moment. They’re talking outside and I can tell they’re frustrated with last night. The third voice isn’t a voice I recognize. That makes me wonder who it might be.


Interlude 3


Matt and Tricia’s dad were talking in the kitchen when the window blew in. We all looked on in shock as Matt’s shoulder exploded in a spray of blood. Everyone screamed and Mr. Saunders ducked, running for Tricia who was starting toward Matt.


“RUN!” he screamed even as he collapsed to the floor. “OUT THE FRONT!”


I saw him grab his phone and prop it up next to the cabinet and hoped he knew what he was doing. I grabbed Emma and ran before she could go to him. He was my Master. I grabbed what was most precious to him and took her to safety before she could go to him like she wanted, like I wanted. I took her out to the street and we called 911 together. I gave the address and said that Matt had been shot. I told them that it was Vance Waterman. Just then we heard more shots, this time from inside the house.


“He’s in the house! HE’S KILLING MATT!” I screamed into the phone in near panic. Tricia was flailing to go back into the house and so was Emma. Daddy took her from me so I could talk to the dispatcher. I told her the address again and that I needed police and ambulance. Mom had Beck around the waist and was holding her back. She was screaming that she’d kill him. Gina was screaming too and her father was holding her. Her brother, Hector was the only one of us who looked calm. It wasn’t real to him. He stood impassively while his mother kept a grip on him. If anything, he looked at the door with anticipation, like he expected Matt to pop out with the shield on his arm and an eagle on his shoulder. Lilly clung to Mom and was screaming wordlessly.


All I could do was stand there and wait and pray. He didn’t have the shield. Hector had it in the living room when first shots were fired. Had he gotten to it? Was it bulletproof? We heard more shots and I thought it sounded like one of them hit something metal. God, I hoped so. We were so close to getting him back. We couldn’t lose him now. Not now!


“DO SOMETHING!” I screamed into the phone. I could hear sirens distantly. I couldn’t believe how far away they were. They’d never get here in time.


The dispatcher gave me an update in minutes. “HE’S DYING NOW! NOT FIVE MINUTES! NOW!”


More shots and then a scream of rage from the back of the house and a sound that I couldn’t place. After that, there was silence. I sobbed. I wasn’t the only one. I could hear the sirens coming closer. Was Matt dead? Was he still fighting. The calm of the night was only broken by the sound of help approaching. The first to arrive was a police car. The officers were just approaching with their guns drawn, pointed at the ground to ask us which house.


The door opened and Tricia screamed again. I looked up and saw Matt standing there. He was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. He was covered in blood. The shield gleamed wetly along one edge and there was bloody foam on his lips, but he was alive. “It’s over,” he said and held up Vance Waterman’s severed head, holding it by a handful of hair. One of the cops turned and vomited loudly. Matt took a step and I could see his strength give out. He collapsed onto the frozen lawn, his eyes staring at us without seeing.


“No!” I whispered, going to him with the others, the phone forgotten in my hand. Paramedics arrived a few minutes later and I was suddenly pushed aside while they started on him.


I hung up on 911 and I realized I had Matt’s phone too. He must have been holding it when I took his hand. It was still recording. I stopped it and went through his contacts hoping he hadn’t memorized the number. I breathed a sigh of relief and pushed the call button.


“Matt?” Dr. Spencer asked groggily. “What’s wrong?”


“It’s Lana Powers, Dr. Spencer. Matt’s been shot. Paramedics are working on him right now. It was Vance Waterman.”


“I’ll meet you at the hospital,” she said and hung up.


As we stood by, Emma looked at me and we nodded to each other.


Tricia and Gina were still frantic. I took Gina by the shoulders. “Call the girls. Tell them what happened. They need to know it’s over, but they need to know about Matt too.” She nodded. I turned to Tricia and had her call Cheryl since they were close. I used Matt’s contact list to find Donald’s number and informed him what had happened. He said he was on his way and he’d meet us at the hospital.


Emma was talking to police and informing them that DA Forbes needed to be here right away. For now there was nothing we could do but watch and hope that the paramedics could get him to the hospital. Hector was crying now. He’d never seen a hero fall. This night would stay with him forever. Daddy got everyone organized and into cars to go to the hospital. No one was sleeping tonight. The police let us go, but cautioned that we’d need to talk to officers at the hospital. There wasn’t going to be a lot we could tell them. Emma got into the ambulance with him. As his fiancee, that was her place. I wished it were mine, but so long as he lived to give me a place at all, that was what was important.


When we got to the hospital, she joined us. “He’s ... His heart stopped on the way in. They got it going again, but there’s so much blood.”


She excused herself to make some other calls and inform other people before returning to us.


“He expected this,” Mr. Saunders said quietly when we’d been sitting in the waiting room for a while. “We were talking about what he thought Vance’s next moves would be. He predicted that he’d get high and then look for a gun. I think he just managed to find both of those faster than anticipated.”


“Maybe he already knew where to get one,” Beck said. “He knew where to get drugs easy enough. Drug dealers would know how to find guns.”


That was a sobering thought. Matt’s phone rang and I looked at the number. It wasn’t a contact. I answered it. “Who is this?” someone asked, surprised that the phone was answered.


“Lana,” I said simply. “Who’s this?”


“My name is Joshua Forbes. I was looking for Matt Russell. This is the number he gave me.”


“This is his phone, but he’s not available. What can I do for you, Mr. Forbes?” I asked, getting Emma’s attention and my parents’.


“I wanted to let Matt know that the police have located Vance Waterman and he doesn’t have to worry.”


I looked at the phone before putting it back to my ear. “We know. We figured out Vance wasn’t gonna be a problem when Matt carried his decapitated head out of the house and dropped it in the front yard. Matt doesn’t have to worry because he’s in surgery right now. Vance shot him. I don’t know how many times, but he’s fighting for his life. I don’t know how you know Matt, but your information is a little old right now.”


“What?” he said. “I’m the district attorney. I was talking to Matt a couple of hours ago. What happened?”


Now that he mentioned it, I remembered his voice from the recording Matt had played me of their meeting. Was that really only yesterday? “Vance shot him through the kitchen window and he told us all to run while he bought us time to get away. That’s all we know until he came out the front door with his shield and Vance’s head.”


“Oh Sweet Flying Jesus!” he said. “I’ll see you all at the hospital once the scene is cleaned up.”


I hung up and went to hand the phone to Emma, but she shook her head. “You’re doing fine,” she said. “I can’t take my mind off Matt to answer the phone.” I nodded and hugged her, both of us trembling slightly.


We stood like that for a long time and then separated. People started filtering in over the next hour. Dr. Spencer assured us that Matt’s surgeon would move Heaven and Earth to save him when she arrived. “She’ll drag him back from the gates of Hell if need be,” she said certainly. “Samantha has a soft spot for Matt. He couldn’t be in better hands.”


“I think I met her once,” Emma said, surprised. “Matt invited her to the house once.”


Dr. Spencer nodded. “He thinks very highly of her,” she said, “and the feeling is mutual. If there’s a doctor that’ll fight well past the point another surgeon would give up, it’s Samantha. Count on it.”


“We already are,” I told her and she came and hugged me.


“I called Alice. She’ll be here soon for you and Becky,” she said gently, letting go of me and hugging Beck gently.


Donald showed up, wanting to know what had happened. When he found out, he shook his head and went to make a phone call to work to report the family emergency.


Lilly had been a complete wreck through all of this, weeping on Mom’s shoulder. She’d run when Matt told her like the rest of us had, but she was certain that Matt was going to die. When Donald came back, she clung to him. He was all the family she had right now.


The girls showed up with their families and we all waited overloading the waiting room until a lot of the parents went to the cafeteria. It wasn’t serving at this hour, but there was more space for everyone there. Hanna showed up and wanted to know what had happened.


After we were there for three hours, Dr. Spencer went to check on the state of the surgery. She was gone for what seemed like hours while we waited. I paced, I got irritated when someone took my seat, I looked for messages on my phone and his, I tucked them both into my pocket and paced some more. Eventually she came back and gave us the bad news.


“He’s been shot six times,” she said grimly. “The head wound is superficial. The shoulder wound is likely going to take a lot of work to get the full use of his right arm back. The shot in the back penetrated the chest cavity and caused what’s called a sucking chest wound. That means his chest cavity starts to fill up with air and there’s no room for his lungs to expand. It also penetrated his lung, so it’s filling up with blood. The wound to his leg missed the artery which is good news. It’s not life-threatening for the moment. The bullet to his side tumbled some and caused some damage. The last shot was to the abdomen and that’s going to stretch out his surgery a little. Samantha can’t run the risk that the bullet nicked the bowel so she has to go in to check.”


“How’s he doing?” Mom asked. “I know all those injuries are life-threatening by themselves, but he’s young and strong. Is he fading or fighting right now?”


“It’s very early to tell, but his heart stopped on the way in and again on the table once. He’s lost a lot of blood and he’ll have a long road to recovery, but I think he’ll make it. Matt’s fought back from everything life’s thrown at him. I can’t imagine him slipping away now. That’s not the most scientific basis for a positive prognosis, but the rules don’t apply to Matt. He was shot six times and killed his attacker with a movie prop from what you’ve said. He dates multiple girls at a time and unless I miss my guess, more than one of you tried to get back into that house to help him. He’s extraordinary and I hope that extends to his recovery too.”


We all took some comfort in that. A little while later, DA Forbes arrived to talk to everyone who was there. I asked the first question that I could think of. “Where’s his shield?” I asked.


“It’s been processed as evidence,” he said. “I don’t think there’s any doubt that it was a clear case of self defense. The crime-scene team is there already, combing the scene for evidence and piecing together the timeline. It’ll take a few weeks, but he’ll get his shield back. How’s he doing?”


Dr. Spencer repeated the list of injuries for his benefit.


“I’m sorry, who are you?” he asked.


“I’m Matt’s doctor,” she said simply.


“If you’re his doctor, then who’s working on him right now?” he asked.


“I’m his doctor, not a surgeon. He’s with the most talented surgeons I could hope for.”


“I see,” he said before turning to the rest of us. “You’ve already given statements to the police?” he asked and we nodded. “There wasn’t much for us to see,” I admitted. I told him about what had happened and how we’d run when he told us to.


“The next thing any of us saw was him dropping Vance’s head on the step and collapsing on the lawn,” I told him.


“I guess he got his wish, after all,” he said. “He promised me that Vance would make the news. The news crews are already all over the street. Don’t worry. There’s police on the scene overnight.”


“When will we be able to do repairs and clean up the house?” Donald asked.


“Once evidence is collected, you should be fine to start. There’s a crime-scene cleanup company that we use. They’re very quick and very thorough.” He handed Donald a card. By tomorrow morning, you’ll be able to return to the house and we’ve already processed the broken window and put up some plastic. That and the back door are the major repairs that need to be done to secure the house. There are a few bullets that need to be dug out of the walls in places and the blood. The fight was pretty well contained from what they tell me”


“I’m gonna start sending people home,” Emma said finally. “From the sounds of it, we still have hours left before he’s out of surgery. I’m not gonna sleep, but there’s no reason everyone else should be up all night.”


“I’ll go with you,” I told her as we started for the cafeteria.


When we got there, a lot of people assumed we were delivering news. We told them about the surgery and the injuries. “Dr. Spencer said they haven’t even started the abdominal surgery yet,” she told them. “They’ll have him ... have him ... OPEN for hours yet.”


She started to weep softly and I took her hand. I was crying too, but I tried to rein it in as much as I could. I didn’t want to fall to pieces. The parents all got up to go home, each of them begging us to call them when we knew something. We promised and then it was just the two of us. We hugged again and then we both broke down. The stress, the fear, the exhaustion, the love we felt for Matt and the terror we felt at the thought of losing him.


When we were cried out for the moment, she sniffed and touched my arm. “You need to call Tabby and Collie,” she said. “They don’t know yet. He was trying to make things better with them. He invited them to come for Christmas. They’ll want to know.”


I nodded and couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought to call them yet. I pulled out my phone and called their number. It rang for a long time before a barely-awake Collie answered.


“Hello?” she mumbled.


“Collie, Matt’s been shot. He’s in surgery right now,” I told her as gently as news like that can come at 3:30 in the morning.


“What?!” she asked, confused.


I repeated myself and told her what had happened.


“No!” she whispered, horrified. I could hear her moving around, turning on lights. “GET UP!” she shouted to Tabby. “Matt’s been shot! We have to get to the hospital!”


I could hear Tabby in the background, coming awake, wanting to know what happened. Collie put me on speaker so I could explain while the two of them got dressed. “I’m sorry I didn’t call sooner. We’re all in shock. He’s been in surgery for about three hours now. It’s probably going to be hours more.”


They told me that they’d be here as soon as they could and hung up.


The two of us went back to the waiting room and there was a lot more space for us to sit and be comfortable.


She sighed after we’d been sitting for a few minutes and then pulled out her phone and made what must have been a difficult call.


“Zoe, it’s Emma. Matt’s in surgery. Someone shot him. No, you don’t need to do anything. I just thought you’d want to know. All we know is that he has a team working on him right now. He’s been in for a few hours now and it sounds like there’s a lot more left. One of the guys from Halloween came looking for him. No, he’s not in custody. Matt killed him. No, he didn’t get the gun from him. He killed him with his shield, we think. Uh, not exactly. We don’t know what happened in the house. He told us all to run and stayed to slow him down.”


I listened to the conversation and sympathized. We’d both had to explain what we knew more than once tonight.


“All I know is Matt came out of the house with the guy’s head and left the body somewhere inside,” she finally blurted. “He was awake long enough to tell us it was safe and then he collapsed. They said he’ll have to work hard to regain the use of his right arm.” She sobbed at that. “In the shoulder, in the back, in the side, in the stomach, in the leg and in the head. Yeah, six times. Damage to his lung, they aren’t sure about the abdomen yet. They were working on his chest when Dr. Spencer checked. No. Go back to bed, Zoe. All you can do here is worry with the rest of us. We’ll all still be here in the morning. Yeah, I’ll let you see him when he’s out of surgery. Goodnight.”


She hung up the phone and put it away, burying her head in her hands for a few minutes. Hanna and Tricia were there with her as soon as she put her head down. I looked around the room and there were a lot of people that were with us just waiting for news. Beck came to stand with me and we exchanged a look. Dr. Gionetti had been in to see both of us and was talking to our parents right now.


Tabby and Collie arrived just before 4AM and we explained everything that we knew about the attack and the injuries and the surgery as it was going at the time of the last update.


“He’ll make it though, right?” Tabby asked with a confidence that was only paper-thin.


“He’s died twice already,” I said. “Once in the ambulance and once in surgery. They’re keeping his heart going. I want to say yes, but there was so much blood. I can’t even tell you how he got that far.”


“He’ll make it,” Emma said. “He won’t give up.” She said it quietly, but with the kind of conviction we all wished we had. I hadn’t noticed her joining us, but she and Hanna and Tricia and Gina had seemed to cling to each other over this. The four of them reminded me of how Collie, Tabby, Beck and I had been with him back in the summer.


The eight of us exchanged hugs and then Emma led us off to the cafeteria where we could talk uninterrupted. We’d be called back if there was any news. I had this sickly feeling like it was turning into a wake as we shared stories about him. I saw the same realization in everyone’s face as I looked around.


“Fuck this!” Hanna said finally. “He’s not dead and he’s not going to die. We’re not talking about him like he’s gone or going or like it’s even in question. He’ll come back to us and when he does, I’m gonna kick his ass ‘til he’s strong enough to fight me off again.”


That got us laughing a little and it lightened the mood some. Everyone needed to raise our heads from the melancholy. We talked more over the next hour and felt a little less anguished when we returned to the waiting room. It was another hour later when we got the news.


I knew she was the one we were waiting for when Dr. Spencer and Emma both got up to greet her. She gave us a minute to gather around. “I’m Dr. Forester. I was the surgeon in charge of Matt’s surgery. He’s alive. He’s critical, but stable for the moment.”


“What can you tell us about his injuries?” Donald asked.


“His injuries are extensive. He has a gash in his head from a graze. He may have a concussion when he wakes up, but it shouldn’t be as severe as the one Victoria says he suffered from this summer. His right shoulder is going to need an additional surgery to repair the damage in there. We did what we could, but we were concerned with stopping the bleeding and getting his lung re-inflated. He’ll have a couple of chest tubes for drainage and we’re monitoring closely for post-op infections. Those kill as many gunshot patients as the bullets. The drainage and fever levels will tell us what we need to know. He’s on high levels of antibiotics to kill anything we might have missed. One of the bullets punctured his stomach and we had to repair a fair bit of damage there. Another one left him with some damage to the bowel. We had to repair it and that dragged out the surgery a little more than we wanted. His leg was actually the good news. That bullet missed the bone and the major blood vessels. We were able to do that part of the surgery cleanly and we won’t have to go back in there. His chest and abdominal wounds we’re packing off for a day or two in case we need to perform more surgery, but for now, he needs to recover, build up some strength and heal a little before we decide if we can close him up or we need to go back in.”


“You mean all his surgeries will still be open?” I asked, incredulously. “Is that safe?”


She nodded. “He’s better off like this. With so much chance of infection, we need to be able to go back in at a moment’s notice if he needs more surgery. Unfortunately that means visiting him right now is absolutely out of the question. He’s being moved to intensive care right now. You can go up and see him, but he’s going to be in a clean room for the next day or two until we’re satisfied that he’s out of the woods.” She paused and seeing the eager looks on everyone’s faces, she shook her head. “He’s not going to look good. We had to shave part of his head for the wound there. He’s a mess of tubes and drains. He’s on a ventilator right now while we give his lung a chance to inflate and his chest to drain. He’ll barely be recognizable, but if you’ll go with Dr. Spencer, she’ll take you up to ICU.”


Emma went to her and hugged her. “Thank you for bringing him back to us,” she said softly.


We each followed her, all eight of us and his sister, Mom and Daddy, Donald and Gina’s little brother who’d only met him tonight.


She looked surprised by the expression of gratitude and Dr. Spencer smiled at her. “There were a lot more people here earlier. I suspect that many of them will want to have an opportunity to thank you personally. I once told you that Matthew has an incredible aptitude for making other people’s lives better. He touches a lot of lives. Spend some time around him while he’s here. You’ll meet more people than you do in a year of other cases.” She nodded and turned to all of us, gathering us in to take us up to see him.


There wasn’t a lot to see. He was being fed medication through IV bags in both arms, his head was bandaged and he was covered by blankets, There was a nurse in with him wearing a mask and a surgical cap over her hair as she got him settled. I think we all watched the ventilator work slowly as if for the confirmation that he was still alive for a few minutes before we decided to disperse. Gina and Tricia were each going home and the rest of us were headed back to see if Emma and Lilly were going to be able to get back into the house. We went outside and Emma, Gina, Tricia and I started making calls to tell everyone that he was in the ICU and that he’d pulled through the surgery. No one could go into his room because of risk of infection, but as soon as they could, we promised we’d let them know. Right now all they could do is look at him through the glass.


I remembered the last time we left him in the hospital and I only hoped that we wouldn’t get such terrible news this time.


“Lana, when we get home, I need your help with something if you don’t mind,” Emma said softly. “I think we need to post something on his Twitter account about this so people know.”


I nodded. “We should post something to his YouTube account too,” I suggested. “A lot of people follow him there.”


She hesitated, but nodded. “Okay.”


When we all got back to the house, there was a police car blocking the driveway and news vans parked up and down the street. He moved for Emma and Donald to park before he took up his position again and he got out to talk to us.


“They’re all done inside and out,” he said. “You’ll need the back door replaced and the kitchen window, but other than that, there was nothing but cosmetic damage inside. I was told to tell you it’s fine to call for cleanup. A few of your neighbors were by, wondering what had happened, but other than that, it’s been all quiet.” He paused and looked at the news crews that were already out and filming our conversation. “Well, as quiet as things get with THEM involved. If you folks don’t need me, I’ll leave and report in that I’ve released the scene.”


We thanked him and he left. Inside was pandemonium. There was blood everywhere. There were gouge marks in the walls and ceiling from the bullets they dug out of the plaster. The back door was still swinging. There was glass on the floor from the window and the house was freezing. The plastic hadn’t done much to keep the chill out.


Donald called the clean-up company and talked to them, asking if they partnered with anyone who did window and door repairs for scenes like this. They suggested a contractor and said they’d send a cleaning team over right away.


We let him handle it and went down to Matt’s room. It was a little warmer here and I went right to his computer. I took out his phone and downloaded the video. “I saw Matt set his phone in the corner to record things before I grabbed Emma and got her out,” I explained to them. “He pressed his phone into my hand when I got to him. He wanted us to have this.” I looked at Emma. “He probably would have given you the phone, but you had his other hand.” She nodded and we waited for the download to finish.


When we played it, we were stunned. We watched it again and then a third time. “If I hadn’t seen him make that same shot at Halloween, I’d never have believed it,” Emma said.


I copied the video file to a CD and then made another copy before I picked up Matt’s phone and disconnected it. I made the call that I needed to make. “Mr. Forbes?”


“Yes, this is DA Forbes,” he said. “Is this Lana?”


“Yes, it is. There’s something you need to see. I’m at Matt’s house. How quickly can you be here?”


“Forty minutes? I have a lot of work to do to piece last night’s events together. Is it important?”


“Matt recorded it on his phone. It shows ... everything. We’re going to post it to his YouTube account. We wanted you to have a copy before we do.”


“Please don’t,” he urged me. “That content will show someone killed brutally. That shouldn’t be out there for people to access for kicks.”


“Matt would argue that it shows someone standing up to defend their home and their loved ones. He’s also going to need the revenue from that for his medical bills after this.”


He sighed. “I can be there in ten minutes,” he said. “I’ll bring the lead investigator so he can see it.”


I hung up and we went upstairs to tell everyone. Mom and Daddy were still there and they all came down to see the video. We all watched it in silence and no one shed a tear when the shield came down on Vance’s throat.


I took one of the copies out to the the rec room and put the disk in the PlayStation to run it when Mr. Forbes arrived.


When he did, we led him and the crime-scene tech that was investigating the forensics to watch the video. They watched it without comment, nodding in places. The investigator whistled at the throw and the catch he’d made and then winced a little as he brought the shield down.


“Just like I said,” he told Mr. Forbes. “Like he was decapitated with a dull axe.”


“Was there any damage to the shield?” I asked him.


“You just watched someone beheaded with that thing and you’re not even a little concerned about the victim?”


“The victim is clinging to life in the hospital,” I said coldly. “Vance Waterman got off easier than he deserved.”


“Aside from the gun violence, what could he have possibly have done to deserve THAT?!” he asked, skeptically.


“He used drugs to subdue sixty girls and then raped them, sold them to other guys to rape them and used the money to pay for the drugs. Personally, I think he deserved a lot worse, but I’ll settle for what we got.”


“You were one of them?” Forbes asked and I was about to answer him when Emma did.


“Matt would be very disappointed in you asking people who care about him whether they were at that party,” she said. “Leave it alone. There’s no case any more, no conviction. Leave those girls alone.”


“I’m not asking for that. Vance’s parents are already planning to file a wrongful death suit. He’ll want as many character witnesses as he can get,” he told us.


“Maybe we shouldn’t have told him that killing them would be overreacting,” she said darkly before shaking her head. “All the more reason to post this video. Put it out in the public eye that he wasn’t the aggressor.”


Forbes looked like he wanted to argue, but he admitted that it would go a long way to swaying public opinion. “Just don’t be surprised if it gets some negative publicity too.”


Emma nodded. “You let me worry about that. I’ve got it handled.” She lifted her phone and made a call. “Mom,” she said. “I need a favor. A big one. I need you to make sure everyone in creation shares a video we’re going to post, but first, sit down.” She explained last night and Matt’s injuries and what the video showed. “We’re going to record an introduction and warn the content is graphic. Then we’ll splice in the clip and post it. I’ll call you back when we’re done.”


She hung up and looked at us. “Done. It’ll be on every Twitter in Hollywood in three hours. Mom’s already logging into hers so she can share it.”


“Who’s your mother?” Forbes wanted to know, surprised.


“Caroline West. We’ll probably hear from Chris Pratt and Chris Evans before the clip is up more than an hour. They both follow Matt online.”


“Seriously?” the investigator wanted to know.


“After Halloween, he got noticed,” she said. “He’s hosting a charity event on April 2nd because of it. It’s sponsored by Marvel Studios and supports the children’s cancer wing of the hospital. If I have to hire an investigator to dig up dirt on the whole Waterman family, I’ll do it. I won’t have them attack him. He’s done too much for too many people to have his name abused like that.”


She sat down at Matt’s desk and asked everyone to clear the background before she started the camera. “My name is Emmaline Robinson. Matt Russell is my fiance and it’s been a long night for all of us. As you can see, Matt’s shield isn’t on the wall behind me. Matt was shot last night, protecting his loved ones. One of the boys from the video he posted from Halloween came here to his home with a gun. Like a coward, he shot Matt in the back, through a window before he broke in a back door to confront him. Matt never thought about escape, he only thought about his loved ones, telling us to run while he stayed. He was wounded and in shock, but still had the presence of mind to record the footage you’re about to see. I warn you, it’s graphic in nature. Young children should pause now and let a parent decide if this is right for them to see. Matt’s already being accused of being in the wrong for last night’s events, but the boy in question committed a home invasion earlier in the day and had been characterized as dangerous to us by law enforcement sources. The video starts after Matt’s first two gunshots. Even if you can’t watch the video in full, we ask that you pray for Matt while he fights for his life. You’re about to see what injuries he’s fighting. Thank you.”


She stopped the recording and then opened up the clip of the home invasion and spliced it to the end of her introduction. She uploaded it to his YouTube and flagged it age-restricted. When it was posted, she called her mother again and told her it was up. “Use the hashtag ‘prayformatt’ and post the living shit out of it,” she said, tearfully, getting choked up. She was already logged into his Twitter and had posted the video and the #prayformatt.


“How fast will that make the rounds?” Mr. Forbes wanted to know. I was curious about that myself.


“It’s 7AM in California,” she said. “Most celebrities are starting their day or sitting in a makeup chair, bored and looking for something to do while they get ready for the camera.”


When Matt’s phone rang a few minutes later, it wasn’t really a surprise. “It’s Chris Pratt according to the caller ID,” I said and handed the phone over to Emma.


She put it on speaker phone. “Hello?”


“Uh, hi!” he said awkwardly. “This is Chris. Is this Emmaline?”


“Yes it is,” she said. “You saw the new clip?”


“It’s real?” he asked, sounding rattled.


“I’m afraid so. He’s out of surgery, but he’s in ICU. He’s ... The news is as good as we could hope for, but it’s not what we’d wanted to hear, He needs more surgery, could die of infection and will need a lot of therapy before he’ll be able to use his right arm again.”


“Jesus SHIT!” he said softly. “I already re-Tweeted the link. I’ll keep making calls and getting people sharing it. There’s gonna be more people looking for updates too. Post something later in the day. When he wakes up, tell him we’re pulling for him.”


“Thanks. I know your calls and the others have meant a lot to him. He’ll be sad he missed the chance to talk to you today.”


“Tell him I’ll see him in April. I still expect him to kick ass. He still throws that thing like he’s made for it.”


He said goodbye and they hung up. The investigator seemed impressed. Forbes looked like he wished he could put the genie back in the bottle.


By noon, the video had ten million views. Twitter had blown up and the list of celebrities that were following Matt was astounding. His videos were shared all over Hollywood and actors, directors, writers and musicians were talking about the videos and calling on their followers to support the cause. I was watching the comments on the video and they were overwhelmingly positive and supportive. Westboro Baptist Church threatened to protest the hospital, the school, the charity event and anything else they could think of. Several groups threatened to counter-protest and the comments made it clear that there would be violence without saying so.


Vance Waterman led the evening news in Boston with a clip of the attack playing along with the report. One of the stations had some great clips of his head being removed from the lawn and the shield in an evidence bag was shown everywhere from CNN to the evening papers. For once, Matt didn’t get lost in the scramble to make this a gun control issue. Both sides of the lobby mutually decided this issue could be easily turned against them and had only released statements that they hoped for a speedy recovery for Matt and extended their sympathies to the Waterman family.


The house was cleaned up that day and a new door and window made the house livable for everyone. A lot of people had the day off from work and were in and out of the house. Most were bringing food and offers of help. It was almost like a funeral except we’d all made the decision that Matt wasn’t going to die. It was Thanksgiving day and we were fielding visitors from the sixty families who had been here last night. A lot of the girls cried. There were others who stopped by and offered their support. Our coach for cheer was there in the afternoon and was aware we were too involved in this to be at practice.


Mr. Peterson put in an appearance and Mr. Forbes returned at the end of the day. The Waterman family was furious about the video and were going to petition that it be taken down. Emma was going to call his lawyer when the man appeared at her elbow and said that wouldn’t be necessary. He’d already filed the paperwork to block their attempt to have it taken down. He gave us a little smile, holding a plate from the buffet of food that was set out for the guests. “I probably won’t be able to stop them indefinitely, but by the time they get it into a courtroom, everyone will have seen it. Even if a judge orders it removed, it’s out there.”


“You’ve been busy, Howard,” Mr. Forbes said to him.


“Mr. Russell is one of my clients,” he said seriously. “He’s paid me enough in the past to perform any minor services for him on a pro-bono basis. Besides, I saw that video. Miserable little shits like that are getting off too often as it is. Let his parents have to face the fact that they raised him to do something like that.”


The rest of that night was a blur. Dr. Spencer stopped in and so did Dr. Gionetti and Dr. Forester. We treated her like royalty, making sure she was fed and had anything she wanted. We introduced her to a lot of the girls and she had a speculative look on her face until Emma touched her arm and shook her head.


“They would, but he’s ... Matt,” she explained cryptically. She nodded and the speculative look lingered.


“Dr. Forester,” I said, sitting down with her for a moment. “Do we know when Matt should regain consciousness?”


“We’re going to wean him off the sedative overnight and then with luck, we’ll be able to remove the ventilator in the morning so he’ll be awake and able to talk. Don’t expect too much from him at first though. He’ll still be on enough morphine that he’ll be pretty high.”


“We’ll take it,” I said gladly. “When will we be able to bring him meals? You said there was some damage to his stomach.”


“Well, that will depend on how he heals. We’ll know more in the next few days. He’ll be on an IV diet for a while anyway. Victoria told me he gets cranky about hospital food. We’ll let you know.”


The rest of the evening was a lot of talking to people coming to express their sympathies. At least until I was greeting a new couple. They looked distinctly sour. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I know you. Who are you?” I asked pleasantly.


“Daryl Waterman,” he said angrily.


I nodded looked between him and his wife for a moment before I smiled and opened my mouth and screamed at the top of my lungs. “HELP!”


The two of them were shocked, but suddenly there were people surrounding us, wanting to know what was going on.


“They’re the Watermans,” I said, pointing at them and backing away.


Emma emerged from the crowd. “Mr. and Mrs. Waterman,” she said, greeting them as graciously as she could. “How do you do. My name is Emma. How can we help you this evening? I’m sorry I wasn’t here to greet you as soon as you arrived. It’s been a rather hectic day. A lot of friends have been stopping by to express their concern for Matt and offer their sympathies. I’d like to offer you mine on the loss of your son.”


You could have knocked me over with a feather. She was being NICE to them. I was furious. How DARE they show up here after what their little bastards had done. I wanted to claw that bitch’s uterus out so she could never give Patrick another brother.


It was Mrs. Waterman who spoke. “We came to ask you to please take down that video you posted today,” she said. “We lost our son. Isn’t that enough?”


“I understand your position,” she said softly and there was SYMPATHY in her voice. I’d HUGGED her and she was sympathizing with THEM of all people! “I’d like to explain how that video came to be online so you understand mine. Matt has a lot of followers online. Some of them have tight schedules like movie stars and directors. We can’t call them to let them know what’s going on with Matt, so we’ve been asked to keep them informed through posts online. The video of last night was posted because there was very real concern that Matt was being portrayed as the aggressor in last night’s incident. We were told a wrongful death suit was forthcoming and it was felt that we needed to tell Matt’s side of what happened. We’re speaking for him because right now, he can’t. The only thing he can do is live another minute, breathe another breath. He was shot twice before he even knew he was in danger. He fought with his life to protect the people he loves. I can’t let his story go untold. I can’t let him be called anything but a hero. He stood and faced a gun with a movie prop he wasn’t sure would stop a bullet so that the people who were here last night could get to safety. I would be ashamed to let his story go untold and if he ... doesn’t wake up, then his good name is all we’ll have left to hold onto. I’d be ashamed to let what he stood for go untold.”


I listened to her and I got it. The tremble in her voice when she talked about Matt not waking up, the outpouring of love for him and devotion to see his name untarnished. I felt like she handled this far better than I had. Then I saw Hanna holding her cellphone and I knew that she was recording the whole thing. I could have kissed them.


I looked at Emma again, my eyes narrowing and I heard it. I smiled a little. I could hear Matt in the words she was choosing. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t my ear he was whispering in. He was here with us and I could feel him in the room now. I felt like everything would be okay in that moment.


“So it’s blackmail then!” Mr. Waterman said hotly.


I almost felt sorry for him when Emma turned her gaze on him. “Not at all, Mr. Waterman. Blackmail is usually a threat of some kind used to leverage a desired change in behavior. I’ve expressed no request for you to alter any behavior of yours and I’ve made no threat of any consequences,” she pointed out. “I’m explaining that I will champion the good name of my husband-to-be with every resource available to me and that I posted this morning’s video to help explain to the people who care about Matt how he came to be fighting for each beat of his heart right now. If you go through with your lawsuit, that’s certainly your right. The only thing I can say that would constitute a threat would be that we’ll fight that lawsuit in court and I will testify that Matt was shot while he had his back to the window. That was our first warning that there was anything wrong. I feel confident that we’ll win if the matter goes to court and I’m personally going to advise Matt not to settle out of court. I think his lawyer will agree to that point of view, since the forensics, the witnesses and the video all seem to be in agreement.”


They looked at her and I thought that Mr. Waterman was going to hit her, but he held his temper. “I can see it was a mistake to come here,” he said, his voice quavering with barely restrained rage. His wife looked distraught, but let herself be steered back towards the door.


“Mr. Waterman,” she said as they were about to leave. “You have another son with a grudge against Matt. Do we need to worry about whether he’ll be showing up here with a gun? Matt may never regain the use of his right arm completely. I know you can’t assure me for certain one way or another, but you know your son better than anyone. Will Patrick want to avenge his brother?”


“Of course he’ll WANT to,” he snapped. “How would YOU feel?”


“You’re right, of course. Anyone who feels like they’ve been wronged wants revenge. That’s why I think it might be best if Patrick were sent to live in Alaska with his girlfriend, Marlene. The number of people in this house alone who have reason to want revenge on HIM is enough that as caring parents, you’ll want to consider sending him away.”


“Patrick never did anything!” Mrs. Waterman objected, shocked.


I don’t know why I did it, but I stepped up next to Emma. “He raped me,” I heard myself say.


Beck came forward and took my hand. “And me,” she said defiantly. One by one, all the girls from the party who were present came forward and joined hands, declaring that they’d been raped too.


“I think now you can better understand just how it is that people can find it in their hearts to pray for Matt tonight and understand how very many people would want revenge on Patrick if he stays in the community. I want you to know that Matt was aware of how many girls BOTH of your sons had victimized. He vowed to protect those girls, but he also vowed not to seek your boys out. He promised everyone that if they left him alone and stayed away from the girls, he’d consider the matter at Halloween closed.”


“So last night was his chance to get revenge!” Mr. Waterman said, his eyes lighting up.


“Not at all. Matt was protecting his family. His little sister was here, I was here, some of the girls that your boys raped were here. If someone you knew to be a rapist was breaking into your house with a gun and you were about to lose consciousness, how hard would you fight? What would you do to save the people you love from being raped or in some cases being raped again. How hard would you fight your attacker if you knew that he’d step over your corpse and do that to your wife? I’d be willing to bet, you’d use the last of your strength to kill that rapist. I think you can also understand the visceral reaction your name evoked when you first arrived. I’m sorry to have had to be the one to tell you that your sons were involved in something so vile. You should know that there was a pregnancy from that weekend. We may never know which of that poor girl’s attackers was the father, but there’s a real chance it was one of your boys.”


“Who was it?” he demanded to know. “We have a right to our grandchild.”


“I didn’t say there still IS a pregnancy. Only that there WAS one. I’m not in a position to tell you which girl it was. She’s not here right now though. Pray for Matt to wake up. He might be generous enough to help you find out.”


They didn’t like that at all and they left without another word. When they were gone, we were all weeping and hugging. When Emma got to me, I held her tight. “You heard him, didn’t you?” I whispered to her. She stiffened and I knew. I hugged her tighter. When we pulled back, I grinned and there were fresh tears in my eyes. “The same thing happened to me in the summer. He’ll come back to us all, but it’s you he’ll come back FOR this time.”


“I think we need to have a talk,” she said and took me by the hand, dragging me downstairs to the room that was hers now. She closed the door, muting the noise from the rest of the house.


“I could hear him in your voice upstairs,” I told her softly. “There was a day while he was in the hospital last time. I needed to have a conversation. A lot hinged on it. I couldn’t have gotten through it on my own, but I swear I could hear his voice in my head, like he was whispering the right words to me. I repeated everything he whispered to me and it couldn’t have gone better. I couldn’t have done that on my own. At the time, I felt like instead of being trapped in his own head, he’d fled to mine and was helping me.”


She nodded. “Yeah. It was like I could imagine him standing there handling the conversation. I was just saying the same things. It was the weirdest sensation.”


“That was the moment I knew he’d find his way back to us,” I told her. “When I realized he was speaking through you upstairs, I knew he’ll be okay this time too.”


She seemed skeptical. “You think he’s reaching out to us with his mind?” she asked dryly.


I shrugged. “Could you have pulled that off normally?” I asked.


She hesitated, but then shook her head.


I nodded. “Matt could though. That’s twice that I’ve KNOWN that he was whispering to someone he trusted to see things through for the best.”


“Is that why you came forward?” she asked and I wondered if I was talking to her or if Matt was still whispering to her.


“Maybe. Could he have gotten me to come forward? Sure. If he told me that it was best, I’d have done it. He wouldn’t have told me that though. He might have wanted to, might have thought it was for the best, but in the end, he wanted us to have control of our lives again.”


She nodded. “That’s true.” She rubbed her forehead. “Let’s go up and talk some more. I think I need to start moving them toward the door. I need to try and sleep. So do you.”


We went upstairs and we started thanking people for coming and telling them that we needed to get some rest for the following day at the hospital.


Zoe had been kicking around all day, making herself as useful as she could and started putting food away when she saw us moving people out. It didn’t take long before it was just us. Lilly wanted to stay with Donald tonight. I understood that and I gave her a small hug. They weren’t close, but I knew she needed her father. Everyone else she had was in the hospital.


Dr. Spencer and Dr. Forester were getting ready to leave and I asked Dr. Spencer if anyone had told Charlotte yet.


“Not yet. Today’s been about getting Matt stable and recovering.”


“Would it be okay if I broke the news to her? Do you think that would hurt her or help to have the news come from me?”


She thought about it and nodded. “I’ll put you on her visitor list first thing in the morning and you can tell her.”


“I’d like to bring Emma with me. We should tell her together.”


She looked a little more guarded. “I’m not certain that’s wise,” she said carefully.


“She’s Matt’s fiancee,” I pleaded. “It’s her place more than mine. Charlotte has to accept her if she’s going to come home to live in the same house.”


She frowned, but nodded. “Alright, but I want you to take the lead as much as you can. Charlotte will respond to you.”


I nodded and hugged them both. Emma had joined us and gave them similar hugs before she gave me one. “Thanks for that,” she said with feeling.


I grinned at her. “You’re family. It’s time she saw that. Seeing us together may do her some good.”


Hanna took Zoe home shortly after that after hugs and thanks from all of us for her help and I realized that Emma was alone in the house. I took her aside to talk about it. “I’m gonna go get a change of clothes and come back. You shouldn’t be alone tonight. Honestly none of us should. I’ll bring Beck back with me and we’ll keep you company tonight.”


She nodded immediately and I could tell how anxious she was about being here alone. It was just the five of us, so I just told everyone I was going to stay here with Emma for tonight. Beck looked at me and then nodded and said she would too.


We went next door and threw some clothes together before raiding our bathroom for what we needed. Mom gave us a smile and kissed us both on the cheek before letting us go next door.


The rest of the night was uneventful. Emma had been talking to celebrities who had called to check on Matt through the evening, but they trickled off as we didn’t have much else to report.


She recorded a quick update, telling people about the surgery in more detail and how long his road to recover would be. “He’s being taken off the sedatives through the night and they’re ... they’re hoping he can breathe on his own by morning. Hopefully we can have him say hi tomorrow from his room, but if not, we’ll keep you all updated. Matt would tell you to go home, hug someone you love and be young,” she said, her voice trembling. “Tell them you love them. Make them believe it. Life is too short to let it go even for a day.”


She signed off and posted the video. The three of us got into bed and curled up together. It was weird. This was the exact place I’d wanted to be since we’d pulled out of our tailspin, but it felt like I was trespassing to be here without Matt. It was a feeling I knew we all shared.


Chapter 1


If there’s one sound I hate in all the spectrum of things that I’ve heard, it’s the beeping of a heart monitor. It’s not that they make the sound particularly grating, but it means that I’m back in a hospital. In general, THAT means I’ve done something stupid. Today was no exception. What I’d done was brave, and had probably saved some lives, but overall, it had been stupid. I should have run with the rest of them.


I wasn’t in any pain and that seemed like it was an improvement on most of my hospital experience. I looked around as much as I could and spotted what I was looking for. Hello, Morphine, my old friend. I was worried you wouldn’t come visit me this go-round. That seemed funny to me. I suspect that was Morphine’s fault. Someone must have sneezed when they were adjusting my dosage.


I looked around and thought this was a weird hospital. I had a window in my room, but it only showed another hospital ... or another part of this one. That thought tickled something, but the connection refused to click. That seemed abnormal to me. I was usually much more clicky than this. Was that a word? I’d have to check. Maybe I invented it. Was there a prize for that? I’d have to check. In thirty years, school children could be forced to learn the correct use and spelling of ‘clicky’ and they’d have me to thank. I felt particularly proud of the foundation I’d laid for entire generations of clicky people to feel like they finally had a word that did them justice.


I suddenly felt confused and looked around. Ah, Morphine. That explained it. The IV pump with the lock box to regulate how much happy I was allowed at a time was there to remind me that my brain got slower as the drip got faster. It was comforting to see it in a way. If I felt this good and there was no Morphine, then it probably meant I couldn’t be trusted with shoelaces or pencils for a while. If there was Morphine that meant I’d earned my trip here.


Where was here again? I looked around and saw the glass. I remembered seeing Jurassic Park once and this kind of reminded me of the ride they took where they looked into the labs. This one didn’t seem as interesting as that. There were some nurses. Not that nurses weren’t interesting, but they didn’t seem to be DOING much of interest. It wasn’t like they were THOSE kinds of nurses. Vaguely I started to wonder what nurses were doing on this ride. I looked around for some way to tell the ride operator that I wanted the tour to move along. “When do we see the dinosaurs?” I wondered out loud. Unfortunately there was no one around to answer me. I looked around again. Oh! Hello, Morphine. Have you been here this whole time? FABULOUS! Shall we go on adventure?


I closed my eyes and had an amazing time with sexy nurses, a heart monitor named George, my side-kick, Morphine and a roadster made entirely from refrigerators. At some point, I think we went over a waterfall in a men’s room, but that was silly. We could have just flushed the toilets.


When I opened my eyes again, there was someone messing around with Morphine. I didn’t know what they were doing, but Morphine didn’t seem to mind, so I let it ride. If Morphine was okay with this creep getting fresh, I wasn’t gonna grenade the party. I tried to pretend like I was asleep, but then I blinked my eyes and the creep was gone. Morphine was acting weird too, like nothing had happened, but I saw what I saw. Whatever. It wasn’t like I was gonna get in the middle of it.


I was bored. They could have at least given me a Slinky. Morphine wasn’t as much fun since Creep either. I wondered if I should bring it up or just wait and see if he did. George was only too happy to talk to me. I wished he’d shut the fuck up. Go get me some fucking toast if you wanna be my pal! Morphine ain’t gonna do it. Just standing there like an idiot, waitin’ for Creep to come on back and give out some cheap feels. Fuckin’ slut. Yeah, I’m talking about you! Me and George were talking. You fuck off and get your goodies out for Creep.


I settled down into a surly silence while George beeped happily for us to get along. I wished he’d shut the fuck up. I decided to take a nap and ignore the two of them.


When I woke up this time, I had a most disconcerting realization. There were ... PEOPLE out there. I wondered if this was some sort of zoo. The window ... the people ... The nurses could have been vets, I supposed. Was I still me or was I some sort of animal on display? Or was this some museum in the future. Was I on display as 21st century man? Was that it? I looked down at my arms and they were still arms. There were hands at the end of them. I presumed them to be mine. They would have been an odd addition to the exhibit if they weren’t.


I peered more closely at the people and they seemed excited to see me. I raised a hand tentatively and waggled the fingers on it. Yep. They were definitely mine. They appeared to be attached to a lot of the wires and tubes around me. Maybe I was frozen in ice until they thawed me out. That story sounded familiar. I’d read it somewhere when I was young. I remembered ... a badge? It was round and had a star. I frowned. Not a badge. A ... shield. I flinched. I didn’t want to think about that.


George was trying to tell me something, beeping faster. I looked at him and I couldn’t breathe. I tried to say something, but it was just a croak. I hurt. My chest wasn’t working right. George was screaming now faster and faster and then there was one long scream from him. I heard a hiss and the door was sliding open to let Creep into the room. She wasn’t alone this time and they seemed agitated about something, but I couldn’t think. Everything spun out of control and got dark again.


I was doing so well too.


“CLEAR!”





This time when I woke, I didn’t think about anything. Morphine was moving on with Creep. He was gonna ditch me. I guess that was okay. I mean it wasn’t like we were like THAT or anything, but I seriously hoped he’d take George with him. Miserable fucker ratted me out to Creep. I was gonna get him for that.


The zoo people were still there, but they didn’t look quite so thrilled this time. I guess the exhibit needed something to keep them coming back. Maybe a couple of things from the 21st century. The boy out of time was only so entertaining if you didn’t see him in his natural environment. I’d have to talk to someone about sprucing up the cage. I wasn’t talking to Creep though. Fuck that bitch and Morphine too.


I was gonna get in my roadster and hit the open road. Wasn’t taking Creep, wasn’t taking Morphine and I definitely wasn’t taking George. Rat ME out to Creep, will ya? Ha!


I went back to sleep for a while. Planning out my escape was exhausting.


When I woke this time, I was a little clearer. The previous observations seemed hilarious to me, but that might still have been the drugs. I could tell I was looking at a nurse’s station this time and I sighed with relief. I looked at the glass and I could recognize people this time. I waved a little and smiled, seeing Emma and Lana there watching me. I wondered how long I’d been out. I looked at the area around my hands and found the call button. I pushed it and waited.


When the nurse came to see me, I realized I might be worse off than I thought since she was dressed for surgery.


“Hi,” I croaked. “Are you allowed to tell me what’s going on, or do I need to talk to the doctor?” I asked. My voice was appalling to hear.


“Dr. Spencer and Dr. Forester are on their way up. We had them paged once you called for someone,” she told me.


This got worse and worse. “Samantha? She’s working on my case?” I looked down and started trying to pluck at the blanket to see what condition I was really in.


“Calm down, Mr. Russell. They’ll be here shortly to explain everything,” she tried to tuck the blanket back in which agitated me even more.


“Lady, Dr. Spencer REALLY didn’t warn you about me, did she?” I yanked the blanked back and looked down at myself, not able to make sense of what I was seeing. I’d never seen a wound packed open before. My hand fell back to my side numbly staring at the open wounds, the drains packed with gauze and tape, the bloody trickle slowly leaking from them and went into shock.


“I don’t think I should have seen that,” I said, my voice faint.


“It’s okay,” she said sympathetically. “Dr. Forester will explain. For now, just trust me, you’ll be as good as new before you know it.”


“Only if you turn the morphine back up,” I told her, still disturbed.


She chuckled at that and told me that she didn’t think I needed it if I wasn’t feeling any pain. She left and I was left with my own worried thoughts. I looked back at Lana and Emma and I could tell that they’d gotten a good look at what my blanket was hiding. I didn’t like the look on their faces.


I suddenly hoped that none of them were serious the times they’d teased me about leaving if something happened to my looks. Just the anxiety I needed.


A few minutes later, Victoria and Samantha entered the room, dressed in similar cap and gown outfits and masks. I was breathing very slowly, trying to control the terror running rampant through my skull.


“Feeling a little more lucid?” Dr. Spencer asked, coming to sit down.


“No!” I blurted out. “Why am I gutted like a fish?!!? What kind of surreal nightmare is this?!!?”


“Relax, Matt,” Samantha said sharply.


“I’m trying!” I said, on the edge of panic. “I just pulled back the blanket to look at something like out of a horror film. I’m a little out of my mind right now.”


“We packed your wounds and left them open in case we had to go back in. You were in bad shape when they brought you in. There’s a huge risk of post-op infection, so we keep the wounds open and sterile in case we need to do more surgery to chase down infection.”


I nodded, understanding, but still felt freaked out. “So how bad is it?”


They exchanged a look and that worried me. “It’s a good thing we kept you open. There was some infection we had to clean up. We also had an orthopedic surgeon come in to fix your shoulder at the same time since I was working on your belly. We had to do a bowel resection to clean things up. It was only a few inches. You won’t even know it’s gone, but the tissue was infected.”


I nodded. “So what happened? My memory is a little hazy from that night. How bad is everything?”


Victoria took over. “Vance shot you in the shoulder and the back while you were standing in your kitchen. The video showed all the rest of the injuries. Your left thigh, your left side, your abdomen and you caught a graze to your head. There was a sucking chest wound, some damage to the lung, but Samantha did an exceptional job saving the whole lung. Quite often a piece is removed when the injuries are that critical. You had some damage to your stomach, but that’s healing nicely and you should be on solid food before you become too whiny about wanting a steak. I’ve already spoken to Patty about your diet when your stomach can handle food, so you won’t be getting that steak any time soon.”


She smiled when she said it. I couldn’t see with the mask on, but I could tell from the way her cheeks moved behind it. “You’ve got extensive muscle damage both from the bullets and the surgery. Samantha minimized that as much as she could, but she was fighting the clock to get you stable before it was too late. Your shoulder is where you’re really going to be disappointed. You’re looking at months of rehab to get full use of it again. We repaired the injury as well as we could. Carl called in a favor to get you the best specialist he could find to do the surgery.”


I nodded. “Okay,” I said softly. It was a lot to process. “Who else got hurt?”


“Not a soul,” Dr. Spencer said sincerely.


“You mean Vance gunned me down and walked away? Come on! What happened?”


“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” she asked. I nodded and she took out her phone. It was in a plastic baggie to seal it from infecting me or the room. She loaded up the video for me and played it all the way through until I threw the shield. She paused it and I looked at her. “The next part is graphic,” she warned me. I just nodded and she let the rest of it play. My eyes widened as I watched myself pick up a severed head. I was about to ask if it was real when I turned to get my phone and I looked right into Vance’s slack face for a split second.


“Thank God!” I sighed, relaxing.


“Not the reaction I’d expected from you, given your history. Care to explain?”


“If he got up from that fight, I don’t even want to think of what he’d have done to the girls. That was my biggest worry. As far as I’m concerned, I just stepped on a cockroach. No remorse. He was gonna kill me and step over my dead body to rape my girls. I only wish it had hurt him more.”


“You decapitated a man with a blunt object,” she said dryly. “I doubt it was pleasant for him.”


I nodded. “How long before I can have visitors?” I asked, glancing at the glass.


“Tomorrow, I think,” Samantha said. “We’re taking you in for another surgery in about an hour and that’s going to be to seal the wounds except for the abdomen. That one we leave open for a while. It’s where most infection is likely to occur. After surgery, you’ll be out for a while. It’s late in the day anyway.”


“I should have just let you play with the strap-on,” I told her dryly. “I think this method of having you inside me is going to leave me far more sore and scarred.”


She chuckled. “Well, if you’re feeling well enough to flirt with me, then that’s a good sign. I promise, the next time you pull back the blankets, you won’t look like an Operation game.”


“What about scarring though?” I asked with some genuine worry. “Really?”


“Worried about how you look with your shirt off?” she asked.


“Frankly, yes. I have some of the most beautiful girls imaginable waiting for me. I don’t want ... I mean, I looked down and wanted to scream in horror.”


“You’re worried they’ll see you as less attractive because of the scars?” Victoria asked.


I shrugged, but then nodded. “Maybe that seems shallow, but I already feel like...” I couldn’t say it out loud.


“Like your relationships are all on borrowed time?” she finished and I nodded.


“It happens too much for me not to worry about it.”


“I know. I’d think you were suppressing if you hadn’t considered it. I’d give it some time before I worried about it though.”


“We’re gonna leave you alone for a while, but we’ll turn on the intercom so they can talk to you from outside. We’ve had it shut off while you were incoherent.”


I nodded and they left with a hiss of the door.


A few minutes later, there was a crackle from the speaker by the window.


“Matt?” Emma said softly. “Can you hear me?”


I smiled at her and nodded. “I can. How is everyone?”


“We’re all doing fine,” she said. “We’re way better now that you’re feeling better. Your fever was pretty bad yesterday.”


“What day is it?” I asked.


“Saturday.”


“Aw crap!” I said weakly. “I had class this morning and visit with Mom, this afternoon! Did someone tell her?!!?”


“Calm down,” she said soothingly. “Everything is fine. We went and saw your Sifu this morning. He already knew. It was on the news. Lana and I talked to your mother yesterday. She’s concerned, like the rest of us, but we’re keeping her updated.”


I nodded. “What did they say on the news?” I asked, reluctantly.


“That you’re a hero,” she told me with a smile. “We posted your video online. It’s gone NUTS. Everyone’s seen it. I mean EVERYONE. I got my mom to send it to everyone she knows in Hollywood. I checked your PayPal balance. I’m not even telling you. It’s a surprise for when you get home.”


I smiled again and chuckled a little. “How are the girls?” I asked.


“Are you kidding? They’re ecstatic! They’re all waiting until the 12th to give you a thank you that may put you back in here.”


“I doubt I’m gonna be in any shape for that any time soon,” I confessed. “Lana remembers how long Dr. Spencer took to clear me from a small incision. I’ll be lucky to be able to unwrap presents at Christmas, let alone girls.”


They both smiled at that, but all three of us were thinking about what was underneath the blankets.


“How are you two doing?” I asked. I was running out of things to distract the three of us.


“We’re coping, like all the other girls,” Lana said lightly. “It’s been pretty scary the past three days.”


I nodded. “I can imagine. I just saw the video for the first time. I don’t really remember that night. Don’t know if I’ll get it back or if it went in the same box as the last night I ended up here. That’s still missing in action too.”


“Just get better,” Lana said sympathetically. “We’ll worry about that night once you’re out of danger.”


I nodded. “How’s Lilly holding up?”


“She’s been staying with your father since that night,” Emma said and I sat up, grimacing as I became suddenly aware of my limitations.


“You mean you’re staying at the house alone?!!?” I asked, stricken.


“No!” she said quickly. “Lana and Becky and Tabby and Collie have been there all weekend. Calm down and lay back,” she urged me in soothing tones. “They’re making sure everything’s okay. Just relax. Everything’s fine. We’re all taking care of the house and each other.”


I nodded and calmed down some at that. “I kind of worry about you. There’s still one Waterman out there and I’m not convinced he’s gonna be any different than Vance was.”


“Worry about that later,” she advised.


“Get together with Dad and have a security system installed,” I said. “Flood-lights, door and window alarms, the works. There should be plenty of cash in my desk for that.”


“We already talked about it. We know you’re going to be laid up for months. I’m going to get a firearms license next week. We’ll have a shotgun in the house in case there’s another incident. Mr. Forbes promised to get the license pushed through as quickly as possible. It can take months normally, but with the special circumstances, he said that he’d see to it personally so we don’t get lost in paperwork.”


I nodded. “Okay. That makes me feel a little better. I still think we should get a security system, just in case.”


“We’ll get it handled,” she assured me and decided to change the subject. “So everyone’s looking to see you, but they only allow two people in at a time,” she told me.


“We should let everyone have a turn then,” I said. “I just want to put my arms around you, but I guess I’m held together by tape and wishful thinking at the moment, so the glass is probably for my safety right now. Just a few minutes each though. I go back to surgery soon.”


She nodded and they both blew me kisses before they left. Gina and Tricia came to the window next and asked how I was doing.


“I feel better than Vance, so I’m told,” I admitted with as much of a shrug as I could. “How’re you both handling everything?”


“Seriously?” Gina asked. “You’re in pieces and you’re asking about us?”


“It’s ... kind of worse than you know. I think Lana and Emma were horrified. I pulled back the blanket to see. It’s not pretty.”


“Show us,” Tricia said, her voice full of concern, but also certainty.


“I’d rather not. I go for surgery in a little while to close up some of the wounds. They’re open right now.”


“If you’re going through it, we need to see it,” she said firmly. I knew this tone.


“I don’t want you to ... I’m not gonna ... I won’t look the same...” I knew the morphine was keeping my thoughts jumbled and I resisted the urge to jab myself in the incision to clear my head.


“You don’t want us to see because you’re worried about how we’ll look at you after?” Gina asked and I nodded a little. “We’ll look at you like a hero,” she assured me. “Every one of those wounds is there because you stood between us and Vance Waterman. Just show us so we can deal with it together.”


I hesitated, but I finally showed them. I couldn’t look again, but I heard them gasp. “Oh my God, Matt! Does it hurt?” Tricia asked, stricken.


I rearranged the blanket and shook my head. I couldn’t look at them and put my head down, staring at my feet. “I’m not in any pain right now,” I said softly.


“Matt,” Gina said firmly. “Look at us.” I looked up and their faces were full of concern. Maybe that’s what I saw on Lana and Emma’s faces. I was in shock so I wasn’t really paying attention. “Neither of us care about the wounds. No one else will either. Anyone that does is gonna get scarred up themselves. We love you. We’re gonna go and let some other people see you, but we’ll all be back.”


I nodded and told them I loved them too. I saw Collie and Tabby next, Hanna and Beck, Dan and Patty, Dad and Lilly, Cheryl and her mother. I talked to parents of the girls and the girls themselves. Not everyone was there at this point of the day, but I had promises that they’d all be by to see me eventually.


Lana and Emma were back and had told me I’d said hello to everyone there by the time they came to take me for surgery. Samantha met me in the pre-op ward where I was being sedated.


“Could you have the Russell Suite prepared for my arrival?” I asked, sleepily. “Hot and cold running nurses and silk sheets this time. The cotton is so scratchy. A larger bed would be appreciated. The last one was only zoned for one occupant. Terrible way to spend a vacation.”


“I’ll see what we can arrange for you, Your Highness,” she said dryly. “For now, just count down from 100 for me.”


“One hundred nurses,” I started, obediently with an insolent grin. “Ninety-nine nurses. Ninety-eight nur ... nursss...”





I opened my eyes and wondered what time it was. I looked around and didn’t see anyone at the glass. “Must be night,” I mused and thought about trying to go back to sleep. I was restless though. I felt like that condition was going to end terribly for me. Boredom and fragility were a poor combination.


I pulled back the sheet and looked down. Some of the incisions were covered with bandages, but the abdominal wound was still packed open. It looked terrible and I was still disturbed by the sight of it. I sighed with some relief and covered the mess again before hitting the call button.


It was a few minutes before a nurse came in and I asked her how the surgery had gone.


“From what I read in your chart, there were no complications. You’re going to be moved later today now that there’s less chance of infection and you’ll be allowed to have visitors.”


That was going to be something to look forward to, at least.


“Do they know when I’ll be back on solid food?”


“It’ll be a little while,” she said evasively. “You’ll be on a modified diet when you do get to eat. It’ll be much smaller meals more often.”


“Next question is, what time is it?” I asked.


“It’s shortly after 7AM. Dr. Forester should be in to see you soon. As soon as she’s satisfied with the results of your surgery, we’ll be able to move you to your new room and you can have visitors.”


“Sounds good. Thanks.”


“Anything we can get for you?” she asked.


“I’d love to have my computer, but I’ll have to wait for that. Will I be able to use electronics in my room once I’m moved?”


“You should be fine, but you’ll have to discuss it with the doctor and the nurses in your new home.”


“Okay. Hopefully I’ll have something to do later today. Thanks.”


She patted my good shoulder and left me to my own devices for a little while. I was going through my memory of Wednesday trying to dredge up a memory of my own from that night. I knew from previous experience that the memories weren’t likely to come back this way, but I tried to piece together what I could of that night. I WANTED those memories back.


I was interrupted by Samantha coming to check on me. I smiled at her and we chatted a bit as she checked things over.


“I did what I could to minimize the scarring,” she assured me. “Most people won’t care about the scars. Put some faith in your girls. They’ve been like a force of nature keeping everyone together.”


I nodded. “They said they’d get through it with me for the most part.”


“For the most part?” she asked, surprised.


“I didn’t exactly bring it up with everyone. I’m trying not to think about it all that much.”


“For now, that’s not so bad. How’re you feeling other than anxiety over scarring?”


“I dunno,” I admitted. “The morphine’s keeping the pain at bay. I’m still not comfortable with the abdominal wound. How long is that gonna be open?”


“A couple of weeks,” she told me gently. “Abdominal wounds tend to cause infection. All the stomach acid and the sludge from your bowel got into your abdominal cavity. It’s like painting your insides with the worst poison possible. Your digestive system is usually sealed to prevent that from happening, but bullets don’t generally respect ‘do not enter’ signs.”


I nodded. “So you keep it open in case I develop worse symptoms and need to be hosed out with peroxide to kill the infection.”


“Not precisely what we do, but we’ll keep a close eye on you. I think you can look forward to staying with us for at least a week and probably two while we treat you for infections. Your fever is under control, but you’re still in guarded condition. I’ll be in to see you every day and so will Victoria. We’ll get you back on your feet.”


“I’m worried about my arm right now,” I told her. “When can I start work on it?”


“I’ll send over the physiotherapist to start with a consultation later today. Don’t push it though.”


“I won’t. Hanna might want to take over that part of my recovery. That’s her career path. She didn’t want to work with a lot of trauma victims, but I’m hoping she makes an exception for me.”


“I’m sure she will,” she said comfortingly. “I’ll clear you to be moved to a new room and you’ll be able to have some visitors.”


“More than last time?” I asked hopefully.


“Three at a time and no one in bed with you,” she said sternly.


“Not even you?” I asked teasingly.


“You’ve got a lot of work before you’re up to that kind of therapy,” she said sharply and slapped my good shoulder. “Behave or I’ll swat you on the other one.”


I chuckled a little. “Clear me for four people at once? They never bug me and last time I was in, it was like playing musical chairs even when they let me sneak a third person in. You have my word that I’ll let Emma clear them all out if I start getting tired or overwhelmed.”


She thought about it for a long moment and then nodded. “I’ll be speaking to your girls to let them know to keep things calm and relaxing.”


“And I’ll make sure to have Victoria talk to them about things that are likely to irritate me rather than relax me,” I promised. “Will I be able to have my phone and laptop in the new room?”


“Yeah. You’re off the ventilator and the heart monitor won’t be interrupted by either of those.”


“That’s a relief,” I said with a sigh. “I was worried I was gonna be bored out of my mind. There are only so many books I can read. I guess with my arm like this, it’ll be hard to hold the bigger ones.”


“You should have a tablet for reading e-books,” she said lightly.


“I have one, but it’s home too.”


“Once you’re in your new room, we’ll make arrangements for you to call home and tell them what to bring you.”


I nodded. “I suppose a bag of chocolate bars is out of the question?” I asked, kidding.


“We’ll try you on some simple broth later today,” she told me. “If that doesn’t upset your stomach, Victoria assures me that your personal nutritionist will make sure you follow your meal plan. Until then, you’re only allowed a very small amount of ice chips to moisten your throat.”


I nodded. “I didn’t expect that I’d be eating anything solid really,” I assured her. “I’m not really all that hungry yet. I’m sure that I’ll be famished before too long, but right now, I’m still aware that I’m uncomfortable. Not in any pain, but aware of where the pain should be.”


“We’ll keep you pretty high for the next few days,” she said. “When Victoria thinks you’re ready, she’ll start to cut it back a little until we find a balance we like.”


I nodded. “Not my first time with a morphine pump,” I said lightly. “She’s usually a little more generous than I prefer.”


“Really? Most people want more juice,” she commented.


“I find it sort of cripples me mentally,” I told her. “I’d rather be in pain than unable to think. It’s kind of like trying to run a marathon with a boat anchor. I feel so slow.”


“Do yourself a favor this time and be comfortable with slow. Your body needs to heal and the morphine helps your body relax so it can focus on that,” she said. “You don’t need to be a genius in here. This is the one thing that being smarter doesn’t fix for you.”


I nodded. “Fair enough. I just hate feeling out of it. I’ve already lost all day yesterday, all of Thursday and Friday and I might not get Wednesday night back either.”


“I understand,” she said. “Given the choice between high or alert, I think it’s admirable that you choose alert. I’m telling you though that you need to choose high for the next couple of days. I’m gonna go and get your chart updated and I’ll stop by your room later to see how you’re settling in.”


She patted my arm and then she slipped out of the room, the door hissing as she did. I drifted back to sleep at some point and woke with two orderlies wheeling me through the halls. I looked around with some interest and chuckled to myself when they actually had me back in the room I’d occupied twice so far. I hadn’t considered that they’d actually have this room.


As soon as they were out of the room, there was a nurse there, getting me set up. She arranged the IV stands, the morphine pump and put the call button where I could reach it. I thanked her and went back to sleep for a little while.


When I woke up again, I wasn’t alone. I blinked away the sleep and smiled a little. Emma had one hand and Lana had the other. Tabby and Collie were sitting beside them, boxing me in.


“Hi,” I said softly, smiling as I fought my way back to consciousness. I gripped their hands weakly, just to feel their fingers in mine.


Emma leaned over and kissed me lightly, her lips barely brushing mine. “How’re you feeling?” she asked.


“A little more completely assembled,” I admitted. “They have to leave the abdominal wound open in case infection sets in. The rest of it is closed up though. How are things going at home?” I asked.


“We’re managing,” she said, patting my hand. “There are a lot of people leaving things on the lawn.”


“Like what?” I asked, confused.


“Flowers, cards, they’re lighting candles, a few people have left small gifts. It’s the kind of thing that you see when people want to reach out, but they don’t know any other way. Reporters have been asking for interviews too. They’re parked out front of the house.”


“Slow news week?” I asked, surprised that they were still watching the house four days later.


“Maybe, but this is big news. It’s like something out of a movie. They’re reporting everything they can find out about you. The Halloween video has spiked again. The clip from Wednesday night is viral. Everyone’s talking about you.”


I nodded. They’d put my name out there hard. “So what happened? Why did you put the clip out so fast and so hard?”


“The Watermans were threatening a wrongful death suit. I needed to make sure they didn’t paint you as a dangerous psychopath, so we got the truth out there.”


“Did someone call you to bring my computer?” I asked, wanting to see the clip again.


Lana nodded and let go of me so she could set it up for me and plug it in. She ran an Ethernet cable too since the hospital wi-fi was weak. I thanked her and logged in to watch the video including Emma’s introduction. I was quiet while I watched the updates Emma had been posting, read endless pages of Twitter posts, checked CNN for the news and then sat back.


“Wow!” I said softly. “I suppose I should let people know I’m alive and getting well.”


“Later,” Lana said emphatically. “Most people won’t even be awake on the west coast. Save it for about an hour and spend some time with us.”


I nodded and smiled. “That sounds like a much better idea,” I admitted. “Look, I’m gonna be a little ... off for the next few days. Samantha wants me to lean on the morphine a little more than I normally would to get through this. She says that it helps with the healing process and I’m following doctor’s orders. I just wanted to warn you in case I start getting loopy.”


They all understood and we had a pleasant visit. About an hour later, Lana asked me if I knew what I wanted to say.


I thought about it and nodded. “I think so. Let’s start the camera and see what I come up with. Is my phone here?”


Emma handed it over and I took it gratefully. “You missed several calls, but I think they’ll likely call back when they see you’re awake.”


I nodded and took a deep breath before starting the camera. “The rumors of my death are greatly exaggerated,” I said lightly. “Well, maybe not greatly, but I’m very much alive. Right now I’m held together more by sutures than sinew, but I’m starting to recover. I’m still fighting post-operative infections and an unexpected sneeze could undo hours of surgery, but I’m holding on.”


I looked down at my right shoulder, the bandages were clearly visible since I wasn’t wearing a shirt. “I’m told I have months of therapy if I want to use my right arm again. I thought sincerely about skipping out on that therapy to give Chris Evans a fighting chance on April 2nd, but after seeing the footage, it looks like my left-handed aim is just as good, so I might as well do the rehab.”


I smiled a little and continued. “All kidding aside, something terrible happened on Wednesday night. I was forced to take a life. I have no doubt in my mind that I was going to die if I hadn’t found a way to end it there. I also have no doubt that other people would have suffered if I hadn’t. I’m told that there’s been some thought of laying the blame for that attack on my shoulders. I honestly don’t know how I could have done anything any different. I was dying. I had a punctured lung and a sucking chest wound. What I’m about to show you is graphic and isn’t for the faint of heart.” I looked around the room and then pushed the blanket down to my waist so the camera could see the tubes and bandages and the wound that was packed open.


“My surgeries aren’t done yet. My doctors tell me that the abdominal wound will be open for a couple of weeks while they ensure I don’t develop more infection.” I covered up again and looked back at the camera when the blanket was arranged. “I shared that with you because I’m kind of a little freaked out by it myself. I’m torn open to my core. I’m battered and bleeding, but not broken. I’ll be on the Boston Commons on April 2nd wearing the mantle of Captain America, like I promised. Hopefully I can find out who’s holding onto my shield before then. Speaking of that shield though, I need to thank Mark and Charmaine Harrison for making it for me. It’s saved my life more than once and it’s saved the lives of the people I love more than once. I’m forever in your debt for it. I can’t wait to tell you that in person.”


I knew my voice was trembling and I wanted to sign off quickly, but there was one more thing I wanted to say. “Some people are calling me a hero. As you can see, I don’t look much like one right now. I don’t particularly feel like one. I’m just grateful that all my loved ones are safe. If you’re confronted with someone in your home, escape if you can. What I did was incredibly brave, but I very nearly died. Don’t let that be you. Be safe. Things can be replaced. You can’t. I can’t. Go home, hug someone you love and be young. Emma’s right. Tell them you love them. Don’t let it go unsaid. Even if they know, tell them anyway. You might not get the chance to tell them again. Each chance is precious.” I paused and looked around at the four of them. “I love you all,” I told them before looking at the camera again. “I love all of you too. Stand with Cap.”


I shut off the camera and asked them if they thought it sounded dumb. “Like I said, the morphine hurts my judgment. Wadda you think?”


“Post it,” Lana said and they all nodded.


I uploaded it and then shared the link on Twitter, marking it #StandwithCap.


It was ten minutes later when my phone rang. I looked at it and smiled a little. It was Chris Evans. I put it on speaker. “Hi,” I said, my voice sounding a little hoarse. The video was the most I’d spoken since I woke up and it had pushed me pretty hard.


“How’re you feeling?” he wanted to know.


“Morphine’s keeping me company, so overall, not as bad as I could be feeling. I kind of flipped out when I first saw the wounds. They were all open yesterday. That’s not something you ever want to see on your own body.”


“I can imagine,” he said softly. “Are you sure you’ll be okay with April 2nd? I mean, you’ll be recovered by then?”


“I dunno,” I admitted. “I doubt there’s much chance the old wounds are gonna break open and spill me all over the course, but whether I’ll be done with rehab by then, who’s to say?”


“We shouldn’t do this if we can’t do it safely,” he said, concerned.


“Don’t worry about it,” I assured him. “I have a personal trainer, nutritionist, physiotherapist, acrobatics coach, combat trainer, historical weapons expert, master craftsman, a surgeon and two other doctors all working to put me back into shape. If they don’t certify me as medically able to compete, we’ll figure out something.”


“Seriously? You hired a team of ten people to make sure you kick my butt for charity?”


“Not all of them. Some of them are hired, others are in it for the curiosity and others are loved ones, but yeah. Ten people. That’s not even counting Emma who’s the best publicist anywhere and all the other people who give me their support.”


“So I guess I should go back to the gym then,” he said with a laugh. “Call me once in a while and we’ll compare progress. Hang in there and I’ll see you soon, Cap.”


“Thanks, Cap,” I said with a grin I knew he could hear.


After that, the girls decided to swap out for a bit. Beck replaced Lana, Tricia replaced Emma and Patty and Dan came in with them. Everyone was really happy to see me awake and aware and the day passed relatively well. A few times, I had to stop the flow of visitors to take a nap for an hour as I started getting sleepy. True to my word, I let Emma clear them out and she sat quietly with me while I slept.


I was surprised when late in the day, DA Forbes arrived to speak to me. “May I have a moment alone with you, Matthew?” he asked when he arrived.


I nodded hesitantly and Emma left us alone after giving me a searching look.


He took a seat next to me and gave me a comforting smile. “I promise, this isn’t going to be an upsetting visit. It might even give you some cause to relax. I wanted to let you know that there will be no charges laid against you for Wednesday night.”


I blinked at him and my surprise must have shown on my face.


“Normally,” he explained, “there would be some formal charges, if not for the death then for the rather gory method that Vance came to his end. The video and your injuries though are enough to convince everyone involved that you were in the right to act as you did.”


I nodded. “I appreciate you telling me that in person. Any word on the wrongful death suit from the Waterman family?”


“Well, your lawyer had a word with their legal team and they were made to understand that the lawsuit wasn’t likely to succeed. They were also told that since Vance’s actions were criminal and had caused you grievous injuries, that you were well within your rights to counter-sue them for your injuries. They withdrew all their legal objections after that, so I’m told. Howard, your lawyer will likely be in to talk to you in more depth later in the week.”


“Well, that’s good news. Now all I have to do is worry about Patrick deciding that a bigger gun is the solution.”


“That’s not likely to be a problem either. Some of your girls came forward. They said they’re willing to testify against Patrick.”


All the blood drained out of me. “No!” I said softly, knowing how hard that would be on them. “That trial is gonna be too much for them!”


He held up a hand and tried to soothe me. “We’re only talking right now,” he said softly. “I intend to offer him a package deal for the whole mess and before you start getting worked up about it, let me tell you what I’m going to offer him.” He paused to make sure that I wasn’t going to interrupt and nodded. “So the plea deal is that he names all the other people involved in planning it, carrying it out, all the boys who paid to be there, his drug supplier and who Vance would have gotten the gun from. In exchange, instead of him getting charged for the whole shooting match, we charge him for one count of rape on each of the sixty victims, one count of human trafficking each, trafficking and unlawful confinement. He serves life in prison with no parole for twenty years and instead of us putting all the charges on him and sending him to general population, he goes to a prison specifically for protected custody prisoners. He’ll be charged as an adult and he’ll be registered as a sex offender for the rest of his life. As part of the package, we also get Marlene Garrett,” he pointed out. “We also get to charge the rest of the boys and between his testimony and the girls’, they’ll all do time and have to register.”


I was surprised by how complete a deal it was. “You think he’ll take it?” I asked.


“Hard to say. He’ll be tried as an adult and his name will be all over the papers if he doesn’t. He’ll go into general population where the inmates will know he raped underage girls. He’d be dead before he was in for six months and it’ll be a miserable six months of rape and beatings.”


“I hope he doesn’t take the deal then,” I told him. “You have enough to get the rest of them without him.”


He nodded. “We do, but I’d rather save the taxpayers a lot of money. He’d serve the same amount of time, but his time will be less violent than if he goes through the trial.”


I nodded. “So long as he’s off the streets, that’s the most important thing,” I said with a sigh. “Any other good news for me?”


“I’ve been asked several times how your shield is,” he told me. “It’s fine and we’re working on getting it processed so we can get it back to you. You should know that Vance was dead before he hit the ground. When you threw your shield at him, it shattered the front of his skull and turned his frontal lobe into hamburger. He wasn’t getting up. I sincerely hope you never have to take that thing off the wall again.”


I nodded and agreed. “It was never meant for what I put it through. Are there gouges in it from the bullets?”


“There are a couple of dings, but I’m told that it performed like it was made for combat. Your friends made it out of air-frame aluminum, you said.”


I nodded. “That’s what they told me. I know that there are a lot of different types of aluminum and some of them are made for armor. Maybe they got a piece of that instead.”


He nodded and told me to get well and that an officer would probably come by in the next few days to get a statement from me about Vance’s death.


“I dunno how much I’ll be able to help,” I admitted. “My memories of that night are pretty jumbled. I’m starting to get bits back, but only a little at a time.”


He nodded. “Then tell him that. Fortunately the video and everyone else all agree on what happened.”


The next week was a jumble like that. There were visits from officers, my Sifu, family, friends, some of my professors and students from Harvard, even Zoe, to my surprise. I even got a visit from my beach disciple whose name was Tony and had recognized me on the news. He wanted to tell me how much his life had changed and thank me for helping him get things in perspective.


“You changed my life, bro. Anything you need, ever, just call me and I’m there,” he said, shaking my hand before he left. I noticed he had a pair of pretty girls with him and I smiled.


“That was him?” Emma asked when he’d gotten onto the elevator.


I nodded and chuckled a little. “Yeah. That was him. He’s changed a lot. I’m glad for him. It’s also proof that people can cross my path and walk away changed for the better.”


“Worried about that?” she asked shrewdly.


I shrugged. “A lot of people have gotten hurt since this summer.”


“Most of them would have been hurt anyway. You just happened to be in the middle of that,” she pointed out. “Vance only got hurt because he was stupid.”


I nodded. “Have you found out which of the girls came forward to talk about what happened with the police?”


“Most of them, actually. There were a few that didn’t want to have their names attached to it in the news, but most of the girls by far are willing to put up with the consequences.”


“I kind of wished they hadn’t,” I admitted. “They don’t need to put themselves through that.”


“They did it for you,” she said. “After what happened to you with Vance, they don’t want you to have to face Patrick. You nearly gave your life to protect them. That made them want to protect you.”


“That’s humbling,” I admitted. “I won’t try to talk them out of it, but I do want to thank them when I get out of here.”


“Why wait?” she asked.


“I don’t want to do it a few at a time and I don’t want to do it when they might be around girls who didn’t come forward. They all had their own reasons for speaking up or not. Once I’m out, I’ll want to know who came forward and who didn’t.”


“All the cheer girls came forward with one exception.”


“Jessie?” I asked.


“And you said the morphine would make you slow,” she said, delighted.


I chuckled and shrugged. “It’s not that big a leap of logic,” I pointed out. “She’s the one no one trusts. She’s out for herself. Protecting someone else wouldn’t have occurred to her. I’m guessing Cheryl didn’t come forward for the exact opposite reason.”


That got her attention. “How’d you guess?” she asked, surprised.


“She’s only been here once,” I said. “She probably has a case of the guilts. See if you can get her to come in so I can talk to her about it.”


She nodded. “I’ll get Tricia to bring her. She’s close to her.”


It was two more days before I saw Cheryl slip into the room to talk to me. Emma was off at home, studying for finals and I was alone for the moment, catching up on classwork. I looked up and saw Tricia curl her fingers at me from the door before closing it so we could be alone.


“Hi,” she said quietly and sat down.


“Hi,” I smiled and pushed my laptop away to where I could reach it again when I needed it. “Thanks for coming. How’re you doing?”


“I dunno. Good, I guess. How’re you?”


“I’m still on more morphine than I like so I feel pretty high a lot of the time,” I told her. “That keeps the pain off my mind, but also keeps my mind running on a tangent. Did Tricia tell you why I wanted to talk to you?”


She shook her head.


“Okay. I know that a lot of the girls came forward to talk about what happened and that you didn’t,” I started. “I wanted to tell you that you made the right decision.”


She looked at me, surprised. “But I didn’t come forward!” she said, not understanding.


“That’s right and I agree with you doing that. You weren’t afraid of being mistreated. You stayed out of it so your baby would never find out what happened, right?”


She nodded reluctantly. “How’d you know?” she asked.


“I understand people,” I said lightly. “I knew you’d only been to see me once. I figured you were feeling down about something and when I found out about people coming forward, I guessed that’s what it was.” I reached out and took her hand. “You did the right thing. Protecting your baby is the most important thing you could do. You’ve decided to keep her?” I asked.


She nodded. “My parents are okay with that. They’re considering how best to set up the house. It’s not exactly a huge place.”


I nodded. “Once I’m back on my feet and have the use of both hands, I’ll help,” I told her. “I was planning to learn carpentry anyway. This is a perfect opportunity to perfect some wood-working so I can help you get furniture for the new tyke.”


“No!” she said, stricken. “You’ve done so much already! You can’t!”


“Shhh,” I soothed her, squeezing her hand. “I’m only offering to do what I can. If I can’t build you a crib, I’ll buy one and put it together for you. You’ll need all the help you can get while you get set up and settled.”


She still looked distraught that I was doing too much. “I’m sorry I didn’t come forward,” she told me.


“I’m not,” I retorted. “You protecting your baby is WAY more important than adding your voice to sending Patrick to jail. Let the other girls carry that torch. You just continue being the best mom you can for that little girl.”


She smiled at that and relaxed, grateful for the support. We settled into a very pleasant visit after that and she promised to come visit me more often.


Chapter 2


It turns out that I was going to be released the day before exams started for Harvard, December 9th. Carl had gone out of his way to arrange for us to get my weekly tests done at the hospital and I’d be doing my exams under his eye, or when possible, with my class. Psych happened to be the only one of my courses I could do with the class and Emma insisted on me attending. It was the first exam on Friday. I was confined to a wheelchair for the next couple of weeks due to the difficulty of getting around with a cane or crutches with the injuries to my chest and abdomen.


When she wheeled me in, there was a murmur through the class and then applause from everyone, including the professor. I was embarrassed, but waved a little with my good arm and then took my place and when the exam started, I was glad to have the distraction of writing.


I knew I’d aced the course because I still had the texts in my head. I could have quoted page numbers, but figured that was cockier than they’d put up with. I finished in about half the time and awkwardly wheeled myself out into the hall to wait for Emma where I could use my laptop to do some reading while I waited. We’d rented a wheelchair that had a folding table and I’d just fished out my laptop to start surfing when Zoe approached me.


“Matt? What are you doing all alone?” she asked, concerned.


“Just wrote psych,” I explained to her with a smile. “Emma’s still in there. What are you writing today?”


“Just an elective. Philosophy. It was kind of a joke. The whole course is more to make you think about things you normally wouldn’t, so instead of a complete final exam, he handed out candies and asked us to evaluate how we liked them.”


“Really?” I laughed, despite how much it hurt to do. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”


“Yeah, except he handed out really AWFUL candies. They’re called double-salted licorice. They taste like salt, they make your tongue go numb and the taste never seems to go away. At the end of the hour, he collected our exams and told us that the flavoring was used in ice cream, vodka, brandy, tobacco and was originally produced in pharmacies that mixed their own cough syrup. He gave us all good marks, but told us to consider it a lesson to consider everything twice. He told us that we’d all eaten at least one thing that used it as a flavoring even if we weren’t aware of it.”


“An interesting way to teach the lesson,” I shrugged. “That your only exam of the day?” I asked.


She nodded. “I have two Monday and one on Wednesday and my last two on Thursday. Then I’m done. Emma said she was done on Thursday too so she’d help me clean up the room on Friday before she went home on Sunday. She’s still going?”


I nodded. “She didn’t want to, but I talked her into it. She misses her family and they miss her. I wish I could go with her, but I have a lot to do here while she’d gone.”


“She’ll kill you if you do anything to pull your stitches,” she said warningly.


“I have plenty of people willing to be my hands when I need to lift something,” I assured her. “Hanna’s here for another few days since she has to stay until they shut down the fitness center for the semester. Lana and Beck have been taking me around a lot and I’ve been getting plenty of offers from other people to help me with anything I need.”


She nodded and seemed to regret that she wasn’t one of the people I was leaning on. “Is there anything you need? Can I take you to get a soda or something?”


“I’m good, thanks,” I said with a smile. “Emma would worry if she came out and I wasn’t here. Besides, she probably won’t be that much longer.”


She nodded and stuck around for a few more minutes making conversation before she had to go finish some studying for her next exam.


I reviewed my exam schedule and had two more that afternoon, so I’d be reporting to Carl for those.


We had lunch on campus and then she left me with Carl and we were joined by Dr. Julie Nichols, to my surprise. I took her hand and she shook it gently, probably aware of how delicate I was.


“Dr. Nichols,” I greeted her. “I wasn’t aware you were joining us today.”


“Is that a problem?” she asked.


“Not at all. I’m just curious if Carl and Victoria have made a decision about you while I was indisposed,” I said with a smile.


“Not that I’m aware of,” she said. “I think they’re really leaving it to you to decide. They said that there are six of us that are up for the position and that a lot of it would depend on personality.”


“That’s true,” I said, letting her take control of the chair and steer me into the lab. “So maybe we can chat a little about you while I write my exams.”


“I wouldn’t want to distract you,” she said, guiding me to a table where Carl was waiting with the cameras set up to observe me while I sat the tests.


Carl chuckled. “This is one boy that lives for his distractions,” he told her certainly.


“Carl’s being too kind,” I said dryly. “He just likes to live vicariously through me. At his age, he gets accused of being a dirty old man for what I get away with.”


“And what do you get accused of for things he can get away with?” she asked dryly.


“Driving without a license, mostly,” I deadpanned.


They sat me with my exam and I looked at Carl in disappointment, “One at a time?” I asked. “I thought you wanted to challenge me?”


“You’re only showing off because she’s here,” he scolded me but he was smiling as he slid the other exam paper over to me. “Begin.”


I looked over both papers and then started writing with both hands. Carl had seen this trick before, but it was new to Dr. Nichols and she was interested in how I did. My eyes ranged back and forth between the two papers as I tracked my answers. “Don’t feel like I need quiet,” I told her as I wrote. “I listen to three lectures at a time. I can comfortably process three lines of thought or conversation at the same time. Most of the time, I use this to concentrate on sex and food while seeming to pay attention to what’s going on around me, but everyone knows I’m preoccupied with sex and food, so there’s really less reason to keep up appearances.”


That got the ball rolling and Carl asked how I was doing.


“I’m okay. I had the last of my incisions closed up Wednesday since there was no additional infection and my fever was down. I’m still on antibiotics for another week, but Samantha assures me that I can resume my normal drinking habits in time for Christmas. Because THAT’S a big concern,” I said sarcastically.


“Carl said that you were the kid in the Captain America incident,” Dr. Nichols said softly, fascinated by the sight of me answering two different exam questions at once.


“Yeah. I’m that guy,” I admitted. “He show you the video yet?”


“Yeah. Pretty much everyone’s seen your YouTube channel,” she said dismissively.


“What’s not in the YouTube channel is that I haven’t been able to do that with the shield outside life and death moments,” I told them. “I also haven’t had a lot of luck making sense of that night. I have fragments, but they’re all over the place. I remember thinking adrenaline could be what was pushing me to throw the shield better than I do when I’m not on edge.”


“It’s possibly helpful in having your perceptions sharpen, but I would say the ability is there all the time. You just have to learn to tap into it,” he said companionably.


I nodded in agreement. “It’s still something interesting to consider at some point.”


We bantered back and forth slowly getting to know each other over the course of the next couple of hours. I completed both exams, reviewed them critically and changed a few things here and there before sliding them back across the table.


“That was quick,” she said, surprised.


“Three words you never want to hear from a woman,” I said dryly.


She gave me a wry smile. “Ranks right up there with ‘is it in’?” she asked.


“Yeah, if there’s any doubt, the answer is no,” I replied. “It’s good to know that you can talk about things like that without getting upset or uncomfortable though.”


“It’s not a big deal. It’s not like you’ve really had time to discover girls at your age.”


I couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing and IMMEDIATELY regretted it. I groaned and laughed and whimpered all at once, seeing stars. “Oh! Don’t make me laugh!” I begged. “Stitches will end up tearing.”


She looked at me with what I took to be a kindly sort of pity for my situation. When I was finally calmed down enough to speak, I looked at Carl. “Didn’t you warn her at all?!!? I mean, I get that no one believes the whole story, but not even a word?”


“I felt that observing your initial dynamic would be good for the study,” he said evasively.


“You mean you wanted to see how long it was before we were chasing each other around the lab?” I asked, giving him a dirty look.


“You be careful around my lab equipment,” he said sternly.


“Am I missing something?” she asked, watching the two of us banter back and forth.


I nodded and decided that this was as good a time as any to clue her in. “The normal rules don’t apply to me,” I told her. “I’m not saying that like I’m above laws or anything arrogant like that, but the normal guidelines that people apply to development don’t work on me. I’m dating three incredibly attractive women right now and there’s a waiting list. Not because I’m so incredible in bed, although that’s true too, but because I treat women like gold.”


“I’m sure that’s all very comforting to believe,” she said, patronizingly.


I shrugged. “You watched one of them drop me off today. Ask her if you think I’m making it up. She should be back from her exam in an hour or so.”


We spent the rest of the afternoon planning out my exam timetable and letting me get to know Dr. Nichols a little better. She seemed like a decent fit, but she was still skeptical of my abilities, despite Carl and I trying to convince her.


When Emma came back, I introduced her to Dr. Nichols and asked her to clarify my dating situation.


“Past, present or future?” she asked.


“All three,” I said, interested in what she envisioned the future to look like.


She shrugged. “When I met Matt, he was dating a pair of sisters and a pair of college students. Shortly after school started, someone started a vicious rumor about him that caused all four of them to dump him. I’d been seeing him casually during the summer, but we got serious after that. Just before Halloween, he picked up two more girls, one college aged and one at his high school. Then he picked up a slightly older woman at her workplace unexpectedly and the college girl from Halloween drifted off a few weeks ago. That’s where we are now.” She gave Dr. Nichols a rueful smile. “He’s sort of like that. He could walk into a movie theater alone and come out with a date. He stole his high school cheerleading team and walked out of the school with them. If he was recovered and available to date, the line would go around the block. We ARE going to need a bigger bed, Slugger. Aside from the cheer captain and the four from season one wanting to get back into the mix, you’ve probably got five or six others that’ll want to crawl into bed with us.”


“I can use that as training for what you’re planning on putting me through when you take me out to Malibu this summer. I might not live.”


“Shush. You’ll love every second of it,” she assured me.


“Okay, so you’re popular with the girls,” Dr. Nichols said. “I get it. No need to tell me any more.”


“Carl keeps threatening to make my sexual escapades part of the study,” I confided in her. “I think he’s just hoping I’ll let him set up a camera in my bedroom. Little does he know...”


We chatted about less risque subjects after that, but I saw her give me a few evaluative looks before we left.


We drove to the mall, intending to do some shopping for Christmas. The painting was in the trunk along with the sketches and we took them right to the art store for framing.


The woman serving us was pleasant enough, asking us what size frames we’d need. Emma put the canvas on the project table we were talking around and the woman’s face changed. “Where did you get this?” she asked.


“I painted it,” I said, frowning at her change in disposition. “What’s wrong?”


“That’s Frank and Janice Saunders and their daughter Patricia. This isn’t right though. Janice died years ago. Patricia wasn’t that old when she passed.”


“You know the Saunders family?” I asked. “Tricia is my girlfriend. I painted this as a gift for them both since they both miss her mother so much. I tried to paint it as if her illness had never happened. Like their family should have been.”


She nodded and touched the canvas where Janice Saunders was painted. “I can’t take your money for this,” she said. “Janice was one of my oldest friends. This is beautiful. What else did you have to get framed?” She was a little misty-eyed and the drawings I handed to her didn’t help. She kissed my cheek and told me to come back in a few days and they’d be ready. “They’re gonna love these,” she assured me and shooed me out of the shop.


We went looking for gifts when we left the art supply store. “That was surprising,” Emma commented.


“Yeah. I didn’t expect to run into someone who knew Tricia’s mother,” I said and asked her to stop into the music store.


I bought Lilly an electric guitar, an amp and a set of bat-ears headphones. I hadn’t thought about what a bad idea that would be until the amp ended up in my lap for the trip back to the car to dump it in the trunk before we could continue shopping. Hanna’s collar had arrived while I was in the hospital so that was officially three gifts down. When I got the skates for Gina and Emma, that would finish off the most important gifts. I needed to get something for Dan and Patty, Lana and Beck, Tabby and Collie, Mom and Dad and the spa subscription for Cheryl and small gifts for the other girls who’d come to mean something to me.


I also had to figure something out for Carl and Victoria and Samantha. I had to consider that carefully. I couldn’t just buy something for Carl. Victoria was notoriously difficult about revealing anything she’d enjoy and I owed Samantha too much to do less than my best for her.


We bought a stack of gift cards for the movies for some of the girls that I wasn’t quite as close to, I bought a large basket of premium bath supplies for my mother, an equally large basket of teas and coffees for Patty, I bought necklace and earring sets for Lana, Beck, Tabby and Collie with their birthstones in them, and told Emma I’d have Patty help me by shopping for bottles of premium liquor for the three men on the list. That left me with Samantha and Victoria and I didn’t think anyone could help me with either of those gifts.


“Is there something I could get for Mark and Char?” I asked her as we were poking around. “They saved my life with that shield.”


“Just personalize a card,” she said. “Maybe get them a small bottle of something.”


I nodded and mentally added that to the list.


When we got home, we smuggled everything inside and we started wrapping things. I was doing Christmas with my girls the next weekend since Emma was flying out on Sunday morning. It would just be the four of us and Gina since she was unofficially the newest member.


Tomorrow would be the day we all went in for our HIV screenings. I was clean. The hospital had done aggressive testing on me, Vance’s body, the blood I’d received and all had come back negative. I was still going in with the rest of the girls. We were getting two tests. One was a rapid test that gave results in about 20 minutes but wasn’t as accurate as the full test we were also taking which would take 72 hours to return results.


I was nervous for the girls and hoped that all the news was good. We wrapped and marked our gifts before Emma took them downstairs to the closet. I was tackling the stairs as infrequently as possible due to my limited mobility. When I had to get up and down stairs, I used my crutches from the summer or my cane, to support my injured leg and left the chair upstairs. It hurt like Hell so I avoided doing it, but it helped me regain some of my independence to be able to move around on my own a little.


Lana and Beck were still spending a lot of time around the house as I recovered and we were getting comfortable having them around. I suspected that Emma had spoken to them while I was in the hospital or at least to Lana because the two of them seemed a lot closer than they had been. I was grateful for the help since I seemed to need help with everything right now. The last of my stitches were due to come out just before Christmas and I was hopeful that would start me on the road to recovery.


I turned in well ahead of Emma, feeling pretty tired after the shopping trip. I had a long day tomorrow and wasn’t looking forward to it, but it was necessary. I’d talked the girls out of throwing the party until tomorrow night. They needed it and they deserved it. We were getting pizzas delivered and they had Patty tied up with making a cake. Other snacks were a matter of a trip to Walmart for candy, chips, sodas, party cups, paper plates and napkins. I kind of expected an army, but I had no way of knowing for sure.





Saturday dawned cold, but clear. We’d had snow off and on, but nothing worth talking about. Lana and Beck drove me over to the clinic in the morning where I was spending most of the time I’d normally be at Kung Fu. They were just opening up for the day when we arrived, meeting a lot of the girls. We were all eager to have this behind us. Lana and Beck couldn’t have their final screenings for another month since they’d been seeing the Waterman brothers well into October, but at this point, I was confident that they were as clean as the rest of us.


We kept the clinic busy all morning with the girls coming in to get their screening done. By noon we had our answers. All tests negative and the more accurate tests sent off for processing. We’d know by mid-week. I got a lot of very gentle hugs as girls tried not to squeeze my stitches. When the last of the girls had their results and were on their way home, I asked Lana and Beck to swing by the mall. I still had some Christmas gifts to get.


Getting the skates was easy. I knew Gina’s size from when we rented skates and I knew Emma’s because she lived in my room. It was easy enough to read her size from her shoe when I’d been putting on my own shoes. That left me with gifts left to get for Dan, Dad, Carl, Samantha and Victoria and something for Mark and Char.


I was at a loss for what to get for any of them. “How do you even shop for someone who saved your life?” I said, exasperated.


Lana shrugged. “I dunno. They both deserve something amazing though.”


I nodded in agreement and decided there was only one solution, steering us into the jewelry store to look around. I finally picked out a necklace and earring set for each of them in diamonds. I picked different styles for them that I thought suited their personal tastes.


“I think that’s everyone on my list. I need your mother’s help with the rest of it. I’m thinking about getting some premium liquor for Your dad, my dad and Carl. I wanted to get Carl something he could use and enjoy over the next few months.”


They nodded and we stopped by the food court for lunch before doing a little more shopping for the party and the rest of the holidays.


When we got home, the skates stayed in Lana’s car for now until they could be wrapped. I kept them company while they got set up for the party. This time it wasn’t a surprise and I wasn’t starving and feeling neglected, so I was in much better spirits. Tabby and Collie arrived early to help with the setup and Hanna was there too. There were plenty of hands to do the work. All I had to do was call in the pizza order at 5:30 since guests were due to show up around 6.


They told me that it’d be about an hour for an order that large and I made a note of the time I called and the amount of the order. At ten to six, the doorbell rang and I went to get it while everyone else was busy with finishing touches. DA Forbes was there with Mr. Peterson.


I blinked in surprise, but invited them in.


“We heard tonight was your official welcome home party,” Mr. Forbes said. “It’s probably not a good idea that we stay given the state of the case against Patrick, but I thought you’d want this back.”


He had the shield. It was in a large evidence bag. I took it from him gratefully. “You were able to get them to release it from evidence?” I asked, amazed to be seeing it again.


“They got all the trace evidence off of it, ran the tests they wanted on it and decided that there was nothing else they could learn from it.”


I smirked. “In other words, when they were done with it, they were throwing it around and someone got hurt so I can have it back so they can get back to work?”


He allowed me a small smile. “It’s supposedly very aerodynamic,” he told me diplomatically and offered me his hand. I shook it and he looked relieved. “I know we were at odds over whether the girls should come forward or not, but I don’t want you to feel like the law is the enemy. Some of your remarks when we met last month were fairly bitter toward the process. I hope that’s behind us.”


I nodded. “It is for the most part. I told you there’s another legal matter that’s given me a sore tooth when it comes to state law and it still does, but that’s another issue.”


“Without implicating anyone, can you tell me what the issue is? Maybe I can set your mind at ease,” he offered.


I shrugged. “I lost a girlfriend recently because she wasn’t comfortable with the flexibility of age of consent laws in Massachusetts. I may lose another one down the road to something similar.”


“Ah,” he said delicately. “Those laws are hotly debated.”


I nodded. “And I understand why they have to be there. I honestly don’t feel like they should apply to me giving consent though. I’ve dealt with helping women through sexual assault, gotten them tested for HIV earlier today and have one teen mother that I’m helping get through the next seven months. I can demonstrate for any judge, jury or talk-show audience that I understand sex and the consequences of it very clearly and I have a psychiatrist that can back that assertion up. It pisses me off that people have to worry that me giving consent in that circumstance isn’t good enough to keep them from worrying about the legal system ruining their life.”


He nodded. “I sympathize. I really do. All I can say is that the law is there because for every case like yours, there’s a hundred where the child is in need of protection. I have no doubt that in your case, consent is given freely and in full awareness of what it means, but your friend was right. The laws only give so much leeway.”


I nodded. “So all I can do is swear off sex with older women until I turn 16 and hope some fuckwit doesn’t lobby to change that age to 21.” I sighed. “It wouldn’t be so bad if there was even a process to petition for an exemption from the law, but it’s absolute, isn’t it?”


“I’m afraid so,” he said. “In your case, it’s a little silly, but there’s too many cases that go the other way for the courts to consider exemptions.”


I sighed and nodded. “Well, thanks for confirming my research on the subject,” I said and showed them out since they said they weren’t staying. Mr. Forbes looked like he wanted to say more, but we both felt that tonight wasn’t the time for a conversation like that.


By the time they left a few of the guests were starting to show up and I got hugged a number of times by parents and girls and siblings. Gina and her family were among the first to arrive and her eyes fell on the evidence bag in my lap. “You got it back?” she asked, surprised.


I laughed and handed the bag over to Hector to open, but he didn’t want to take it. “No, you hold onto it,” he said, looking upset.


I rolled over to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “What’s wrong, Buddy?” I asked, seeing anxiety in his face.


“I shouldn’t have been playing with it!” he said, looking deeply troubled. “If you’d had it...”


“It would have made NO difference!” I said to him firmly, but gently while his parents watched. “Want me to prove it to you?”


He looked at me like he wanted to believe me. He nodded slowly. I gave him the shield and told him to take it out of the bag and put it on his right arm. When he had it on, I turned him around and touched his shoulder.


“That’s where the first bullet hit me. Even if I’d had the shield, I still would have been hit,” I told him. Then I touched the spot on his back where I’d been hit the second time. “That’s where the second shot went in. The shield still wouldn’t have stopped it, even if I’d had it in my hand. By the time he got inside and started shooting again, I had the shield and it stopped six bullets. You didn’t do anything wrong and I don’t want you feeling guilty about holding the shield. I was the one that gave it to you, right?”


He nodded at that, but didn’t look convinced. “Hector, no one blames you for what happened. I don’t and you shouldn’t either. The important thing is that you’re okay.”


He brightened up, hearing that no one blamed him. “You’re sure I didn’t mess things up for you?” he asked uncertainly.


“I’m sure, Buddy. You left the shield right where I could get to it and that kept me alive. You did good and you helped get everyone else out of danger. Don’t beat yourself up because you couldn’t do more. You did everything right.”


I could see relief set in on his face and he grinned and threw his arms around me. I hugged him back, but I couldn’t keep the look of pain off my face as he squeezed me. His mother rescued me and led him off to see the other girls before he could get a good look at my face. He left the shield with me and I sat with it on my lap, gasping and trying to ride out the wave of pain.


After that, I could have asked Gina’s parents for anything I wanted, I think. They’d been dealing with Hector thinking it was his fault since that night. Gina confirmed that he’d been blaming himself since the night it happened.


“He shouldn’t,” I said, watching him relax and enjoy himself. “He didn’t do anything to be upset about.”


She kissed me on the cheek and then went to get something to drink while other people showed up and wanted to talk to me.


The highlight of the night for me was when Victoria arrived with Mom. She said that after the way she’d weathered the crisis, she was convinced that she was ready to come home. I hugged her and so did Lilly.


Dad asked if she’d prefer he leave and she shook her head. “No, that’s okay. We’ll be seeing each other over the holidays anyway. Best to try and make things normal now.” They exchanged a brief hug and she thanked him for looking in on the kids while she was in the hospital.


“I was happy to do it,” he said with a smile. “Lilly actually came to stay with me while Matt was in the hospital.”


She nodded and I left them to talk together, wheeling off with Victoria. “Thanks,” I said to her.


“Think nothing of it. She’s earned this and she’s going to continue to see me weekly. We’re aiming for Tuesdays since you’re with Carl on those days. I understand you met Dr. Nichols. What’s your assessment?”


“I think she needs a cognitive reset,” I said honestly. “She’s willing to sign on for the research, but she hasn’t accepted the reality of what’s normal for me.”


“I think that’s true of all of them. We’re uncertain which one is right for the project, but we’re going to have you meet all of them over the next few weeks and then decide.”


“Have the two of you decided on a front-runner?” I asked lightly.


“Yes, but we want you to meet all the candidates and decide objectively which one you prefer. You’ll be the one that has to work closely with them and it’s important that the two of you get along.”


I nodded. “That’s true. I found Dr. Nichols to be a little grating in her skepticism of my capabilities. She was coming around by the end of the day though. I’m willing to chalk that up as her assuming I’m trying to impress her. We’ll see how the others work out and then maybe do something social like we’d originally planned.”


“That’s probably a good idea,” she allowed. “Carl’s hoping to rotate them all in to meet you and then get together with the two of us to figure out who to cut for our second round.”


“I don’t want to drag this out too long,” I said honestly. “I’ll be spending some extra days at the lab as he’s proctoring most of my exams due to scheduling. I’m sure I can meet them all next week.”


She nodded and said she thought that was a good idea and then left me to mingle. Tricia and her father arrived shortly after the pizza. She came to kiss me gently and hug me gingerly before backing off so I could greet her father. He shook my hand, but there appeared to be something on his mind. We didn’t get a chance to talk about it until later though. I still had people showing up wanting a few minutes to talk to me.


I could have done this with the cane, but I was a lot more comfortable in the chair. My leg still ached where I’d been shot and standing with a cane put all the wrong stress on everything else. I could almost feel the scars trying to pull apart when I stood like that for more than a few steps at a time.


I circulated around the room awkwardly in the chair, getting something to eat and chatting here and there. Mercifully, not everyone stayed for the full party. I’d noticed Jessie talking to Gina earlier and wondered what that had been about. Before I could find Gina to ask, Jessie found me.


“Hey, Hot-Stuff,” she said, leaning in for a hug that gave me a clear view down her shirt. I hugged her back and composed my face while we hugged since she wasn’t wearing a bra under the shirt.


“Thanks for coming tonight, Jessie,” I said lightly. “How’ve you been doing?”


“Not bad. Vance was a bastard and I’m glad he’s gone. I just wish he’d suffered more.”


“The lead investigator pointed out that I decapitated him with a blunt object. It was his opinion that it hurt plenty,” I said quietly. “That wasn’t what I meant though. I know a lot of the girls came forward to try to put Patrick away. I haven’t had a chance to sit down with everyone and talk about it though.”


She looked uncomfortable about that and I nodded. “I heard you had decided not to and that’s fine,” I told her. “I don’t want you to feel guilty about it. You have to do what’s right for you.”


“That fucked up my chances with you though, didn’t it?” she asked, biting her lip.


I shrugged. “I don’t think it hurt you, but I never got the vibe that you were falling in love with me, Jessie. I thought we were just friends and teammates.”


“Well, when we talked at the dance, I asked how it worked,” she started. “I thought that you’d pick up on that.”


“I knew you were curious, but I didn’t know how you felt about me,” I told her. “How DO you feel? I mean, I know now that you’re interested, but dating me isn’t exactly easy.”


“What do you mean?” she asked, her brow creasing.


“Well this is the fourth time in the past six months that I’ve ended up in the hospital. It seems to happen with alarming regularity. That’s a lot for anyone to put up with. I’m also splitting my time between two schools, so I’m not around every minute of every day and even when I am, I have a lot of people that want a little of my time. That’s kind of why I wanted you girls to lean on each other as much as you wanted me to be there for you. There’s also a growing number that are interested in a piece of my bank account. The girls all do what they can to protect me from that. A lot of it is gonna go to paying hospital bills, but still. People are suddenly more interested in being my pal now that I have enough money to do things like fund the team this year and take Tricia to the dance in style. That’s not easy to live with and the girls do what they can to protect me from anyone they think might not have my best interests at heart.”


She nodded. “They think that I’m after your money?” she asked quietly.


“No,” I said right away. “Some of them are uncertain how deep your interest goes though. I give myself too freely. People have watched me get hurt because I was in love and it wasn’t returned the same way. They don’t want to see that happen to me again if you’re only interested in having me as a boyfriend for a month or two and then moving on. I’ve had people break up with me over what they thought were good reasons. Some of the girls are watching out for me because this is my blind spot. They don’t want to see me hurt again.”


“You’re talking about what happened with Lana and her sister?” she asked.


“That’s the most spectacularly public of my breakups, but it’s not the only one,” I confirmed. “There was a girl that left me recently because she didn’t feel right with my age. I had someone else leave me because she felt like she had to when things were bad with Lana and Beck. She didn’t want to, but thought she had to choose sides.”


She nodded. “That sucks,” she said sympathetically. “So now what?” she asked. “I mean I like you a lot. You stood up for us and saved us from having him back in school. You’re good looking and yeah, you’re rich so you don’t have to go through the couch cushions to see if you can scrape up enough to rent a movie on Saturday night, you’re a genius, you can talk to girls, you’re popular and funny and nice. You’re kind of perfect boyfriend material.”


“You forgot legendary in bed,” I reminded her with a smirk. “Seriously though, I’m not gonna be much of a date for a while. Between classes, tests and physio, I’m gonna be lucky to be awake enough to cuddle with the girls at the end of the day. I’m probably not gonna be well enough for sex until almost Valentine’s Day. Not exactly model boyfriend material right now. Can’t go anywhere, can’t do much ... In a few months, I might be able to raise my right hand again.” I plucked at my shirt. “And I’m definitely not so good looking any more.”


“The scars are gonna be bad?” she asked delicately.


I nodded and shrugged. “They won’t matter to most people, but I love the beach in summer. They’re gonna draw attention.”


“You’re really bothered by that? It’s not that big a deal. It’s not like you got them breaking into houses or doing something stupid,” she said. “You were protecting people from a piece of shit.”


I nodded. “Like I said, people who know me will be supportive, but people who don’t will likely stare. I know I still do.”


“Show me,” she said, wanting to make the point. She crossed her arms and waited for me to lift my shirt.


Instead of protesting, I lifted my shirt for her to see the surgery marks. They were extensive across my chest and stomach.


She looked at them unflinching and reached out to trace her fingers along them gently. “These aren’t you, Matt. They’ll be a part of you, but they’re a good thing. They’ll help you pick out people who can’t see past them.” She took my hands in hers and then lowered my shirt before patting them. She raised her eyes to mine and smiled comfortingly.


The girls had pegged her as an opportunist looking to use me somehow. I didn’t see it in that moment, but then, I’d just admitted that matters of the heart were my blind-spot. I smiled back. “Thanks, Jessie,” I said softly, meaning it sincerely. I felt close to her in that moment. Not in love, but close, like she was someone I could talk to.


She smiled at me and told me that she’d talk to me again soon and to call her if I was starting to get upset about the scars. She kissed me on the cheek and then went off to talk to some of the other cheerleaders.


I spent the next few hours talking with all the guests and had Tricia glued to my side for a lot of it. She’d disappeared downstairs to the bathroom when her father asked me for a private word. I nodded and led the way up to my old room, leaning on my cane to get there and collapsed into the desk chair when I reached it.


“What’s on your mind?” I asked uncertain whether this was a friendly chat or another attempt to make me go away.


“I spent some time tonight talking to your fiancee,” he said carefully.


I nodded. I was wondering when he’d see that on my YouTube channel or remember it from her initial introduction. “Emma’s an incredible woman. We’re lucky to have her.”


“You’re engaged to that woman and still dating my Tricia?” he asked, wanting to clarify the situation.


I took a moment to study him and decided that I could only be honest with him. “Yes. It’s much more complicated than that, but it boils down that far if you distill out a lot of the circumstances. Tricia was aware of Emma before we went out for Halloween and Emma was aware I’d asked Tricia out as soon as it happened. She helped us get our costumes, if you recall.”


He nodded. “She reminded me of that. Why?”


“Why am I with both of them?” I asked to clarify. When he nodded, I took a deep breath and told him about how I’d come to date Lana and her sister, about Tabby and Collie in very vague, parent-friendly terms and about how that seemed normal to me. “I dunno if it was because my first relationship was with more than one person or if it’s another function of my overactive mind that I can maintain a relationship with more than one girl at a time, but to me, it seems normal. I assume that you want to know how it is that I keep from neglecting anyone involved? It’s simple. I give them every minute of my time that I can. That doesn’t mean I don’t do other things too. Until this happened, I was taking Kung Fu and dance classes on the weekend and was part of a cheer club twice a week. I invite the girls to come with me, I talk to them every day and I think of them even when we’re not together. It comes easily to me. I can daydream about taking the girls out somewhere for a day of fun and give my class my full attention at the same time and still find enough concentration to review my week’s schoolwork.”


“So you can really concentrate on that many things at once?” he said, surprised.


“I can watch three lectures with full audio at the same time. I could probably do four if I didn’t have a certain amount of my thoughts devoted to Emma and Tricia and a couple of other girls that have my attention.”


“There are MORE?!!?” he asked and I could tell that he was starting to get upset by that.


I nodded again. “One is an older woman that I won’t name because of the legal trouble our relationship could put her in and the other is Gina, the girl who was here the night Vance showed up. Gina’s waiting until her test results come in, but other than that, she’s talked to all the other three girls. No one’s being lied to, misled or disrespected.”


“Why would your fiancee put up with this?” he asked, confused.


“Two reasons,” I said. “First is that Emma’s simply as attracted or more to girls as she is to guys. She finds most guys to be less than respectful and that was a big factor in the two of us coming together. I respected her absolutely. Even if Tricia decides she’s not bisexual, Emma loves her like a sister and loves the thought of me with other girls. The second reason is more complicated. I’ve felt a lot of loss the past six months. My parents are divorcing, I’ve lost five girls I loved. I lost my family when everyone believed that lie that set you and I off on the wrong foot. My mentor’s cancer diagnosis still hangs over us. Loss is rapidly becoming a large part of me. Emma knows that I need more support than someone who hasn’t been through as much. She wants me to have it. With her class schedule, she sometimes can’t be there for me on days that I feel the losses overwhelm me.”


He nodded. “I can tell that she cares a lot for you. Just like I can tell that Tricia loves you a lot. She never used to stand up to me before you. I’m not sure I like that.”


“Look at it like this,” I suggested, “if she’s willing to stand up to you, she can stand up to me just as easily when she thinks I’m wrong.”


“And does she?” he asked.


“Yes,” I told him with a chuckle. “All the time. The night of the dance, I told her I’d rather wait before we did anything together. You saw how that worked out for me. It’s not a matter of me getting to live every guy’s fantasy. They’re in control more than I am.”


“So how does it work then?” I could sense he was interested in understanding and had left his hostility at the door so I talked to him.


“If there’s a major decision, I talk to all my girls. We have to agree to a course of action or it’s no deal. Same about adding a new person. Gina asked Tricia first and got her approval before talking to me and Emma. Emma refers to the girls as the Sorority and she’s the head of it. She talked to the other women involved and we were all in agreement that Gina had a place with us. Another girl asked recently too and there were some concerns about her.”


“Oh? What sort of concerns?” he asked.


“That she might not be interested in me, but more interested in what dating me could do for her. Whether it was the money or the celebrity she was after, I don’t know. She’s a good friend, but without their approval, that’s all she can be.”


“So you let them decide for you?” he asked.


“Sort of, but if I wasn’t interested in someone, I have as much veto as each of them and if we’re not unanimous, then the answer is no. So if someone asked Emma if they could join the Sorority and I couldn’t stand her, I’d vote no and explain why, even if the other girls liked her. I’m perfectly content to let the girls have whatever they want though unless there’s a reason I don’t agree.”


He nodded. “You certainly lead a complicated life,” he said, mulling something over. “Tricia’s informed me what she wants for Christmas. I take it you’re aware?”


“I’m aware she’d been planning on asking you to let her stay here overnight on some nights during weekends and holidays,” I said with a nod. “If it helps your decision, I’ll be unable to take part in anything strenuous for weeks, at least. The last surgery I had was two weeks before I was recovered enough to do anything and I should have waited a little longer than that. These surgeries are more extensive.”


He shrugged and grunted. “I still don’t like you,” he said, but I don’t think his heart was in it. “I trust you’ll make sure she gets to any homework she has to do?”


“Absolutely. I already tutor the other girls. I’d be thrilled to do the same for her,” I told him, surprised at the shift in his attitude.


“Don’t look so shocked,” he said dryly. “I may not like you, but you stood in front of a gun for me to get her to safety and I’ll always be grateful to you for that. The next time you have her distracted, I’m gonna slip out and go home. Take good care of her.”


I nodded and got to my feet. “I’m deeply honored that you trust me enough to let her stay here. Thank you so much.” I offered him my hand and he took it. He even helped me back down to the main floor where I settled myself back in my chair.


Chapter 3


“What’s going on?” Tricia asked suspiciously when she saw the two of us come down the stairs.


“I’ll tell you later,” I promised with a smile. “Everything’s fine. You worry too much.”


She looked like she wanted to say something else, but I took the pause to roll off, looking for a drink, dragging her along. Patty had taken over the job of bartender and poured me a soda. I hadn’t had a chance to talk to her much this evening and I felt bad about that. “You outdid yourself on the cake, Mamma. Thanks,” I told her. It had been a huge cake in the shape of Cap’s shield.


She smiled and thanked me. “I was glad to do it,” she said. “I noticed that you made sure there was food at this party.” She chuckled about that a little.


“Yeah. It seemed like a better idea than trying to get everyone here fed before the party.”


Tricia was still looking at me suspiciously over the exchange with her father, but chimed in. “What happened at the last party?” she asked, wondering why the food had caused so much comment.


I told her the story briefly, but with this much distance, there was none of the emotion I’d had at the time.


“Your summer really sucked,” she said sympathetically.


I shrugged. “In some ways, it was possibly the worst summer ever. In other ways, it was the start of some of the happiest moments imaginable. Just like that rumor eventually led me to you. It started out pretty rough for me, but now, I think that it led me to a place where I’m happy.”


Patty smiled at us and there was only a trace of sadness in her face at the loss of what could have been. I took her hand and pulled her down to kiss her cheek. “Mamma, can you help me with the last of my Christmas shopping?”


“Me? Sure, I guess. What do you need?”


“Booze. Lotsa booze,” I said flatly. “I need eight bottles. Four of the best liquor out there.” I looked around to see if we’d be overheard before telling her why. “I want one for Dan, one for Dad, one for Mark and one for Carl. Carl’s especially important. I can’t get him something meant for years to come. A bottle of something he can use for toasts over the next few months is something I thought he’d appreciate.”


She nodded. “I can get that,” she assured me. “What about the other four?”


“Champagne,” I said. “Four good sized bottles of the best.”


“And who are these for?”


“Two female doctors who are responsible for keeping me alive and the third is for here for New Years Eve. The last one is for Charmaine. She and Mark are the people who made my shield.”


She nodded. “Not going out for the evening?” she asked lightly.


“I’m not precisely in dancing shape,” I pointed out dryly.


“I suppose not. What are your plans for that night?”


I shrugged. “Mom’ll be home, so that means Lilly will be too. Hanna and Emma will both still be out of town, but I thought about having Gina and Tricia come spend some time and invite Lana, Beck, Tabby and Collie and watch movies unless they have other plans.”


“I think they’ll like that,” Patty said with a smile.


After that, we mingled some more, Tricia acting as my pilot so I could give my arm a rest. I took her out to the kitchen to poke around for something to eat since the pizzas were long since gone.


While we were out there, I heard the front door close and knew that Tricia’s dad had made good his escape. We found Emma and Hanna talking to Mom and I went to join them. They were getting to know each other a little better and I took that as a good sign.


The five of us chatted for a while before Tricia frowned. “Do you know where Dad went?” she asked Emma.


“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “He was here a little while ago.”


“He left,” I supplied, taking her hand.


“He what?” she asked, looking at me like there had better be more of an explanation than that.


“He and I talked upstairs. He told me that you’d asked him to let you stay overnight sometimes. He asked me a lot of questions about Emma and how things worked between us and then he made me promise to keep you on top of your homework. He might have been a little less concerned, knowing that I’m not medically cleared to do anything that strenuous. So he said that he’d slip out when I had you distracted and you could stay here tonight.”


The four of them gaped at me like I’d just spoken in Chinese. “Really?” Tricia said finally, her eyes lighting up.


“Yup. He’s not sure that he likes how much you stand up to him now, but I pointed out that it means you’ll have no problem standing up to me when need be.”


“If you wouldn’t come apart on me, I’d hug you so hard right now!” she said.


“I’ll take a kiss and a gentle hug,” I offered. She grinned and put her arms around me awkwardly before leaning back to kiss me.


“But I don’t have a nightgown or anything,” she said sheepishly, making Emma laugh.


“Don’t worry about it, Sweetie,” she said, putting her arms around the younger girl. “We’ll take care of you.”


She blushed, but nodded. We filtered through the room, talking to everyone, but the crowd was starting to thin out.


I got a chance to talk to Hector again before his parents made him say goodbye and he promised he wouldn’t blame himself for what happened any more. His mother looked grateful and I smiled and said goodnight to them. Gina had driven her own car here and was sticking around to clean up after the party, but there was honestly not a lot to do. Tabby and Collie had been helping at keeping everything tidied all night.


I’d stopped to talk to them a few times through the night, but now I wanted to ask them about New Years.


“Hey,” I said, rolling into the kitchen on my own for the moment. “What are you guys up to for New Years?” I asked lightly.


“Nothing in particular,” Collie said with a shrug.


“Same,” Tabby answered.


“Yeah. I’m in the same boat. I was thinking of doing something casual here. You want to come? Nothing too crazy. Just movies, games and some company.”


They looked at each other and Collie shrugged again. “We don’t want to intrude,” she said awkwardly. “You’ll have your girls here.”


“Emma and Hanna will both still be out of town. I’m planning on having Tricia and Gina over and inviting Lana and Beck too. You’re not intruding. You’re invited. I meant what I said about this being your home. I want you to be here more. Mom’s home and Lilly’s here. You’re welcome here even if you get your mail somewhere else.”


They smiled at that and they exchanged that same look again before nodding and coming to hug me gently. I managed to talk Lana and Beck into the same deal with no trouble. They both got along with Tricia and Gina and they were glad to have something to do. Gina was just as thrilled to be invited. I told her to ask her parents and she scoffed.


“They’d say yes to you,” she said with a laugh. “After what you’ve done to protect me from Vance and everything else you’ve done in general, they’d give you anything you asked for. After talking to Hector, my mother could kiss you.”


“Still, ask them. Better to keep them informed than assume they approve.”


She shrugged and promised that she’d ask and let me know. By this point, we’d wound down the party. Mom and I were banished to the table to talk while everyone else cleaned up.


“How’re you holding together?” she asked gently.


“With stitches,” I said with a smile, making her laugh a little. “Kidding aside, I’m doing okay. I’ve got incredible girls that support me and I’ll have a couple of weeks of calm through Christmas to get all the breakers reset in my head,” I told her. “I’m really glad you’re home. Besides the obvious reason, Emma’s flying home on the 20th and the house would have felt pretty empty for the days leading up to Christmas.”


“You would have had Lilly and your father here,” she said certainly.


“Not so much. When I went into the hospital, she went to his place to stay to be closer to him.”


“I know,” she said, glancing toward the kitchen.


“You can’t blame her. We were both in the hospital. There was no firm date for when you were getting released and I stood a good chance of being released to a funeral home. He’s the only family she had. Lana and Beck came and stayed with Emma and I’m very grateful to them for that.”


She nodded. “So Donald wasn’t staying here at all then?” she asked.


“No. He put some clothes in my old room and a few things in Lilly’s bathroom, but that was just for appearances. He came to look in on us, but Lilly was spending all day with Patty anyway. There were days I didn’t even see her.”


“Sounds like you were mostly getting by on your own,” she said, looking sad about that.


“I had a lot of help,” I told her. “Groceries, meals, getting around to appointments and just the simple things like checking to make sure we were doing alright.”


“Are you still looking into moving out?” she asked.


“I don’t think that’s necessary now. We’re all in a vastly different place than we were before Halloween. I’m in a much better place with Lana and Beck and like I told you before, I actually invited Tabby and Collie to join us for Christmas. I want them to feel like this is home even if they don’t live here any more. You and I are dealing with each other much better. You’re accepting of Emma, Hanna, Tricia and Gina and that’s important to me. It means a lot.”


She smiled and took my hand. “I understand you had a chance to mend fences with Tricia’s father,” she said lightly. “That’s not a small accomplishment.”


I nodded. “Well, most boyfriends tell their girlfriend’s father they’d take a bullet for their girl. Not many have to prove it,” I pointed out with a shrug. “The silver lining is that Tricia now has permission to stay the night when there’s nothing going on the next day. That’s something we’ve both wanted for a while now and ironically, I can’t do a damn thing about it for a few more weeks.”


She patted my hand and smiled. “I’m sure Dr. Spencer and Dr. Forester will let you know when it’s all clear for you to start having sex again. Just give it time.”


I nodded. “I know,” I said lightly. “I’m not impatient, really. It’s just sort of funny that he gives his permission NOW.” I chuckled a little.


We watched the rest of the cleanup and then the girls came to say goodnight. Lana, Beck, Collie, Tabby and Gina all gave me gentle hugs and kisses before they left. Gina looked like she wanted to stay, but the deal had been for her test results to come back negative first. The girls all hugged each other and then we were free to lock the doors and go to bed.


Lilly went up to bed without hanging around much, but Mom wanted to spend some time with the four of us, getting to know Hanna and reconnecting with Tricia. She was amazed at the change in her and told her so.


“Matt and Emma helped me a lot. Dad doesn’t like it so much because I’ll argue with him when I think I’m right. He hates that,” she giggled a little.


She smiled thinly and nodded. “Parents sometimes have trouble listening when their kids are trying to tell them something important. It sounds like you’re managing okay though.”


“Yeah, he means well, but he thinks he needs to protect me from everything out there and really, I just need him to step back sometimes,” she said happily. She was really completely changed from the girl I’d known two months ago.


We finally went downstairs to bed and I was undressed by three very gentle sets of hands even though I was completely capable of doing it myself. Okay, I was MOSTLY capable at best.


Hanna and Emma both stripped down without hesitation and guided me onto the bed, propping my cane where I could get to it if I needed to get up in the middle of the night.


Tricia bit her lip and then started undressing slowly before joining us. Emma and Hanna kissed me deeply, then kissed Tricia gently and went over to the other bed to let us cuddle together. They had no intentions of just going to sleep though and started kissing each other heatedly while we watched.


Tricia was fascinated as they touched and kissed with increasing passion. They’d been too long without an outlet for their frustrations. Worry and circumstance had submerged their need, but it was still there.


“They’re both so beautiful,” she whispered to me softly as we watched them. She was laying curled into my side as I lay on my back. I had my arm around her, stroking her back slowly.


“So are you,” I murmured to her sweetly. “I just wish I was recovered enough to make love to you tonight. We’ll get there though.”


She looked down and saw that I was painfully hard. She reached out to touch it, her fingers exploring tentatively, making me draw a deep breath and hold her a little tighter. She looked at me questioningly and saw that there was no signs of discomfort on my face, so she stretched up to kiss me.


“I think it’s time to pay you back for the limo,” she said, firmly. “You just stay still and let me try this.”


She slid down, kissing her way cross my chest and stomach her lips gently raining gentle touches on the incisions as she inched closer to my cock, her fingers still exploring it tentatively. She rested her head on my hip as she looked at it up close, moving it this way and that with her soft hand wrapped around it.


“It feels weird,” she declared. “I mean it’s soft, but so hard underneath.” She gave it a tentative squeeze and moved her hand up and down, stroking my length while I moaned slightly.


Hanna and Emma has paused what they were doing to watch Tricia and I with their arms still wrapped around each other.


Tricia reached over with the other hand and started to feel my balls, lifting them and rolling them in her hand as she kept slowly touching every inch of my length.


I heard Hanna whisper something to Emma and they slipped off the bed. Hanna went looking for her favorite strap-on and Emma pushed my legs apart, crawling between them with her ass in the air while Hanna stepped into her harness and tightened it.


Emma looked up at me and grinned lewdly before lowering her head to kiss the tip of my cock. She winked at Tricia and then moved the hand she’d been using to explore my balls before settling her shoulders on the mattress and tilting her head back so she could lick and suck on my balls while Tricia watched, her eyes like saucers.


“Does that feel good?” she asked me softly, turning her head toward me. I nodded, not trusting my voice at the moment. I closed my eyes and knew the exact moment Hanna penetrated Emma’s pussy. Her head nudged against me a little more firmly and she stopped sucking for a moment as she concentrated on what Hanna was doing to her.


Tricia turned her head and we both watched as Hanna started fucking Emma, making her moan and groan with my balls in her mouth, which made me squirm.


Tricia took it all in and then lifted her head and kissed my cock for the first time. I was in Heaven as I felt her lips open slightly, spreading wetly over the head as she let me feel her tongue on me.


She pulled back and looked at me as I groaned. “Lana told me what to do. I asked her,” she said impishly. I looked at her, suddenly alarmed. If Lana had been at her...


“Oh shit!” I said, wide-eyed as she giggled and went back to what she was doing. She shifted position and held me in her mouth for a few seconds, taking deep breaths before she rammed her head down with alarming force, pounding my cock into her throat and holding it there while her body lurched against the gag-reflex. She calmed herself after a few attempts to clear the obstruction and then slowly lifted her head, choking a little more and coughing once it was out of her throat.


Hanna looked impressed and Emma raised her head to watch. Tricia took a few deep breaths and then instead of ramming her head back down, she slid smoothly back down, my cock tickling her tonsils and pushing into her throat where she started swallowing deliberately, making me squirm and moan.


“Tricia! I’m gonna...” I tried to warn her, but then she started humming and I lost it. “OH GOD!” I screamed. I gripped the sheet with both hands and saw stars as I came, throbbing deep in her throat as she milked me dry. She lifted her head and stroked my cock as I kept cumming, shooting jets of it into her waiting mouth, making me growl with each pulse until I was spent. I relaxed and lay there limply, looking down at my girls and shivering.


Hanna wasn’t even moving, just watching as Tricia nursed on my cock, holding it between her lips while it slowly deflated. When she finally let it slip out of her mouth, she grinned at me and then turned and kissed Emma deeply, surprising her. I could tell that they were sharing my cum from the wet sounds that they were making together.


When they finally separated, Emma pulled herself off of Hanna’s cock and turned so she could share with her while Tricia did the same with me.


“I did it!” she said after we’d kissed, preening. “Lana told me how she did it and I wanted to try. That was really cool. Do you normally cum that much?”


“Probably not,” I admitted lazily, curling up with her. “It’s been a couple of weeks, so it tends to build up. That was amazing,” I told her and kissed her again. “I really didn’t expect you to do that. Certainly not tonight.”


“I know. I took a few minutes and talked to Dr. Spencer to ask her if that was okay and she said she didn’t think it would hurt you too much. You’re not in any pain, are you?”


“A little,” I admitted, touching the sutures on my abdomen. “I still tense a lot of muscles, even if I don’t do a lot of moving around. It was so worth it though.”


Emma and Hanna listened for a moment and then went back to the other side of the bed, Emma laying on her back this time and Hanna climbing on top of her to fuck her senseless. We watched them while we cuddled and when Emma couldn’t take any more, Hanna wiggled out of the harness and climbed up on top of her, straddling her head and making Emma eat her to orgasm, while she reached down and held her head in place, gyrating her hips and riding Emma’s tongue until she came noisily. The four of us calmed down after that and shut off the light, drifting off together, all of us touching and caressing each other gently.





Sunday was a waste day. Everyone had exams to prepare for except me. Instead, Patty and I went to do some more shopping. We picked up the liquor and then went to pick up things for the guests we all expected around the holidays like chocolates, candy canes and similar things. We chatted and had a pleasant afternoon out away from the houses and without any stress or interruptions. We both missed it and it showed in how much we both enjoyed it.


I told her what I’d gotten for Lana and Beck and she approved. She said they’d gotten me something, but wouldn’t tell me what it was.


“That’s fine,” I told her. “I’m not snooping. Just telling you what I got them. I do hope they didn’t go overboard on it. I have all the practical stuff I need and I don’t get into much for hobbies any more.”


She shrugged. “Dan and I approved of it and it’s not just from them. Tabby and Collie chipped in on it, so it’s from the four of them and from Dan and I.”


“That makes me REALLY nervous,” I said. “If it’s from six of you, it’s got to be expensive.”


“You’ll find out next Friday,” she said cryptically. “Besides, we paid for it in cash.” That meant the money had come from the stash. It made me feel a little better about it.


“Fair enough. I need to pick up a little something for the Sorority though. I only thought of it this morning or I’d have gotten Lana and Beck to pick it up with me.”


“Dare I ask?” she said, wondering what I had in mind.


I told her what I was picking up and why. She laughed at that. “Cute, Champ. Very cute.”


I shrugged. “I’ve already done a lot of the other shopping that I’ve had to do. This is just a little something to remind them how I feel.”


We made that errand pretty quickly and I also picked up the spa subscription for Cheryl. It was easily my most expensive gift for a 12 month subscription for spa treatments, but I figured that recovering from childbirth would make a spa day a luxury that she’d need.


Patty and I got home and she helped me wrap some of the gifts while the girls were occupied. I took them home and put them away before recording a new clip for my YouTube channel.


It was a relatively mundane clip. I talked about getting my shield back, the party that had been thrown for me to welcome me home, my recovery and showed off my shoulder scars briefly to show that I was indeed mending. I signed off with my usual signature and wished everyone luck with exams, happy holidays and safe travels for anyone going to visit family.


I went back upstairs and sat with the girls to help them with anything they needed a hand with until we had to take Tricia home. I walked her into the house and we both thanked her father for letting her stay the night.


He nodded. “Just make sure I see SOME of my daughter during the holiday,” he said, gruffly but without the heat he might have before.


I smiled and promised I would. “The girls and I are actually planning on doing Christmas gifts next weekend since Emma is going to be flying home on Sunday to visit her parents, so that’ll leave Tricia plenty of time for your normal celebrations. We’re also having a big dinner at our place. If you’d like to come, you’re both more than welcome.”


“Normally, we go up to her aunt’s in Nashua, but they’re planning on visiting her husband’s parents for the holidays, so that sounds nice, if you’re sure it’s no trouble.”


“It’s no trouble at all,” I said certainly. “We’ve got two full kitchens to work with and tons of help.”


He nodded and we shook hands again before Tricia gave me a kiss on the cheek and led me back to the door.


After that, I played some video games while Emma, Lana and Beck all studied. Lana appeared at the bottom of the stairs and I paused what I was playing to look up. “Everything okay?” I asked.


She had a strange look on her face. “Emma told me to ask you for help with math,” she explained.


“Okay. I read your math book for when Gina asked me to tutor her,” I said.


She laughed at that. “She’s the best in our class at math,” she said.


“I kind of suspected she might not have needed help,” I admitted with a laugh. She sat down and we went over what was giving her problems and I explained it out for her the way I had for Gina and she seemed to catch on. She did a few problems and nodded, seeming to have a handle on it now.


“You’re such a cheater,” she said with a giggle. “You can take the books into the exam with you. It’s not fair.”


I laughed. “I know,” I admitted. “That’s why I’m taking more classes though.”


“So what are you gonna do during cheer practice next term?” she asked.


“I’ve arranged to do my physio there two days a week. It’ll keep me working with the team even if I can’t do the same work. The rest of the time, I’ll be at the hospital. I’ll still be there to show my support even if I’m still too fucked-up to do much for a while.”


“I hope your physio goes really well,” she said sympathetically. “You don’t deserve to suffer like this.”


“Well hopefully I get credit for it the next time I do something to actually deserve it,” I joked lightly and hugged her awkwardly. “Go finish up,” I told her. “I’m gonna relax with my game a little more and then I’ll be up.”


She kissed my cheek and then bounded back up the stairs. I went back to my game, but my heart really wasn’t in it any more. I eventually turned it off and went back upstairs and got a snack for myself, checking to see if any of the three of them needed anything.


They all shook their heads and I finished up my snack before returning to the basement. I read some of my books, but it was sort of a useless gesture since I had the information committed to memory.


I must have drifted off because the next thing I knew, Emma was taking my book from me and closing it. I sleepily got up and undressed for bed.


Chapter 4


We were back to Harvard in the morning, but I was spending all day with Carl since I had five exams scheduled. I was promised the full three hours for each of them, but Carl suspected that I’d be through them all in no time.


I met the next candidate on our list. He was Carl’s pick. It didn’t take long before his professional ego got in the way of his usefulness as a researcher. He talked a lot about changing things when he “took over” as he put it.


“What sorts of things did you think needed to change?” I asked, keeping my tone neutral.


“Nothing that concerns you,” he said. “You just keep doing what you’re doing and by the end of the study, you’ll understand.”


I tried to get him to talk about himself and his interests and he casually rebuked all my attempts to get him to open up to me, returning to his grandiose plans for the study.


Another hour of that while I was writing two exams at once and I’d heard enough. He kept talking about his ambitions for the project and how he envisioned things working. He stressed getting me out of high school and into the lab full-time.


“Don’t worry about it though. We’ll get you someone you can spend time with.”


“Did you seriously just tell me you’d hire me a babysitter?” I asked flatly, looking up from my papers.


“Well, I wouldn’t have put it like that, but you’re so young to be wandering around campus by yourself. Think of it more like a campus guide.”


“I’m smarter than you are,” I told him. “If you can find your way from place to place and go potty on your own, I should be able to manage.”


“I’m sure you’re quite clever,” he said condescendingly, “but wandering around campus can be dangerous for a kid your age. After all, there are a lot of students here. We can’t swear that you won’t get picked on if you wander off alone.”


I stood up and took off my shirt awkwardly, showing off my surgery scars. “I got these from a home invasion last month. My attacker fired twelve bullets at me. In response, I caved in the front of his skull and decapitated him, dumping his severed head on my front lawn,” I said irritably. “You think I’m too small and feeble to look after myself? Really?” I put my shirt on and sat back down, returning my attention to the exams.


That killed the conversation for the rest of the morning. When I was done, I slid the papers over to Carl. “For the record, that man is no longer a candidate,” I said, not bothering to wait until he’d left to discuss it.


“I hardly think that’s your decision to make,” he interjected hotly. “I was asked by Dr. Saddler to be here.”


I turned to look at him and shook my head. “Doctor, on paper, your qualifications are impeccable. However your conduct here this morning proves that you’re not right for the program. For starters, you’re not ‘taking over’ under any circumstances. We’re grooming someone to come on board and carry the torch for Dr. Saddler when his illness advances to the point he can no longer continue. You would be working in partnership with the rest of the research team, Dr. Spencer and myself. You’ve been openly critical of the work that’s already been done, dismissive of me and disrespectful of one of the primary goals of the study which is to nurture the abilities of the gifted while maintaining social development with their native peer group. Did you even read any of the related materials?”


“You’re just a test subject,” he scoffed. “This is advanced research. You’re not qualified to understand it. Just do what you’re supposed to and leave the decisions in the hands of the PhDs.”


I looked at Carl and shrugged. “Carl, I won’t put myself or Victoria through four years of this jackass. Can we meet with the next candidate this afternoon or will it be tomorrow?”


He nodded. “Let’s go to lunch and I’ll introduce you there. I know where he usually eats on Monday.”


“Let me text Emma to meet us and we can go,” I said lightly.


“Wait a minute! Carl, are you seriously letting this kid dictate the decisions you make for your study?” he blurted out angrily.


“When I’m gone, he’s the one that has to work with you,” Carl said to him. “If he leaves the project because you can’t treat him with respect then the study dies. I’m afraid you’re not going to be a good fit for the research conditions. Thank you for coming this morning, but yes, he gets some say in who he works with.”


“So if I’d come in and buttered him up with gifts and flattery and promised him pretty girls, we’d all be going to lunch together as pals?” he sneered.


“You can’t afford me,” I said bluntly. “I have so much money right now that I don’t know what I’ll do with it all. What gift do you think you can afford that’ll impress me? And you REALLY didn’t do any of the assigned reading if you think you can reel me in with promise of pretty girls. You saw Emma when she dropped me off. I sleep in two king-sized beds pushed together because there just isn’t enough room in one bed for all of us. Sorry, doctor. You’re an empty toolbox. You’ve got nothing to work with.”


We were about to leave when Emma let herself into the lab. “Hey, Slugger!” she said. “Ready to go to lunch?”


“Sure. Carl wants us to go meet the next candidate if we can catch him for lunch.”


A few of the research assistants were working over lunch, so we didn’t need to lock up, but we did wait for the other doctor to gather his things and leave.


“He seems pissed,” Emma observed.


“He failed his job interview,” I said lightly.


“How bad?” she asked with a grin.


“Offered me a babysitter and told me the adults would make the decisions,” I told her, making her laugh.


“You should have taken him up on the babysitter, so long as she was hot and kinky,” she teased.


“He didn’t strike me as knowing precisely how to locate women that were hot and kinky except through the Yellow Pages,” I said dryly, making Carl laugh.


We went to lunch and had a pleasant time. The third doctor we talked to was a better choice but Dr. Nichols was still way out in front. We returned to the lab in the afternoon to finish out the other three exams without interruption and Carl and I chatted quietly while I wrote.


We agreed that Dr. Nichols was the candidate that had come the closest to what we were looking for in a research partner. We’d review the other three over the course of the rest of the week and meet on Monday to discuss them one more time.


I pushed through the two engineering papers quickly and spent most of the afternoon on the programming exam, finishing about twenty minutes after Emma came in from her afternoon exam.


“Half done!” she said with a grin on the way home.


“Not me. I’ve still got twelve to go,” I said with a chuckle.


“How many tomorrow?” she asked me again, confused.


“Four tomorrow,” I reminded her. “Then four on Wednesday and two each on Thursday and Friday. Both of Friday’s are in the morning so I’ll be done by noon.”


“I have two on Wednesday and then one on Thursday afternoon,” she said. “I can use Friday to help Zoe clean up the room for the end of term inspection.”


I nodded. “How’s she doing? She wasn’t at the party Saturday.”


“She’s okay, I guess,” she said. “She said she had too much studying to do to be there. I think she just didn’t want to be reminded that she’d screwed up with us.”


“Yeah. I guess the clean break is best,” I said with only a touch of sadness. I’d made peace with the situation, but it still hurt.





The rest of the week was a whirlwind of activity. Between exams and passing in high school assignments through Lana and Beck, I had little time for much of anything else. Patty and Mom were shopping a lot for Christmas and getting everything decorated. We had our final guest-list for Christmas settled. It was me, Lilly, Mom, Dad, Patty and Dan, Lana and Beck, Collie and Tabby, Tricia and Frank, Victoria and Carl. Gina’s extended family did a big feast for Christmas so she was locked into doing that, but she promised that she’d show up later if she could get away early enough. I’d invited Samantha, but she begged off, saying she had family to visit for the holidays. The best news of the week was that all the tests had come back negative. All the girls were clean. Lana and Beck were still waiting another few weeks to get their final check, but with Vance’s autopsy results being negative and the tests I’d taken in the hospital, I was confident they were safe.


Finally, Friday arrived. I was writing two that morning with Carl. I’d decided today that I was recovered enough (or stubborn enough) to use the cane instead of the chair as an experiment.


Dr. Nichols joined us again this morning and was surprised to see me walking.


“You’re healing quickly,” she commented, pulling out a chair for me.


“Thanks,” I said with a smile. I dropped into the chair and looked forward to having it for a couple of hours at least. “I’m mostly just too stubborn to sit in the chair any longer,” I confessed, rubbing my leg gently.


As it turned out, my exams were simple. I looked them both over twice before looking up at the two doctors watching me. “Is this a joke?” I asked. “True-or-false, multiple choice, fill in the blank and a couple of short answer questions? I got out of bed for this?”


That made them laugh. “In some classes, there are hundreds of students. Marking essay questions would take forever,” Carl pointed out.


“Fair enough,” I said, “but I thought that’s what Teaching Assistants were for.”


“Some people use Teaching Assistants as babysitters,” he said with a chuckle. He told Dr. Nichols about Monday morning’s debacle.


We discussed that as I zipped through both papers. It wasn’t even 10:00 and I was done. I shook my head and decided that I should go see how Emma and Zoe were getting along. I was sure that things would be awkward, but I could always go to the dorm lounge and read or something.


By the time I got to the dorm, I was regretting my decision about the chair. There was a girl leaving as I was coming in and she held the door for me with a smile. I thanked her and went to the elevator, taking it upstairs.


I limped down the hall to their door and opened it without knocking. I figured they’d be in the middle of cleaning, but they were sitting on the beds facing each other and chatting quietly.


I blinked in surprise. “Hi,” I said to both of them. “I figured you’d still be at it.”


Zoe smiled a little although I could tell she was feeling uncomfortable. “I sort of picked at it through the last couple of weeks,” she explained.


“Cool,” I said. “I just wanted to let you know I was done with my exams. The last two were kind of a joke. I’ll let you two talk though. I’ll be in the lounge when you’re ready to go. Good seeing you again Zoe. Have a good Christmas.”


Emma bounded up off the bed and said she was ready to go. She took my hand and pulled me out of the room, saying goodbye over her shoulder.


“I am SO glad you’re here,” she said when we were on our way to the elevator.


“Things were weird?” I asked gently.


“She had the room cleaned up ahead of time, thinking that she could talk me into fooling around with her for the morning,” she said irritably.


“I wouldn’t have been bent out of shape if you had,” I told her delicately.


She stopped and looked at me. “What?” she asked, confused.


I shrugged. “If you’ll recall, I was okay with you seeing her after she decided that she didn’t want to be with me. I couldn’t exactly get mad at you for being with someone else considering that our bed is big enough to sleep seven with room for more. Besides, I’m out of commission. You don’t exactly stop getting horny just because I’d die from sex at this point. So long as you tell me about it and you protect yourself, I’m not gonna blow my stack about it.”


She looked at me, surprised. “You really mean that?” she asked, not sure she believed it.


I started walking again, drawing her along with me. “Why not?” I asked. “Obviously, we need to be intelligent about it, but you told me you were planning on drowning me in pussy when we got to California. It seems kind of childish to whine that you’re getting some too. I don’t think I approve of Zoe though. Not because she broke up with me though. Jeremy proves that she makes bad decisions and her trying to seduce you this morning seems a bit sneaky. You think she was hoping to pull you away and maybe make the two of you a couple?”


We were back at the car by this point and I got in with a sigh, wishing the car wasn’t quite so low to the ground.


When I was settled, she answered me. “I dunno. Maybe she was hoping I’d come back, be her roommate and we’d be lovers. We didn’t really get that far. I just told her I wasn’t interested in picking up with her again. I explained to her that we did things as a group and that if one of us wasn’t welcome, none of us were. That’s what we were talking about when you arrived.”


“So that’s why she looked so uncomfortable? I assumed she was still in the same mood that kept her from coming to the party Saturday.” I paused and shrugged. “Maybe she was, for all I know.”


“She’s a bitch,” Emma said dismissively. “If I WERE interested in picking up someone, she’d be low on the list. I think we should talk about this little idea you have about looking outside the Sorority though. What’s that all about?”


I shrugged. “I dunno. I’m not gonna be able to make love to you like you deserve for a while and Hanna’s not around much through the week. If there’s a cute girl that you’re interested in nibbling on and having nibble on you, I think you should be able to grab onto that opportunity and not feel guilty about it.”


“You’re serious?” she asked, surprised. “What if it’s a guy?”


I shrugged. “I love you enough to want you to have whatever your heart desires. If it’s a guy, I don’t particularly want to know more than I have to about it. If it’s something that you want to pursue, then tell me about it before hand and we’ll figure out what’s fair to both of us and him. If it sneaks up on you, then tell me about it after the fact as soon as possible and we’ll figure out how to handle it.”


“Handling it doesn’t sound like you’re enthusiastic about the prospect,” she said dryly.


I laughed. “Well, I’m not particularly, but I’m okay with it. I just meant that in that situation, things can go in a crazy direction in a hurry. You could find out afterwards that he was a virgin or that he’s fallen in love with you. Either of those could lead to him building it up into something more than fun between friends. Or you could both enjoy it and want to do it again. Same complications for if you hooked up with a girl. Does she think it’s a relationship? A one-time thing? Something in between?”


“I guess,” she said uncertainly. “How would you see something like that working?” she asked.


“If it’s someone I object to for a reason, I tell you the reason,” I said. “Other than that, no one outside the Sorority comes back to the house. Protect yourself and if someone looks like they’re building a relationship around it, then we talk it out and decide what to do about it together. I’m sure we’ll both think of other things that make sense as we go, but that seems like a good start.”


“Okay, so what if it’s someone like Zoe, who wouldn’t want to get involved with someone younger, but is okay with me or Hanna or both?”


I shrugged. “I object to Zoe because she was sneaky about it and because she’s put you in danger by making bad choices. What if you showed up to hook-up with her and she had another new boyfriend there for playtime? That’s the kind of empty-headed bullshit she’s already done to you once. There was no sex involved, but Jeremy wasn’t supposed to ever come to the house. If she’d put her foot down about it, we wouldn’t have had to deal with him.”


She nodded. “Okay, but the question still stands,” she prompted me gently.


“So long as she respects us and plays within the boundaries you set for her, she’s your choice and I trust your judgment, so I have no problem with it.”


“And if she’s a complete lesbian?” she asked.


“Same answer,” I told her. “And same if it’s a guy, whether he’s bi or straight. I doubt you’ll be finding your way into bed with any completely gay men, but if you do, that goes for them too. Anyone that’s hanging around for more than one time should know about our situation and be cool with it. Anyone that tries to get in between us should be shown the door. I’ve had that happen once and that was too often. I may take my shield off the wall if someone does it again.”


She nodded. “We’re kind of moving into an open relationship if we do this,” she pointed out.


“I know you love me,” I told her. “You know I love you. We can love more than one person. I sincerely hope that those all continue to be the same people, but if there’s someone else that you want, I want you to have them in your life.”


“So does this mean there’s someone you have your eye on?” she asked playfully.


“There’s a couple of women that I would pour my heart and soul into if they showed the inclination to cross those lines. I don’t think they will though. At least not while I’m underage.”


“Anyone I know?” she asked with a grin.


“If Samantha or Victoria asked me to bed, I owe them both my life. I’d give them anything they need from me that doesn’t screw things up with you and me,” I told her truthfully.


“Yeah, I suppose I can understand that,” she said softly. “That’s a matter of obligation though. I’m talking pure desire.”


“Oh, trust me, the desire is there. They’re both gorgeous women and I think Samantha in particular would give me an education of a lifetime if I live through it,” I laughed. “Other than those two though ... Cheryl springs to mind.”


“Any particular reason?”


“She’s pregnant and from everything I’ve read, she’ll be horny pretty much full time. When she’s closer to her due date, she’ll be breathtaking. I’m curious about sex with a pregnant girl and I’m curious about breast milk.”


She laughed about that hard. “Really?” she asked incredulously. “You’d have sex with her for breast milk?”


“No,” I scoffed. “I’d have sex with her because she’s attractive and she’s nice. Breast milk is just a personal curiosity that I think might be fun to explore.”


“What if you hate it?” she asked.


“Well there’s no rule that says I have to drink it if I don’t like it,” I pointed out. “I don’t even know if pregnant sex would be worth the effort. It could be awkward and unpleasant, but if given the opportunity, I’d like to try it some day. Cheryl being pregnant jumps her several spots up to the top of the list of the most enticing girls I think I might have a chance with.”


“Might?” she smirked. “I know for a fact that you’ve got a line forming and a lot more people would be in that line if they knew it existed.”


“For now, let’s worry about getting me back on my feet so that I can take care of the girls I need to worry about before I start trying to rampage through high school, okay?”


“Who said anything about high school?” she snickered. “There’s a few people that are interested in you in the classes we take together.”


“Interesting,” I said. “Any particular reason or just a random decision?”


“One of them is a celebrity chaser. You could get her to do anything so long as you’re famous. I know she got one of the Celtics, but she never talks about what she does. We saw him leave her room one morning. Another one is in it for the thrill. She knows we’re a thing and asked how you were. I told her about your marathon and she went positively cross-eyed at the thought of getting nailed that completely. The third wants a baby.”


“WHAT?!!?” I blurted out, alarmed that we were talking about this.


“She totally wants a kid. You’re not only hot, famous and charming, you’re the smartest guy in the school. She’s not looking to trap you, but she said that she wants her baby to have the benefit of the best genetics she can find for it, so she’s looking for the best candidate for the job. You’re it.”


“And what? We shake hands and go our separate ways after she gets the results she wants from peeing on a stick?” I asked, unnerved by the prospect of being a father, this young.


“I haven’t really talked to her about it much,” she admitted. “What would you prefer?”


“I’m not sure. I mean part of me is honored, but at the same time, it sets off warning bells. That could lead to her wanting more from me than I can give, or less. Do I really want to have a child with someone and then not see them again? Or what if she sees that as a chance to get her hooks into the best meal-ticket she can find? It wouldn’t be the first time that’s happened.”


I told her briefly about Collie’s old roommate, Manda and how she’d been interested in signing up.


“That’s funny,” she said. “She’s really that much of a sex fiend and has mostly bad sex.”


“She’s kind of like a sexual dumpster-diver,” I said sheepishly. “She doesn’t seem to have standards. Or at least she didn’t. I keep meaning to ask Collie if she’s still the same, but I never seem to get around to it.”


“Well, ask her over Christmas,” she suggested.


I shrugged. “I’m not worried about it. It’s more a curiosity than an interest. We need to pick up Tricia’s gift at the mall before tonight,” I reminded her.


“That’s where we’re headed,” she told me comfortingly. “How’re we doing this?” she asked.


“I figured that we’d take them to her place and let her and her father open them there so I can explain how I did it and why. Then we all go out to dinner and then home to do the rest of the gifts. Tomorrow is your last day here since you fly out Sunday morning.”


“Yeah, remember, it’s six hours, so I won’t be home ‘til dinner time here, maybe later,” she reminded me. “We’ll probably stop to eat before we get home. I won’t want to wait after that long a flight. I can’t wait to get out on the waves!” she gushed.


“In mid-winter?” I said, aghast.


She giggled at that as we pulled into the parking lot at the mall. “Normally I’d agree with you, but winter there is WAY different than here. It’d be like late spring here. I’m starting to get used to the cold, so I should be fine. The wet-suit is neoprene anyway. It’ll insulate me pretty well. I’ll probably have the beach to myself for the day.”


I shrugged and said I trusted she wasn’t going to freeze as we got out of the car.


I was still regretting my decision to leave the chair at home, but we had a few hours before Tricia and Gina were out of their afternoon exams. I could take it easy for the rest of the day.


The pictures were beautifully framed and the owner showed us out, telling us that she hoped Tricia and Frank loved them.


We had a light lunch in the food court and then we went home to wrap the painting and the sketches I’d done. We also wrapped the sketch of Emma that I’d done for her parents. Everything else was ready. She was packing this afternoon, but wasn’t taking much. I asked her about it and she said that she had plenty of clothes at home. She was just taking a few things and presents.


I stretched out on the couch and Mom looked on sympathetically as I groaned. She was getting back into the swing of being home and had sat with us while we were wrapping presents.


“You two did a lot of shopping,” she said, noticing the piles of presents under the tree.


“Yeah,” I agreed. “We probably went a little overboard in some cases, but I didn’t feel like I was doing enough for some people. I showed a little more restraint with others. Do you have any shopping left to do?” I asked.


“I haven’t decided what to get you kids,” she said, frowning. “Things have changed around here so much that I don’t know what you could use or want.”


“Don’t worry about me,” I told her. “Having you home has been gift enough to make Christmas perfect. Emma has a sweet tooth though. She loves jelly beans and caramel corn.”


“Shut up,” she told me, throwing a crumpled up ball of wrapping paper at me. “He exaggerates,” she said. “I said I liked the gourmet flavored beans once and he’s gonna hold it against me forever.”


“Emma,” she said sweetly. “Matt’s very fond of Hickory Farms. He once sat down and ate a whole stick of their beef by himself. He regretted it later, but he never lost his taste for it.”


“Yeah, yeah,” I said sourly. “I never ate a whole stick of it again though,” I defended myself, but spoiled the effect by smiling. “Besides, Emma’s already arranged something for me. I just don’t know what yet. I suspect it’s something I won’t be able to use until I’m much better though,” I admitted.


“You’re not getting a hint, so forget about it.” She was looking at me sternly.


“I wasn’t trying to steal a hint,” I assured her.


The rest of the afternoon was taken up with chatting, organizing what presents we were exchanging tonight and what were waiting until Christmas day. I had Emma pack the secret gift I’d picked out for her in with her luggage to be opened on Christmas day.


“I got one for all four of you,” I told her. “Gina and Tricia get theirs here. You and Hanna have to open them on Christmas day.”


She looked at the package dubiously. Patty had helped me wrap them and they looked better than I could have made them on my own, with festive bows and a little card emblazoned with her name on the envelope in calligraphy. She gave me a dirty look. “You spent money, didn’t you?” she said accusingly. “This was our chance to spoil you.”


“I didn’t spend as much as you might think,” I said in my own defense. “And to be fair, things have changed. You guys have taken such good care of me every day since I got hurt that I feel spoiled all the time. Don’t worry though. I didn’t go overboard. Promise.”


She looked suspicious, but didn’t have a lot of time to grill me about it. We were due to pick up Tricia shortly at her house so we could let her and her father open their gifts.


I opted to skip the chair again and told her I thought I might ride with Hanna for most of the night because the jeep was higher for getting in and out of.


“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked, exasperated. “I could have rented an SUV for a few days and returned it to the airport on Sunday.”


“It’s not a big deal,” I protested. “Today was the first time I was on my feet for any length of time. It was never a problem before.”


Tricia’s was only a few blocks away, so that was all the time we really had to talk about it. “When I get back, we’re gonna have a long talk about what you need for getting around and getting better,” she said sternly. “Let us help. We all want to,” she said more gently and we took the three frames inside with me carrying the small ones in a bag.


Tricia met us at the door and she was anxious about what I might have gotten for her father. I’d promised her it wasn’t expensive, but she still didn’t know what to expect.


She led us into the living room which had been decorated festively.


Her father was sitting in his usual chair and got up to greet us. Things between us were much warmer since the shooting and I was glad of it. It was the silver lining that I’d needed to keep myself from becoming depressed in the recovery process.


“Merry Christmas,” I said to him, echoed by Emma. “I wanted to bring Tricia’s gifts over here since one of them is for the two of you. I thought you’d want to open it together.”


He blinked in surprise. “For both of us?” he asked. “That’s very nice of you Matt.”


Emma set the large frame down on the couch carefully and I nodded to Tricia to go ahead. “I hope this brings you both a great deal of joy,” I told them both.


They approached it together and stripped the paper off of it while I held Emma’s hand, suddenly anxious about how they’d view the gift.


They both gasped when they saw what it was and looked at each other. “Where did you get this?” he asked, stunned.


“I painted it. When we talked, you both clearly miss her so much, she’s still here in spirit. I found some pictures on Tricia’s Facebook and found a way to bring her smile back, even if only in a painting.”


Tricia wiped her eyes and then came to hug me. She squeezed a little too much, but I understood. “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever done!” she said, her voice cracking as the moment overwhelmed her.


I held her and stroked her hair gently as she held onto me. Eventually she let go and looked at her father. He was still spellbound by the likeness and I went to stand beside him.


“It looks like her, but it’s different too,” he said, trying to put his finger on what it was that he was seeing different.


“I did some research on how police artists age photographs of missing persons. I tried to paint her as she’d look today, as if she’d never gotten sick and was still with us to see Tricia as she is now,” I explained.


He sniffed and pulled me into a one-armed hug. “I can’t tell you how much this means to me, to both of us,” he said emotionally.


I hugged him back even though I felt like I was being torn apart between his hug and Tricia’s until I couldn’t bear it any more. “There’s a couple of other things to open,” I said, my voice only sounding a little strangled.


He let me go and saw the ashen look on my face. “Sorry,” he said. “Are you okay?”


I nodded and took a couple of breaths. “It just feels like I’m pulling apart when I get squeezed too much is all. I’m okay.”


I sat down, careful not to jostle the painting and dug in the bag for the two smaller frames. I handed them to the two of them and they opened them together, showing them to each other.


“I figured you might want to have her on your desk or night table,” I said with a slight smile.


Tricia came and kissed me a little more deeply than she normally would have in front of her father, but he didn’t seem inclined to object.


We visited for a little while and then we left her father the task of picking a spot to put up the new painting and promised to have Tricia back tomorrow for dinner.


He nodded and told us to have a good time, still deeply engrossed in the painting.


Chapter 5


When we got back to the house, Gina’s car and Hanna’s jeep were already parked out front. When we got inside, they were chatting with Mom and Lilly who had emerged from her refuge next door for a few moments, so it seemed.


Tricia gushed about the painting I’d done of her and her parents and everyone was impressed. Hanna had seen it, but no one else had. When she’d had her fill of telling them how perfect it was, we all said goodbye to Mom and Lilly and went out to the cars.


“I don’t think there’s room in any of the cars for all of us,” Emma pointed out. “I know Matt needs to travel in something bigger than I’m driving. He’s complaining it’s too low. Hanna, you want to take him and meet us at the restaurant?”


“Yeah, that works,” she said. We were having Chinese tonight and had booked ahead to make sure we got ourselves a table given that it was a week before Christmas, most of the restaurants were doing booming business from people who didn’t want to cook after a long day of shopping.


We split up and I was much happier with getting in and out of the jeep.


“You officially back on your feet now?” she asked when we were on our way.


“Depends on how I feel tomorrow,” I admitted. “I want to get away from depending on the chair and send it back as soon as possible.”


“Good attitude,” she said in agreement. “Look, I’m sorry that I’m not taking a more active role in your physio,” she said, looking over at me.


“Forget it,” I said. “You’re not really using your degree right now because you don’t want to work with the catastrophic injuries you’d see from wounded vets or deal with their depression. I can’t ask you to put yourself through that for me. All you need to do is give me an aggressive plan to get me fit based on my recovery. I want to walk into that event in April looking like I just walked out of a comic book.”


“That’s important to you, huh?” she asked.


“I grew up on superheroes,” I said simply. “I read everything, but every little boy wants to be Captain America or Spider-man or Batman. It’s my shot to live that dream for a day. I get to hang out with movie stars, wear a costume and show off. Of course it’s important to me. It’s a chance to be everything I wanted to be when I was six years old.”


She smiled. “That’s cute. Once a little boy, always a little boy, huh?”


“I guess so,” I said with a chuckle. “Between you and me, what’s your feel on my shoulder. You think I’ll get a hundred percent out of it?”


“I think so,” she said hopefully. “You’re young and you concentrated on shoulders in your workouts before this. You had a good surgeon and I saw the x-rays. The damage was everything you’d expect from a bullet, but it could have been much, MUCH worse. It could have hit the bone and shattered the whole joint. Then I’d have said you’ll be asking for help opening jars for the rest of your life.”


I nodded. “Just another reason to feel lucky things didn’t happen just a little different,” I said solemnly.


“That’s a good way to look at it. If I WAS going to work with trauma victims, I’d want them to have the chance to talk to you. Your outlook is kind of amazing. I haven’t seen you get discouraged about your condition at all. Why is that?”


“Honestly? Part of it is the summer I had. I learned to listen to doctors when they warn me not to push harder or when they tell me that I CAN do more. I know it’s not going to come overnight. That and I’m more worried about the scarring right now.”


“Why? Better to have your arm back than be pretty with your shirt off,” she scoffed.


“It’s the first major scarring I’ve had,” I said. “I’ve been hurt before and recovered, but I’ve never looked down at my body in horror at the condition of it.”


“Emma said you caught a look at things before they started closing you up,” she said delicately. “Try not to let it get to you.”


“Even now, I look pretty brutal. I go get my stitches out on Wednesday and get checked out by Samantha to see how everything’s working out. Everything looks pretty grizzly at the moment. I’m hoping she gives me some options for scar reduction. I don’t want to think about having to wear shirts to the beach or deal with people staring.”


She nodded. “Ask her about laser treatment,” she advised. “She might recommend surgery as a first step, but lasers are used a lot for scar treatment these days.”


I nodded and let the topic drop as we pulled into the restaurant. The rest of the girls were already there waiting for us and I found myself being helped out of the jeep and into the restaurant, much to Hanna’s amusement.


We were seated right away and I knew what I intended to order before we sat down. I let the others pore over the menu and when it was time we all ordered. Instead of ordering individual plates, we ordered family servings of everything for the table.


We talked pleasantly until the food arrived and I found I was already missing Emma and Hanna. I knew they’d be back in a couple of weeks, but I still wished they could be here for the holidays.


“Hanna, when do you have to head out to Stamford?” I asked.


“Tuesday after work,” she said. “I won’t be back until the 19th though, so you’d better have made some progress or I’ll kick your ass when I get back.”


I chuckled. “Yes, Ma’am,” I promised, thinking that I’d like to surprise her a little.


We chatted through the meal and generally enjoyed each others company. We didn’t talk of anything deep or consequential, just chatted and ate and fell deeper in love with each other.


When we were done, Emma wanted to go see the new Star Wars movie. We’d missed the premier due to exams, so all five of us piled into the cars and watched the strategic reset from the awful prequel trilogy. I loved it. At no point could the word “innovative” be attached to it, but it was Episode Seven. Instead, it was a tribute to its own heritage, bringing back characters that the fans had been clamoring to see again, introducing new ones and giving audiences a “new hope” that we’d all seen the last of anything named “Jar-Jar”.


“That was awesome!” I grinned when we were out of the theater.


Hanna shrugged. “It was basically the same as the first one,” she pointed out.


“That’s the point though,” I said. “They REALLY wanted to return to their roots with this one. It was filled with as many practical effects as they could manage. They built the full Millennium Falcon at Pinewood Studios so they have the whole thing available for anything they needed to shoot for this one or the rest of the movies. The updated Stormtroopers looked better than I could have imagined. It all looked good and it felt way better than the last three.”


“Bit of a Star Wars fan?” Emma teased.


I shrugged. “I like movies,” I said simply. “Not just Star Wars, but the original trilogy is a legitimate masterpiece. The prequels not so much.”


“So you put this one in the same category as the original three?” Hanna asked, glancing at the poster more thoughtfully.


“I dunno,” I admitted. “It depends a lot on how the next couple of movies go. Empire is generally acclaimed as the best in the series, so it’s hard to judge, based on this one. I’ll wait ‘til I see more and judge. This gave me a great deal of hope that the series can be saved though.”


She shrugged. “Well, I guess we’ve got a couple of years to decide about it,” she said dismissively before we agreed and separated to the cars for the drive home.


Back at the house, Mom and Lilly sat with us to watch us exchange gifts. I passed Emma, Hanna and Gina the gifts I’d gotten them and watched while they opened them. Gina squealed, delighted to have her own skates again. Emma’s reaction was a little more subdued, but I understood why.


“I intend to teach you how to skate once I’m back on my own feet,” I told her, making her grin. “Seems only fair since you’re gonna teach me to surf this summer.”


That brightened her mood considerably and she came and kissed me after Gina had thrown her arms around my neck and kissed me deeply.


Next, we watched Hanna open her gift and she looked at it for a long moment and then at me. I’d gotten her a new collar in silver that looked very ornamental with small gemstones in it for decoration.


“This is too much,” she said, shocked.


“It’s not that crazy,” I said. “The gems are only classed as semi-precious. I figured you might want something a little more discrete to wear. This is just as much a collar as the one you have on, but most people won’t realize it unless they look closely.”


We took off her collar and put the new one on, locking it in place with a turn of the key.


“And you keep the key?” she asked. I nodded. “Unless you decide to leave us. Then I give you the key and it becomes just a pretty piece of jewelry for you,” I told her softly.


She nodded and fingered the new collar, but still looked like she wasn’t sure about how extravagant it was.


Finally, I had one more gift to give out. I held it out to Hanna, but when she took it, I held on for a second. “This one is for Christmas day,” I told her. “Pack it in with what you’re taking with you. If you’ve told your family about us, open it in front of them. Otherwise, keep it and open it later on when you’re alone.”


“They know about you,” she said and took the small box suspiciously. “You promised you wouldn’t go overboard,” she reminded me, echoing Emma.


“It wasn’t super-extravagant,” I promised. “I thought of it the other day and decided to get it. Gina and Tricia will be here on Christmas day so they’ll get theirs then. One for each of you.”


Gina and Tricia looked curious about it, but less suspicious than Hanna and Emma were.


That was the end of my gifts to them. Now it was their turn to shower me with gifts. I sat and let them pass me gifts one at a time. They were all marked “From: The Girls” and there were an alarming number of them.


There was a pair of new Ray Bans, Blu-ray collections of the James Bond movies, Star Wars and several other typically guy shows and movies. There was a smart watch that I loved, a dress watch that looked pretty fancy for special occasions, a bottle of cologne that the girls swore was divine, a Collector’s Edition of the new Fallout game which took place in Boston, a few other games and a T-Shirt that had the classic Captain America shield on the front.


I was delighted by all the gifts and hugged and kissed each of them. I didn’t ask who had picked out what. I knew that Emma was well off, that Gina wasn’t and that Tricia’s funds were severely limited too. I thanked them as a group because the gifts were given as a group.


“We’re not done yet,” Hanna told me and got me to my feet. All the girls got their coats and I was suddenly confused.


“Where are we going?” I asked, uncertain what was up.


“Not far,” Emma assured me and handed my jacket to me. Mom and Lilly joined us and I started to get really nervous when Hanna pulled out a blindfold and slipped it over my eyes. “No peeking,” Emma chuckled.


They guided me outside, warning me of steps and then led me out to the driveway and it seemed like we were going to the back yard, though I wasn’t sure. I heard a door open and was led inside before I was told to take the blindfold off.


I pushed it up onto my forehead and looked around. We were in the garage, but they’d hung up a heavy bag and set up a rack of free weights and a couple of multi-purpose machines.


“Oh, wow!” I said, stunned. “Guys, this must have cost a fortune!”


“Not really,” Hanna told me. “I made the purchase through work,” she said. “We all chipped in on it, but the fitness center gets a ridiculous discount on gear and it’s higher quality stuff than you see for sale most of the time. It’s meant to stand up to a lot of punishment.”


The girls showed me all the gear and I couldn’t wait to be in better shape to use it. After that, we went inside and spent the evening chatting and watching Christmas movies on TV before we all went to bed.


Gina was a little bashful, but I kissed her gently and told her that she could stay dressed if she wanted. “Don’t feel like you need to go farther than you’re comfortable with. If you’d rather put on a nightshirt, that’s totally fine.”


She nodded, but contented herself with stripping down to a T-shirt and panties, leaving her long legs deliciously bare. Out of respect for her, we all did the same. I didn’t bother with a shirt though, just a pair of shorts. I got deep kisses from all four girls and then we crawled into bed, Tricia and Gina curled up with me since neither of them would be staying tomorrow night. We went to sleep telling each other words of love. It felt perfect.





Gina had to go home early the next day, but she promised that she’d call later. She was out the door right after breakfast with kisses for all of us and then we were four. I’d wanted to drop in on my Kung Fu class to wish Sifu happy holidays and then we were going out to drop off the gift I had for Mark and Char. Hanna stayed for the class and then had to go do some things at work so she begged off on the trip out to see them.


“This week is a little messed up due to the shut down,” she explained. “We’ve got to clear out the old stock in the coolers and get rid of most of it. The staff takes home a lot of it, but there’s some things that are just nasty when they get down to the best-before date.”


“I understand,” I told her. “You’re going home Tuesday. There isn’t a lot of time to get everything done. Will you be back tonight?” I asked.


She nodded and looked grateful. “Yeah. I should be done by late afternoon. I’ll bring dinner. I’m also bringing a friend. I talked to your mother and she said it was okay. Her name’s Dawn. You’ll love her.”


I looked intrigued. “Someone you work with?” I asked.


“No. She’s ... sort of my roommate. I’ll explain tonight, I promise.”


I looked at Emma, but she was as baffled as I was. Hanna dropped us off and promised they’d be around later.


“Dawn?” I asked Emma when Hanna had driven off.


“Your guess is as good as mine,” she told me. “This is the first time I’ve heard her mention a friend to us, let alone bring one with her.”


I shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out later,” I said and the three of us climbed into her car for the trip out to see Mark and Char.


We all wondered about Dawn on the way there. I was surprised when we pulled up to their workshop. I assumed they’d be home on a Saturday.


We called out to them and got a shout for us to come back. The three of us walked single-file down one of the aisles between shelves and emerged into their main work space.


“There you are!” Char said when she saw us. “This is all your fault!” We looked around and there were a few projects on the go, by the look of it. Both her and Mark looked extremely busy.


“Um, I’m ... sorry?” I said uncertainly.


“Don’t be sorry,” Mark told me with a laugh. “Char’s in a grumpy mood today, but we’ve gotten more work than normal for this time of year thanks to your plugging us on your YouTube channel. It’s been good for us. How’re you recovering?” he asked, rolling a chair over for me to sit.


I took it gratefully and told them that I was doing fairly well, all things considered.


“The shield really stood up to all that?” Char asked.


“Barely a scratch where it deflected bullets,” I confirmed. “No warping or damage to the edge from the throwing and the other impact it suffered.”


She shook her head. “That’s surprising. I would have expected some deformation. We might have gotten a piece of a harder aluminum than we thought for it.”


“It wouldn’t be the first time something had been mislabeled at a supplier,” Mark replied. “We should let them know just in case it turned out that they were using lower grade metal for something important.”


She nodded. “First thing Monday morning,” she said, rolling over to the bench to make a note of it.


“So what brings our favorite superheroes by today?” he asked brightly.


“We wanted to wish you both a Merry Christmas,” Emma said and handed over the gift bag that had the Champagne in it.


“Oh, thank you, Emmy!” Char said, taking the bag from her and fishing inside. “Oh, this is nice! How did you kids get Champagne?” She handed the bottle over to Mark to look at the label.


“I asked someone to do the shopping for me,” I confessed. “I’m giving away a few bottles this year.” I handed the other bag over to Mark.


He put aside the Champagne and pulled out his gift. “Glen Breton?” he read the label curiously.


“Right now it’s the only single-malt whiskey that’s made outside Scotland that can legally use the word ‘Glen’ in its name. It’s made in a small distillery in a remote part of Canada’s east coast. Someone I did physio with over the summer told me about it. He’s from near where it’s made. It’s supposed to be some of the best.”


He looked impressed. “That’s a pricey gift,” he said, surprised.


“You two saved my life,” I told them truthfully. “It doesn’t do near enough to express how grateful I am.”


“Mention us again on your YouTube channel and we’ll be more than even,” Char said, her mood greatly improved by our visit.


“I was planning on putting up something next week for New Years,” I said. “I’ll be sure to name you both.” I looked around and frowned. “If you’re both swamped with work, I’d be happy to come by on Saturdays to help out once we’re all recovered from New Years,” I told them. “I usually take a martial arts class on Saturdays, but I’m gonna be laid up for a while. I’ll be up to doing errands around the shop for you though.”


Char seemed to be considering it, but Mark shook his head. “You concentrate on Emmy,” he said with a smile. “Alex is gonna put you both to work this summer from what he’s said. Take the opportunity to relax while you can.”


I nodded. “I have another motive,” I admitted. “I have my costume for next Halloween planned out. I’ll need help putting it together and getting it right. This time though, I want to pay the costs for materials and probably for your time too. It’s kind of an involved costume.”


“What did you have in mind?” he asked, interested.


“That’s top secret,” I said, casting a significant look at Emma. “My revenge for her keeping me in the dark this year,” I said with a grin. “Can we talk about it on Skype or email after the holidays?”


“Sure,” Char said and then smiled. “Though you might want to talk it out with us while Emma’s back home so we can talk more freely before we start work.”


“Sounds good. I’ll get in touch with you between Christmas and New Years,” I promised. “One thing, if there was a mix up on the aluminum, see if you can get some more of the stuff you used in the shield. I’ll pay for it gladly, but if we decide it’s a workable idea, I’ll want to use that for the bulk of the costume.”


They nodded. “I can’t imagine it’ll be hard to get it once we know what it is,” Mark assured me. “It’ll make whatever costume you have in mind pretty heavy though.”


I nodded and said we’d figure it out. We changed topics and chatted about things in general. They wanted to know more about what happened and we told them about the break-in.


They were still amazed that the shield had stood up so well to the gunfire.


“Well, it probably helped that he had a 9mm gun and not a .45,” I suggested. “If he’d had something with more stopping power, the story probably would have been different.”


We talked about it for a while more and then we had to go. I’d promised we’d have Tricia home in time for dinner, so we needed to start heading home. I had Mark and Char intrigued by what I had in mind for a costume though. That was an important first step.


We got Tricia home in plenty of time and were invited in to see where the painting had been hung before we headed back to the house. We were a little early, but I expected to see Hanna and Dawn show up soon. We went inside and sat in the living room. I was deeply suspicious from the smug look on Mom’s face.


“So Hanna said you told her to bring her friend, Dawn, to dinner,” I said carefully. I wasn’t so sure I liked her and Hanna conspiring against me.


She nodded. “She told me that Dawn wouldn’t be able to go home for the holidays and asked if we’d mind having her around here.”


“Now I’m REALLY worried,” I admitted, looking at Emma. She still looked as bewildered as I was. “Should we go get Donald’s stuff out of the upstairs bedroom?” I asked.


Mom smiled thinly. “Sleeping arrangements are already taken care of,” she said cryptically. “You’ll see.”


We sat in an awkward silence that seemed to amuse my mother more and more until we heard doors slamming outside.


When Hanna led Dawn inside, both of us burst out laughing at the same time.


Dawn was a dog. She was a gorgeous dog, a husky with ice-blue eyes and the markings around her eyes that made her look angry, but she bounded around the room greeting us all with kisses. She had the boundless energy of a puppy so she couldn’t have been full-grown for long or she might have a little growing left to do.


She sniffed us all over, trying to decide how she felt about us and when she got to me, she whined a little bit and put her head gently in my lap, looking up at me.


I scratched her ears and let her sit there while I paid attention to her. “She’s beautiful, Hanna!” I said in awe. “Why are we only meeting her now?”


“I’m never away from the house for too long,” she explained. “I got her a while ago. She’s still only a puppy really. I found out this week that my Dad’s allergic. We never had a pet growing up, so it never occurred to me that there was a reason. I asked your mother if anyone here had an allergy and she said no, so I asked if she’d mind having Dawn around for a while.”


Emma was just as taken with Dawn as I was and was petting her while I scratched her ears. For her part, Dawn’s tail thumped back and forth happily at all the attention. Hanna went back to her jeep and brought in dinner which turned out to be from a Mediterranean restaurant. While we were setting the table, she brought in supplies for Dawn. Her food and water dish went in the kitchen along with her dry food. She poured out water and dry food for Dawn and then sat down with us while Dawn crunched noisily on her dinner in the next room.


She had an info sheet on how much to feed her and when, her vet’s number and a few other things. “I’ll put her tether in the back yard after dinner,” she promised. “I got her one today since I live in an apartment and she’s never really had a yard to play in before. She loves the snow, so don’t be afraid to put her out in it. Huskies are sled dogs, after all. They’re bred for cold and winter.”


We got a crash course in caring for a husky in general and Dawn in particular. Having finished her kibble and drank her fill, Dawn came to the table to visit her new friends, once again, siting with her head in my lap.


Hanna noticed and smiled. “She likes you,” she told me as I petted her head.


“She seems to like everyone,” I said, letting my fingers run through Dawn’s fur while we ate and chatted.


“She does, but she keeps coming back to you. Maybe it’s because you’re male,” she suggested.


“She whined when she first came to meet me. Maybe she can smell the wounds and knows I’m hurt.”


“That’s a possibility,” she admitted. “I think she’s just picked you out as her human.”


I laughed at that. “So that leaves us the problem of how to separate her when you get back next month. She might not want to go.”


She shrugged. “I spend a lot of time here. If you guys aren’t sick of her when I get back, I’m okay with her staying here where there’s a yard for her and people around all the time to keep her entertained. She’s still my dog though,” she said with a stern look that said that had better not change.


I looked at Mom and was suddenly curious. “Why is it that we couldn’t have a dog when I was younger?” I asked. “I asked a couple of times, but the answer was always no.”


“Your father doesn’t like pets. He thinks they’re a waste of money,” she said lightly. “He never quite got why you wanted a dog.”


“He’s not afraid of them or anything, is he?” I asked, wondering if there was something deeper involved in his refusal.


“I don’t think so,” she admitted. “I think he just thought of them as an indulgence that you kids didn’t need. He did think about getting a cat once when we had the mice in the garage, but the traps and the neighborhood cats took care of them so he let it drop.”


I nodded and suspected that Mom had agreed at least partly to thumb her nose at Dad. I let her have that. She was being gracious enough to let him come for Christmas, so she deserved some slack.


After dinner, Hanna took a long spike that looked like a giant corkscrew and buried it deep in the frozen ground of the back yard before measuring off Dawn’s tether chain so she could investigate the yard without quite straying. We had fence in the back anyway, so she left enough that she could reach most of the way into the corners without giving her enough to hop up on the fence.


We let her out and attached her to the tether to let her rip around the yard. She was yipping and barking happily as she went nuts, rolling in the snow and shaking it off.


We weren’t out very long when Lana, Beck and Lilly came from next door, curious about the dog.


“She’s Hanna’s,” I explained. “Her name’s Dawn. Hanna’s dad is allergic, so she can’t bring her home and since we had the space, we’re gonna host her over Christmas.”


“Is she friendly?” Lana asked, uncertainly.


Hanna whistled and Dawn skidded to a halt, her head turning to look at us before she trotted over. She sniffed the new girls and her tail wagged, deciding that they were okay. She was soon showered with affection from her newest friends and barked happily.


“She’s gonna be so spoiled here,” I laughed.


She heard my voice and loped over to me, shaking her fur out and sitting at my feet, looking up at me with her tongue lolling out. I reached down and petted her affectionately. She stayed still for a few minutes and then bounded off to play happily.


“I think I need to go back inside. We leaving her out to play for a while?” I asked Hanna.


“Yeah, she’ll be okay,” she said as Dawn scratched through the snow in the back yard gleefully basking in the cold. She stopped when she saw us starting to walk back to the door and let out a low howl, like a wolf.


We looked back and she was watching us and had her head cocked to one side curious where we were going. Hanna kept us all going. “She’ll be fine in a minute,” she assured us. Sure enough, by the time we were inside and checked through the kitchen window, she was frolicking without a care in the world.


We left her out for about an hour and then Hanna went to clean up after her and led her back into the house. When she came inside, she curled up on the floor and watched us chatting together while she rested from her adventures outside. I got a call from Tricia, asking about Dawn. She giggled when I told her who Dawn had turned out to be.


“That’s too cute!” she said. “I can’t wait to meet her.”


After a couple of hours, Beck and Lana went to leave. Dawn raised her head from where it had been resting on her paws and looked at them curiously, preening as they stopped to pet her before they got ready and left.


Lilly did the same before she went up to bed and even Mom stopped to scratch our new guest’s ears before she went to bed. The three of us went downstairs, shadowed by Dawn who wandered around curiously to look at everything in the basement before trotting into the bedroom with us to do the same. She sniffed at everything and watched us getting ready for bed, waiting until we climbed in together before she hopped up onto the bed and piled on to lick faces before she found herself a comfy spot. She turned in a circle a few times and then settled down to sleep, yawning widely before settling her head down completely.


Emma and I watched her, fascinated by her behavior before we all kissed. I wished we could make love tonight since I wasn’t going to see Emma for a while, but I was still too delicate for that kind of workout. My last thought as I drifted off was that I hoped I’d be able to when she got back.


Chapter 6


The alarm woke us early so we could get Emma to the airport for her flight. Hanna drove so that she could leave her car at the house instead of trusting it to the parking lot at Logan International Airport. We said a tearful goodbye at the gate and watched her walk down the jet-way to her plane before we returned to the jeep.


We’d had every intention of going back to bed, but Dawn had other ideas and we ended up taking her for a walk. I still wasn’t up to handling the leash yet, but Hanna was with me and I promised to get one of the girls to walk her every day until I could take her out myself.


“I think she’ll be okay with the run of the backyard for most of the time,” Hanna admitted as we paused to let Dawn investigate a smell that had her attention. “She definitely needs to be walked every day though. Once you’re up to getting pulled around by her, it’ll be good for both of you to get out regularly.”


“Therapy dog?” I asked with a laugh, getting Dawn’s attention. She wandered over, flirting shamelessly for a pat, which she got. “I can’t wait ‘til I can run with her,” I said seriously. “She’s gorgeous. I’m worried about how to care for her in the summer though. She’s a cold weather dog, right?”


“Yeah, and they don’t generally like to swim,” she confirmed. “The vet told me that their outer fur dries, but the undercoat stays wet and heats up terribly. If you do get her used to swimming, you’ll have to dry her fur and then make sure she still gets plenty of shade, water to drink and preferably air conditioning.


“Yeah, I’m thinking about getting a separate A/C system for the basement for summer this year. That gives Dawn a little more coolness to bask in,” I confirmed. “Hopefully she’ll really like the water and I can take her to the beach, even if I have to dry her off thoroughly and brush the sand out of her fur.”


We walked on in silence after that, Dawn getting a sense of the neighborhood and tugging on the leash when she found something interesting. When we got home, we put her on her tether and went next door where breakfast was being held.


“You got a new puppy for Christmas, I hear,” Dan said lightly.


“More like we’re dog-sitting for now,” I said. “Dawn’s in the back yard if you want to take a look at her.”


“I saw her last night. She’s a pretty dog,” he admitted. “She seems really happy out in the snow.”


“Oh, she is,” Hanna said with a smile. “Put her out in the yard when it snows hard and she’ll lose her mind with glee. She needs to come in to get warm, but for the most part, she’s built for cold weather.”


After breakfast, I got a call from Gina.


“Hey, sorry I never got back to you guys last night. I fell asleep on the sofa. I woke up in the middle of the night and figured you’d already be in bed. What are you up to today?”


“We hadn’t really decided that yet. Probably just spending the day with Hanna and Dawn.”


“Dawn?” she said curiously. “Who’s Dawn?”


“She’s Hanna’s roommate. She’s gonna be staying with us through the holidays. You wanna meet her?”


“Uh, sure,” she said uncertainly. “When did that happen?”


“Hanna asked yesterday if we’d mind since Dawn didn’t have anywhere else to go for Christmas.” I grinned at Hanna when I said it. I was getting a small sense of how much fun she’d had with us yesterday. “You should definitely come over if you have time. She’d be thrilled to meet you.”


“Okay. If you want,” she said. She didn’t sound all that enthusiastic about it so I decided to let her off the hook.


“Gina, honey?”


“Yeah?”


“You’re not allergic to dogs, are you?”


“No, why?”


“Because if you were, we’d have to put Dawn out in the back yard for Christmas.”


“Oh! Dawn’s a dog?!!?” That got her attention. “Is it okay to bring Hector? He loves animals.”


“Sure,” I said. “Dawn seems to like everyone so far, bring him along.”


She said goodbye and I was more certain than ever that Dawn was going to be pampered around the house.


When they arrived a little while later, Dawn had tired herself out a little, but was still excited to meet new people. She sniffed them longer than usual, probably because they had the smell of a cat on them. In the end, she was happy to let them play with her and Hector in particular was drawn into running around the back yard with her.


“So she’s your newest girlfriend, huh?” Gina said with a smirk. “You know, I thought you’d actually meant that you’d picked up a new girl since last night.”


“That’s how Hanna told me about Dawn,” I admitted. “Emma, Tricia and I spent all day wondering about this roommate she was bringing to dinner.”


We laughed about it a little bit and spent most of the morning watching through the kitchen window as Hector and Dawn played together. Eventually they wore each other out and came in shortly before lunch.


The four of us sat down with Mom while Dawn came to lay down at my feet, earning her a pat on the head and a scratch behind the ears.


The rest of the day was quiet. We walked Dawn in the afternoon, stopping at Tricia’s house to introduce her and then back home once she was walked out. I had to admit, I was doing fairly well with the cane and made arrangements to send the chair back to the medical supply company that week.


The next few days were kind of hectic. Mom had to stop in at the school to talk about resuming classes in January, I had two days to take all my exams from the semester and test out of German. I was one of only seven students taking exams on Monday since most exams had finished the previous week.


I did my first day of rehab at the gym that afternoon. Everyone was really excited to see me on my feet and out of the chair. I got a lot of hugs and some kisses before I settled down to work with Diego, my therapist.


He shook his head and glanced over at the cheerleaders. “I wondered why you wanted to get out of the rehab clinic a couple of days a week. Now I know. How’d you get those girls to love you like that at your age?”


“Let’s just say the guy that shot me was a real creep,” I said lightly. “Everyone except his parents seem to appreciate the fact that I stood up to him.”


“Yeah, I heard he wasn’t in the running for any awards, but maybe next time, duck a little more often?” He chuckled and we got to work.


It was painful and it sucked. I felt feeble and pathetic by the end of it, but he said I was doing okay and to keep positive. “It’ll be slow,” he said, “but the improvement is there and it’ll keep coming if you work. Just concentrate on giving those ladies a great big hug if you need some motivation.”





Tuesday I was the only one there at school. I wrote my exams, did the speech portion of my German testing and was done. I couldn’t believe the term was over and I sat there in a kind of daze. After that, I spent the afternoon in tests with Carl and Dr. Nichols, who we’d all decided now met the needs of the project much better than the other five.


Toward the end of the afternoon, Victoria arrived and I knew that our decision was about to become official. She sat in on the end of the tests and we chatted before the four of us sat down and discussed it in depth. She was delighted and I felt like she was going to be easy to work with. Carl seemed relieved and Victoria was happy with her too.





Wednesday was a bit of a different milestone. I found myself in Samantha’s care for most of the day. She poked and prodded me endlessly, was sternly critical of me being out of the chair this early, removed the last of my stitches and listened to my breathing.


She was somewhat mollified that I’d only stopped using the chair on Friday and that I’d been slowly increasing my activity.


“I still get plenty of rest,” I told her. “When I do too much, I tell everyone I need to take it easy and they all get it.”


“Just don’t push yourself,” she warned. “You’ve still got months ahead of you before you’re back to full strength.”


“I know. I’ve talked to both Hanna and Diego about how hard to push and when to hold back. I’ve got an aggressive plan for my therapy mapped out, but my goals aren’t unobtainable. I want to be back in top shape before April 1st. Everyone seems to think that’s a goal we can achieve if we don’t suffer any major setbacks.”


“If you push too hard, you’ll create some setbacks,” she told me, not unkindly.


I nodded. “I kind of need this,” I told her. “The thing on April 2nd is a goal that keeps me going. Being fit by then is not unreasonable. It’s four months from the time I started working on the arm.”


She nodded and changed the subject after that. “How are you feeling about the scarring issue?” she asked.


I shrugged a little. “It still bothers me a lot,” I admitted. “Oddly, the shoulder and the back don’t horrify me as much. Those scars look manageable. It’s the chest and stomach that bother me.”


She nodded. “At the end of January, you’ll be healed enough and the scars will be settled enough that we can do surgical revisions on them and then see how they turn out afterwards.”


“Hanna suggested I talk to you about laser treatment for them,” I said. “What’s involved in that?”


“It’s a good secondary option for reduction. My recommendation is to start with the surgery to reduce them and then use the lasers to smooth them out later, say about six months after the last surgery. Given how big the scarred area is, it could take up to four treatments, each about four weeks apart. That would put the last treatment at about Halloween or a little before.”


I nodded. “That sounds okay to me. I’d like to be able to start them a little earlier, but I guess that’ll depend heavily on how I recover from the surgery in January.”


“That’s right. I wouldn’t even consider it sooner than 4 months and even that’s on the inside track of where I think you should go for treatment.” She leaned back and looked at me pointedly. “Now, let’s talk about the other concern you have about your recovery,” she said evenly.


“Which is?” I asked, uncertain where we were going.


“I assumed you were eager to resume battering vaginas all across greater Boston,” she said dryly. “Maybe I was wrong.”


“Of course I’m interested,” I said with some irritability in my voice. “I just assumed that I was a few weeks away from being healed enough for that. The last surgery I had was minor and that was still two weeks before I was cleared for sex. This was major surgery. I didn’t think the same timetable would apply.”


She shrugged. “So long as it’s not violent or too prolonged, you should be able to resume light, and I DO mean light, activities. If you feel a tearing sensation, stop and call me immediately. Your leg is fine and you’ve been closed up for almost a month now except for the abdomen. That’s healing nicely though and I don’t think it’ll give you any problems. I would say you should avoid any pounding sex and any positions that will cause a lot of strain on the area. Definitely no girl on top rides. From behind is a good safe position and so is missionary. You can position your girl on the edge of the bed and stand up for it, if that feels more comfortable, but just make sure you’re aware of your own limitations.”


I nodded and took it all in, having assumed that I’d be celibate for Christmas. This was by far the best gift I’d gotten. “I will follow your orders to the letter,” I assured her. “You gonna come watch to make sure that I get it right?” I added with a smirk.


“Yeah, you’re feeling better,” she laughed. “Go, enjoy your Christmas.”


I stood up and put the gift bag I had with me on her desk. “Merry Christmas, Samantha,” I said lightly.


“For me?” she asked, surprised. “I’d assumed that was for Victoria.”


I shook my head. “She’s coming to dinner on Friday. She’ll get hers then.”


She nodded. “Should I open it now or wait?” she asked.


“You can open it now,” I assured her.


She removed the paper packing the top of the bag and pulled out the bottle of Champagne. “Very nice,” she commented. “I don’t often drink because I’m on call. Surgeons who drink aren’t in high demand. This though, I think I can find an evening to make this worth opening. Thank you, Matt.”


“You’re very welcome,” I said, a little disappointed that it wasn’t a gift she’d be able to use more freely. “You’re not done though. The bag’s still not empty.”


She looked inside and found the box from the jewelry store, wrapped in festive paper and tied with a bow. “Went a little overboard, didn’t you?” she asked dryly.


“You saved my life,” I said simply. “I can’t possibly go overboard on you. I promise it’s not a set of Ferrari keys or tickets to Hawaii. I’m not sending you to Hawaii without me.” I grinned at her.


“Awfully sure of yourself, aren’t you?” she asked with a smirk of her own.


“We’ll take turns caning each other to see who breaks first,” I promised. “We can go up into the hills to pick the bamboo ourselves.”


She laughed. “Cleared for sex for three minutes and already making plans,” she shook her head. “You ARE a treasure, Matt.” She unwrapped the box and opened it, looking at the diamond necklace and earrings in surprise. “This is very extravagant, Matt,” she said uncertainly.


“You’ve been good to me,” I said dismissively. “You’ve been a good friend, a mentor and a lifesaver when I needed you most. It’s no more inappropriate a gift than a certain purple bra and panties set,” I reminded her with a crooked grin.


“I still have yet to get a response from Victoria,” she reminded me.


“Yeah, things haven’t exactly been going according to plan lately,” I admitted. “Hopefully we’ll be back to normal soon though. Is there any estimate on when I should be able to do some of the more rigorous exercise?”


“Take it slow,” she said. “See how you feel with some light activity and be aware of your arm’s limitation as much as the damage to your core.”


I nodded. “Fair enough. Should I stop in next week after seeing Victoria or do you think I need another checkup?”


“Oh you should stop in any time you have questions about your other activities and any time Victoria’s given you something to show off about. Other than that, I think we can look over your condition in two weeks unless you have difficulties. You’re still taking your pain medication, right?”


I nodded. “Not as much as you’d like this past week. I had to do 26 exams between my release and yesterday. I kind of needed to be alert for that. I’ve been taking them at night though and on the weekend. Now that I’m through all the stuff I need to be clear for, I’m back on them morning and night.”


She frowned at that, but nodded. “I understand the need to prioritize, but you need to follow the orders for now. You’ll be off them in a few weeks and can go back to high-gear. Right now, accept being a little high.”


“I will. I promise.” I shook my head and laughed. “I’m probably the only teen you have to talk into getting high.”


She smiled thinly and nodded. “There are a lot that wouldn’t need a second talk about it,” she allowed. “Anyway, I’m with done my exam, go flirt with Victoria.”


“I see how it is,” I said, getting to my feet and getting the cane under me. “You get what you want and then I get shown the door. I feel so used.”


“Come see me when you’re a little older and you’ll feel well-used,” she said dryly.


“Hawaii for my 16th birthday?” I suggested.


“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” she said and got up to show me out.


“We’ll see,” I said. “If you wait for me that long, I’ll be only too happy to take you to Hawaii.” I was dead serious. I think she knew it too. “I like you a lot, Samantha. I kept coming to talk to you because I like you. I know there are lines you can’t cross with me just yet, but someday...” I let that hang in the air and winked at her before I opened the door for myself and limped out of her office.


I made my way to Victoria’s office and by the time I got there, I was glad she had the couch. I kind of wanted to stretch out on it. When I got there, there was another woman waiting and we stood and made conversation since her door was locked and the “In Session” light was lit.


Her name was Jill Tanner and she worked in the hospital. She looked familiar, but I couldn’t place her. “I work in intensive care,” she supplied seeing my curious look. “We met a few times while you were in and out of consciousness. You kept calling me ‘Creep’ for some reason.”


I laughed and told her about the hallucinations I’d been having at the time from the combination of morphine, fever and other medications. She chuckled and nodded in understanding. “I’m not gonna say that makes sense, but it fits together more coherently than some of the things I’ve been told.”


It wasn’t too much longer before the door opened and Victoria led a young girl out into the hall. She was very withdrawn and looked at us both worriedly.


“Hello,” I said to her brightly. “I’m Matt,” I offered her my hand.


She looked surprised and took my hand uncertainly, shaking it before she muttered hello to me. “I’m Stephanie,” she practically whispered.


“Hi, Stephanie,” I said with a smile. “I’m pleased to meet you. Will I get to see you again from time to time if I come early on Wednesdays?”


“You ... you’re here to see Dr. Spencer too?” she asked, wide-eyed.


I nodded. “It’s been kind of a rough year for me,” I said dismissively. “She’s been a lot of help to me. You’re lucky. You couldn’t have a better doctor to talk to.”


She nodded. “She’s really nice to me too,” she said quietly then looked at Dr. Spencer, who had a delighted smile on her face.


She nodded encouragingly. “It’s okay,” she told the girl. “You can talk to him. Matt’s perfectly fine to talk to.”


She was timid in a way that reminded me of how Beck had been after she shattered at the end of October. She bit her lip. “What happened to your leg?” she asked quietly.


“I got shot last month,” I told her simply. “I’m still getting better.”


“I’m sorry. Did it hurt a lot?”


I nodded. “It felt weird. More like burning than getting cut. It still hurts though. Mostly I just feel weak.”


“Did they catch who did it?” she asked. She was slowly starting to creep out of her own shadow for a minute.


“He died,” I said. “I had to stop him from hurting anyone else. I wasn’t alone when it happened.”


She nodded. “You’re that guy!” she said, realizing who I was. “The one they call Captain America. Everybody talks about you.”


I chuckled. “I don’t look all that heroic now, huh?” I said with a smile.


She shrugged. “You’re still alive. That’s pretty good for getting shot, right?”


“That’s a good way of looking at it,” I said pleasantly. I wanted to instill a little confidence in her. She seemed so timid and withdrawn that I didn’t think being friendly to her was too much to ask out of my day.


Victoria touched her shoulder gently and reminded her that her mother was waiting for her and that she’d see her again next week.


Stephanie nodded vigorously and then gave me a very small, shy smile before she bounded off down the hall.


I watched her go and when she got to the corner, she looked back. I waved to her and she waved back, just curling her fingers before she disappeared.


When she was gone, I let Victoria show me in. I assumed she had something for Jill to take up to ICU or that Jill had something for her, but to my surprise, she sat down in the chair opposite Victoria. I’d been about to kick off my shoes and stretch out, but contented myself with massaging my leg with my hand.


Victoria settled herself and looked at me with a smile. “Stephanie normally doesn’t speak to strangers,” she told me. “You should be proud of what you just accomplished. She’ll probably want to know more about you when I talk to her next week.”


I shrugged. “You know me. If she wants to know and you think it’s okay, I trust you with how much of my case you share.”


She nodded. “Still, without telling you the specifics of her case, you just helped a young girl reach a milestone in her recovery.”


I nodded and smiled. “Should I try to show up a few minutes early from now on then?” I asked. “Or is it better for her to not see me again?”


She pondered that. “If you want, show up a little early next week and we’ll see how she reacts to you again. She may withdraw from how open she was, but we’ll let her have the chance to figure it out.”


I nodded. “Can do,” I assured her.


“No doubt you’re wondering why we’re not alone today,” she said, bringing up the topic.


“Not really. We met in the hall. I also figured if I made a smart-assed comment about the elephant in the room, so to speak, she’d put me back in ICU. The drugs there are stellar, but room-service menu was terrible, so I’d rather not go back.”


That made Jill laugh. “So he’s like that all the time,” she commented.


Victoria nodded. “Matt’s his own brand of charm, wit and nerve all rolled into one. He’s been hospitalized here four times and each time leaves with more women enamored with him than he had when he arrived.”


“That’s not REALLY true,” I defended myself.


“Oh really?” she countered. “Would you like me to remind you of the names? Lana the first time, Patty the second, Emma the third time and I daresay you’ve got a couple of girls that are just waiting for medical clearance before they drag you off to try to put you back in here.”


“Okay, when you put it that way, it sounds worse than it is, but Lana was already smitten when we got to the hospital and Patty was ... complicated. I’d already asked Emma to marry me and I haven’t picked up anyone from my last stay here. Absolutely no one. I didn’t even get down to see that X-Ray tech you keep raving to me about.”


“Whine about that a little harder,” she scoffed. “Maybe I’ll invite her for your next birthday if you’re a good boy.”


“I’m ALWAYS good,” I argued. “I just don’t always behave.” I gave her my most insolent smirk. “We’re getting rather far off-topic though. You were about to tell me why Jill is here.”


She smiled at me thinly. “Of course. Jill is here because of a promise I made to you in regard to your father. Since Samantha didn’t work out, I felt that now might be a good time to discuss things with her.”


I turned to Jill, who looked a little uncomfortable now that the cat was out of the bag.


“Now I’m VERY pleased to meet you, Jill,” I said with a smile. “Has Dr. Spencer filled you in completely or left you with more questions than answers?”


“She said that due to your case, she couldn’t tell me how it had happened, but that you’d come to be in possession of your father as a submissive. I’m very curious about that.”


“His previous dominant stole a lot of money from some businesses that she did accounting work for. She’d laid out a paper trail that led back to him and to the rest of our family. When we figured it out, he turned her in to her bosses. Some of those businesses are the kind that handle their disputes in-house rather than call police. So she was ‘handled’ and he was left without anyone giving him direction except me.” It was about as close to the truth as I was willing to get with someone I’d just met.


She nodded. “I know a few people that see their subs as a disposable resource. I’m not particularly thrilled with that outlook.”


I nodded. I’d gotten a feel for her as thick-skinned from how well she had accepted being called ‘Creep’ in my delirium. She was presenting a better face for Donald than I’d gotten from Samantha. I loved Samantha dearly, but Dad would have been ruined in her care.


“I’m really not interested in getting too deep into the nuts and bolts of how your dynamic works, I just want him to go somewhere he’ll be cared for and respected in his submission. He has a relationship with me and my sister which he’s been rebuilding and that needs to be respected too. If you can provide him with a loving environment, then I’ll be happy to call you Grandmother.”


“Grandmother?” she said dryly. “I’m not that old!”


“No, but essentially, you’ll be my father’s Mommy,” I pointed out with a smirk.


“I suppose that’s true,” she said sourly, but there was a hint of a smile on her face. I got a good feeling from her.


“Obviously I can’t expect you to accept him without meeting him,” I allowed. “We should make arrangements for you to meet him.”


“I’m out of town for the next couple of weeks. I usually take my vacation for Christmas and New Years. We could set something up for the weekend of the 9th if you’d like,” she offered. “I HAVE met your father though. He was up to see you in the ICU.”


I nodded. “That was as a nurse that was tending his son. We want him to see you outside that environment. I’ll set up a dinner or something for that weekend. I’ll bring a few of my girls and do introductions.”


“How many of those girls ARE you dating?” she asked curiously.


“Not nearly as many as I could be,” I said honestly.


“Not modest at all, are you?” she asked with a chuckle.


Victoria spoke up then. “Matt has an incredible gift,” she said, looking at me from the corner of her eye. “Not his intelligence, which is frightening in its capacity. Matt’s greatest gift is his compassion for others. He touches people. They respond. I’ve yet to meet anyone that Matt’s met that hasn’t been bettered by the experience. I’ve witnessed him turn a grown woman from a completely hostile adversary into a staunchly loyal acolyte in an hour. The boy he was forced to kill that night victimized a lot of girls. Matt championed their cause to the bitter end. I have no doubt that four of every five girls that visited him would go to his bed gladly. The fifth would likely wish she had in years to come.”


“Were you the hostile adversary?” Jill asked delicately.


“Dr. Spencer and I have never had a hostile or adversarial relationship,” I clarified. “She’s saved my life more times than I can calculate. If she argued with me, I’d instantly stop whatever I was doing. If she argues with me, I know I’m in the wrong.”


“That IS an interesting dynamic for a doctor and a patient to have,” she said, interested all over again.


“Not really so surprising,” I said lightly. “In her line of work, she needs to have the trust of her patients. She’s earned mine a hundred times and she’s been in my corner at times I haven’t been able to find support at home.”


“Not even from your father?” she asked.


“For a long time, I couldn’t think of him as my father. I had his submission. I could give him orders and expect them to be carried out. That doesn’t make for a paternal relationship. It’s also part of the reason I’m eager to have his collar pass to another. I’m hoping that can be you.”


She nodded. “I wasn’t judging,” she assured me. “I was just curious about how deep your relationship with Dr. Spencer went.”


“I’d take a bullet for her,” I said immediately. “I know better than most how much gunfire sucks and I wouldn’t hesitate to put myself between her and a gun. She’s convinced me in the past to set aside what I wanted more than anything else in the world because she told me that it wasn’t right.”


“And yet, you still managed to carry Vance Waterman’s head through your house and drop it on your front step,” Victoria said dryly.


“But I didn’t go out looking for him,” I protested.


“No, you didn’t. I expect that you’ll extend Patrick the same courtesy?”


“Of course. Neither of us are in any condition to do much right now. I have one arm and one leg, he’s still somewhere recovering from knee surgery, or he was. I suppose he’s having to answer for a lot of rape now that the girls have come forward.”


That was news to her. She’d left that party before the confrontation with Vance’s father. “What?!!?” she blurted, shocked.


“Yeah, It happened while I was in the hospital. I guess Vance’s parents came to the house and asked Emma to take down the video of the attack. She told them Patrick had a lot of enemies and then when they asked why, the girls started coming forward one by one. I’m not happy about it, but the DA is doing what he can to protect them.”


She nodded. “That’s incredibly powerful testimony,” she said. “If they all came forward, it’s a mountain of evidence.”


“A few didn’t and that’s fine,” I said. “They all have their reasons and I’ve talked to a couple of them. It’s not the end of the world.”


We talked back and forth for a while and then Victoria wanted to talk with me alone so she showed Jill out and promised to let her know what I had arranged for after the new year.


When we were alone, she seated herself and we talked more freely. “You laid it on a little thick for her, didn’t you?” she asked lightly.


“ME?!!?” I gaped at her. “What about ‘Matt’s greatest gift is his compassion for others’? Those words came from your mouth, not mine,” I reminded her with a laugh.


“Alright, we both got a little carried away,” she admitted with a smirk. “I did have a chance to speak to a lot of the girls at the hospital and at your house. They all hold you in very high regard.”


I nodded. “I feel the same about them for the most part. My girls have warned me to keep one of them at arms-length and I think that’s good advice right now. I don’t get quite the same mercenary feel from her that they do, but then if she’s good at it, I wouldn’t get that feel from her, would I?”


“Probably not,” she admitted. “It’s good that you’re trusting others. I know that’s difficult for you after what happened in September and into October. How are you doing with cementing some of those relationships?”


“I think I’m on the right track,” I admitted. “I’ve invited everyone to the house for Christmas dinner, so it’s going to be a big event. I’m working to make people understand that I don’t want to shut them out.”


She nodded. “Carl and I were both very touched to be included in your celebrations,” she told me sincerely.


I nodded. “I didn’t figure he had another offer since his talk with me about having a family. I wasn’t sure about you. You don’t talk about yourself enough for me to know whether you have a lot of family or not.”


“I do have a brother in Chicago,” she said, “and a sister in Atlanta. We’re not particularly close as they’re both much older. Still, we sometimes get together for holidays. This year, not so much.”


“I invited Samantha too, but she begged off,” I pointed out. “So she got her gift today and she gave me one in return,” I smirked.


“She didn’t!” Victoria looked shocked, thinking that she’d done something with me.


“No,” I said. “She told me I was cleared to resume ... how did she put it... ‘battering vaginas’. She just told me to call if it hurt or I felt tearing sensations or anything like that.”


“I see,” she said, calming down some.


I arched an eyebrow. “I think she’s holding out until crossing that line won’t cross the law. I suspect you’ll make me wait that long too and that’s okay. By the time I turn 16 and legal, you may both be in deeply committed relationships and we’ll have to imagine what might have been. I will likely still be rampaging through the unsuspecting populace like a force of nature, but that seems to be how everyone seems to want things.”


“Your current girls are looking to expand operations?” she asked, her composure firmly back in place.


I shrugged. “Emma had a chance to reconnect with Zoe last week. She turned her down, but I told her that I wouldn’t have been upset if she had, just because she doesn’t want me to wreck her promising career as a litigator.”


“What did the two of you decide?” she asked curiously.


“I think we’re moving toward an open relationship,” I said simply. “I have no doubt that Emma loves me to her core and she has no doubts about me loving her. We’ve already made other people part of our love lives. I just told her it was okay with me if they weren’t always the same people. If, for example, she met someone that she wanted in one of her classes, I’d want her to be free to explore that. We’re still working on the ground rules for that, but I think the most important one is that anyone we choose has to respect that the Sorority comes first.”


She nodded. “You’re leading a very, deeply dangerous lifestyle,” she pointed out. “I don’t just mean the risk of infections. I’m aware that you’re familiar with those woes. You run the risk of people’s feelings getting hurt. The more people you open your hearts to, the more chance someone’s going to be hurt. I’ve cautioned you before on the dangers of consistently dating more than one person and I firmly believe at this point that you’ll likely have difficulties with monogamy in the future because of that practice. One of you WILL break a heart at some point. It’s important to know that and have a strategy for dealing with it as best as you can.”


“What would you suggest for dealing with someone that gets into things farther than we’re willing to take them? I don’t so much worry about myself since I don’t intend to go looking outside of the girls I have, but if Emma finds an overly invested partner, we sort of agreed to send them on their way together.”


She shrugged. “I’ll always give you good advice, but you have to entertain the possibility that someone may take her away from you if you pursue this lifestyle. She may fall as deep or deeper in love with someone else if given the freedom to explore.”


“Believe it or not, I have prepared myself for that possibility,” I said. “I decided that I love her enough to not hold her back even if that means she drifts out of my life as someone else draws her into theirs. It’ll suck and I’ll mourn that loss, but I’ll know that she’s gone on to a life that will make her happy.”


She nodded. “Be careful of that attitude,” she cautioned. “You’re in danger of thinking about relationships as transitory rather than permanent. That’s troubling. I’m not saying you should abandon this line of thought if it’s right for the two of you, but consider closely whether it IS right for you. Are you strengthening your relationship or helping her move on to something else?”


I thought about that for a long time before I replied. “I feel like we’re strengthening things,” I said carefully. “I get what you’re saying and I’ll keep a close eye on it. I’ll also keep you informed about what’s going on so you can better help warn me of danger in my blind spots.”


She nodded. “That’s all I ask for now. You still haven’t found that happy normal that we talked about when I first started seeing you,” she said sadly. “I know you’re handling the ups and downs a lot better, but how do you feel about it?”


I shrugged. “Like I’m being beaten with pillows mostly. I’m getting hit from a lot of directions and none of them are doing a lot of damage, but they’re all knocking me off course. I can’t seem to keep the ship steady, you know?”


“I understand. Just keep at it. The more you keep to your course, the more you’ll find some of those distractions fall away. What are the pillows that do the most hitting lately?”


“My recovery,” I said, raising my right arm a bit. “Becoming a dog owner came as a bit of a surprise this week. Exams and end of term kept me pretty busy and there was a certain amount of anxiety involved in making sure I got something appropriate for everyone I had to shop for. Other than that, I’m still worried about scarring. Maybe I shouldn’t be, but I don’t want to look like a mangled mess without a shirt on.”


“That’s understandable. How are you handling the post gunshot anxieties?”


“There haven’t been a lot. I don’t really feel irritable, there aren’t a lot of nightmares, certainly not like there were with Miranda. I feel like mentally, I’m recovered. It’s the physical side that’s taking me forever this time.”


“That’s not what I hear,” she said lightly. “Diego says you’re making steady progress and staying out of the trap of depression.”


“I still feel weak and feeble all the time,” I said.


“Is that why you pushed so hard to get out of the chair?” she asked with some sympathy.


“Maybe. I didn’t like the chair. It made me feel like a passenger in my own life. I’d rather do the driving even if I can’t go very far right now.”


She considered that answer and nodded. “Fair enough. Keep doing what you’re doing for now. Be aware that Diego is an expert in what he does. He’ll bring you along at the best pace possible. It might be slower than you want, but going to fast too soon can have disastrous consequences. Consult with Hanna, but let Diego decide. If he thinks you’re pushing too hard, back off. We’ll get you back to 100% if possible and if that’s not an option any more, we’ll put you as close to it as possible. Having said that, this isn’t my area of expertise, but Diego’s confident that you’re going to make a full recovery.”


“I will,” I promised. “I pay attention to everything he tells me. It’s how I rehabbed my ankle in the summer so quick. I followed my orders to the letter. I have my own goals, but if they turn out not to be realistic, then I have to set them aside in favor of my recovery.”


“Good. You should go for now though. I’ll see you on Friday for dinner and next week for our regular appointment.”


I got up and got a small hug from her before she let me out. I walked down to the lobby and called home, looking for someone to pick me up. When there was no answer, I assumed Mom was out running errands and doing last minute shopping. I called Patty instead and she promised to send Lana since she was going stir crazy around the house.


She came and picked me up and we drove back to the house without incident. “You wanna come help me drop off some gifts after dinner?” I asked lightly. “Patty said you’re getting a little restless around the house.”


“Sure. Where are we going?” she asked.


“Well, I got a little something for all the girls,” I said. “Nothing much. Just gift cards to the movies.”


She looked at me and then shook her head. “So smart,” she said wistfully, “and yet, so dumb. Matt, you DO know that over half of those girls are going to insist on using those cards to take you to the movies, right?”


“I hadn’t thought about that, but I suppose there’s worse fates,” I admitted.


“Matt, what do most teenagers DO at the movies?” she asked with the patience of someone explaining something obvious to someone who’s not smart enough to work it out for themselves. In this case, I had to admit, the tone fit.


I finally clued-in to what she was telling me. “Oh! I see. Well, I guess I need to handle that if it turns into a problem.”


“It’ll definitely be a problem,” she said dryly. “We keep telling you that half the girls in the school have developed a crush on you. You’re gonna have to let them down easy somehow.”


“Don’t worry. I’ll figure it out. I put Jessie back in neutral.”


“She HAS backed off some. How’d you manage that?”


“I told her the answer was no. She knows the girls have final say and I said that the answer was no because none of us got the sense that she was falling in love with me. She figured it was because you thought she was making a run for the money. I told a little bit of a lie and told her it wasn’t that, it was that you all didn’t feel like she was that into me.”


She nodded. “You didn’t say anything mean to her at all?”


I shrugged. “We talked about her not coming forward and she asked if that had fucked-up her shot with me. I told her it hadn’t, but that I didn’t know that she considered me more than a friend. I honestly don’t get a terrible vibe off her, but I trust you and Gina and you both warned me off on her.”


“Well, it wasn’t anything definite,” she told me again. “We just didn’t get the feeling that she wanted you for you.”


I nodded. “Yeah. She admitted that she considered the fact that I didn’t have to scrape for money to do something on Saturday night, but I don’t really hold that against her. I’m cool hanging out with her as a friend when there’s other people around.”


“You don’t want to be alone with her though?” she asked as we pulled into the driveway.


“I think there’s about a 99% chance it would be fine, but I don’t want to live in that uncertainty,” I said. “A lot can happen in that last percentage point.”


“True,” she said and we went inside for dinner.


We’d been falling into the old habit of eating meals as one family. Dawn was baying happily in the back yard and I was glad she was so happy out there. We had a pleasant dinner and then Lana and I started the task of delivering the gifts I had for everyone. We decided that we weren’t going to stay long any one place, but we were pulled inside more often than not and offered a cookie or a piece of cake as we were shown the decorations.


I also collected a number of Christmas gifts from the girls as we visited, which was surprising to me, but not to Lana who laughed at me all over again each time we got back in the car with a new envelope or package that would be going under the tree at home.


“I’d be careful about opening some of those gifts,” she said. “I don’t think they’re all meant for public eyes.”


“JUST what I need,” I laughed. We got less than half done before we decided that it was going to be too late to do more and went home. She helped me carry the gifts down to my room rather than stack them under the tree. Mom looked on suspiciously as we carried them downstairs, but said nothing, waiting for us to come back up.


“Some of the girls may have given gifts that are less than appropriate for public opening,” Lana explained when we reappeared. “I think it’s better if Matt opens them when no one else is around.”


Mom nodded. “You have turned into a little bit of a celebrity. What are your plans for tomorrow?” she asked.


“I still have a lot of gifts to deliver,” I said. “Do you need me? I can put that off until Saturday without looking like a douche.”


“No, Just the opposite,” she said. “I don’t want to see you until dinner time. Walk Dawn in the morning and then get out of my hair for the day. Patty and I are going to be working in the kitchens tomorrow and probably into the evening. I still have presents to wrap and some things to do that don’t involve you kids. Your sister is already going out with some friends to keep out of the way. You do your visiting, get lunch out and we’ll see you for dinner.”


“Fair enough,” I said. I was curious what needed so much attention and space that she needed me out of the house, but I wasn’t arguing.


I spent the rest of the evening on Skype, talking to my girls. Hanna introduced me to her sister, who looked like a much thinner version of Hanna, with longer hair. Not that Hanna was fat. She was all muscle, but there was a lot of muscle on Hanna. Her sister looked almost frail beside her. I joked a little about what kind of steak I wanted and that we might have to just grill it at home since I doubted a restaurant would carry one that large. She grinned and told me I still had to earn it.


My conversations with Gina and Tricia were shorter since I’d see them both on Friday, but I asked Gina if she was free tomorrow to do some visiting since I still had a lot of girls to deliver gifts to. She agreed to meet me at the house and we’d spend the day together playing Santa.


Emma was my last call owing to the time difference. She was thrilled to see me and she spent about half an hour chatting with me. She said everyone was going nuts over the artwork she’d showed them and encouraged me to do more drawing and painting in the future. She didn’t introduce me to her family, but said they were eager to meet me this summer.


“Daddy’s thinking of having you test some of the props for durability. I told him you take martial arts. He’s doings some work on an action movie, so there’s swords and other weapons that need to look good on film and not fly apart if they take a good hit.”


“I should be able to help with that,” I said certainly. At that moment, Dawn decided to jump up onto the bed with me, barking happily. I turned the laptop so Emma could see her.


“Oh! She’s so pretty!” she gushed. “There’s no huskies around here. It’s too hot for them.”


“You should see her in the snow. She loves it. She’ll run around and roll in it for hours.” I turned the laptop back so I could see Emma and Dawn came to curl up so I’d pet her. “She kind of sulks at night, though. I think she’s still getting used to Hanna not being around. She loves attention though.”


“Paint her,” Emma said. “I want a picture of her freaking out in the snow. Danielle’s never seen snow except on TV.”


“I think I can handle that,” I said with a smile. “She’s only too happy to run around the back yard for me.”


We talked for a little while about California and how the surfing was and her family and some of the friends she’d taken time to see.


“Speaking of friends,” I said when she’d told me about her visiting, “I started delivering Christmas gifts to the girls tonight. Lana thinks that I’m in WAY over my head. She thinks that most of the girls are going to use the cards to take me to the movies. She was also quick to remind me what most kids do at the movies. Any reason you didn’t warn me that I should have picked something less dangerous?” I asked with a knowing smile.


She shrugged. “I decided you’d figure it out after the third or fourth time you ended up not seeing much of a movie,” she giggled. “Besides, you have sixty girls that want desperately to show you how much they appreciate everything you’ve done for them. Give ‘em a little friendly attention, just not in any of Mom’s films. That would be weird.” She broke down into fresh giggles.


“Yeah, I can see that getting awkward in a hurry,” I laughed along with her. “I got a lot of gifts from the girls,” I told her. “I was warned some of them might not be appropriate for all eyes, so I’m storing them in the room here until I can open them.”


“Interesting,” she said with a smile. “Lingerie and dirty pics?”


“Possibly. I think there might be a couple of promises for services that their parents definitely wouldn’t approve of. Beyond that, I can only live in fear of what else they might have invented.”


“Tomorrow night, you start opening them,” she said. “You call me on Skype and we’ll go through it all together. I can’t WAIT to see what it all works out to. You may be too tired to raise your head off the pillow before April 2nd. Chris Evans may win by attrition.”


“NEVER!” I seethed in mock outrage. Dawn raised her head and looked at me curiously, her ears twitching and barked in agreement. I petted her head and she quieted down.


“I suppose it depends on whether there’s an expiration date on those promises,” I pointed out. “If not, then I can space them out. It also depends on what they’re for. There’s some services that I just don’t see me wanting.”


She shrugged. “We’ll see. I think you’ll be really happy with the final results of the gifts.”


I looked at the camera suspiciously. “You don’t KNOW anything about what’s in any of those gifts, do you?” I asked directly.


“Not directly, no,” she said with a laugh. “I suspect that Lana made the right decision about opening them in private though.”


After that, I let the topic drop and we moved on to other subjects. I told her I loved her and that I missed her and she told me the same before we said goodnight and set a time for our Skype chat tomorrow.


After that, I made a few phone calls to the celebrities I had numbers for. I didn’t want to call them on the holiday, but a couple of days before seemed fine to me. Both Chris Pratt and Chris Evans wanted to find out about my recovery and I told them I was up and walking now, the arm was going to be slow coming back and I was scheduled for surgery on the scars at the end of January.


I didn’t take much of anyone’s day, but I wished them all happy holidays. Scarlett in particular was surprised to hear from me and said she was touched.


“If I’d known a call from me would mean that much to you, I’d make more of a nuisance of myself,” I assured her.


“You’re not a nuisance,” she argued. “I’d have called you more, but I didn’t want your fiancee mad at you.”


“Emma’s not the jealous type,” I assured her. “We each have other people that we sometimes nibble on. Mostly they’re the same people, but she’s not gonna blow a fuse if you call me. Call whenever you want.”


“That’s interesting. I may pick your brain on how that works sometime,” she suggested.


“Any time,” I assured her. “I’m sure Emma would be as thrilled as I am to chat with you.”


She chuckled at that. “We’ll see. I’ll call more often if you’re sure she’s not gonna feel upset about it.”


“I’m positive,” I told her confidently. “She loves seeing me get calls like this. I always feel better afterwards.”


“You still in a lot of pain?” she asked sympathetically.


“Yeah,” I said honestly. “I have medication for the pain, but I hate to take it. Rehab kind of sucks. It’s a lot of agony for every inch of progress.”


“Why don’t you take the pain medication?” she asked.


“I feel so slow when I take them,” I told her. “I dunno if you heard, but I’m pretty smart. I’m doing four degrees at Harvard right now. When I take the painkillers, I feel like I have trouble picking out what part of my body the socks go on. I once described it as being like trying to run a marathon with a boat anchor.”


“Ouch!” she commented. “That’s kind of a tough choice to make.”


“Yeah, my surgeon all but threatened to put the bullets back where she found them if I don’t start taking them like I should,” I chuckled to let her know I wasn’t serious. Then again, Samantha might.


“You’ve had kind of a raw deal lately, huh?” she asked.


“It’s been ups and downs,” I admitted. “I try to see it as balance. I got shot, but no one else got hurt and I’m recovering mostly.”


“How’re you FEELING afterwards?” she wanted to know.


“Researching for a role or curious how I’m doing?” I wondered.


“A little of both. Widow’s supposed to have a couple of bullet wounds in her past.”


“True,” I admitted. “Well first, the scarring from a bullet wound is not like the dainty little mark they showed on you. If you want a closer look, I can open up Skype and show you.”


“Sure,” she said and gave me her information. I was still sitting at the computer and typed her contact info in and created a new contact.


A second later, I was in video chat with the woman who’d been my wet dream only a year ago. Surreal doesn’t begin to cover it.


We talked for about twenty minutes about how it felt to get shot. I showed her my scars except for the one in my leg.


“I’d show you the other one, but it hit me in the thigh. I thought I’d keep things classy,” I shrugged and smiled a little.


She gave me a knowing smile. “Okay, so that’s the physical, what about the emotional trauma?” she asked.


I shrugged. “I feel kind of terrible about the look of the scars. I hope that the surgery to reduce them goes well. It’s the one part of this that bothers me the most. I mean, I worry about my arm, but my physiotherapist and my trainer both think that I’ll get back to a hundred percent, so that’s less worry than seeing myself in the mirror and wondering how bad the stares are gonna be at the beach this summer.”


She nodded and I could see her eyes tracing them. “Can you send me a good quality photo of them?” she asked gently. “The best cosmetic surgeons in the world practice in California. No knock to your surgeon, but she’s a trauma surgeon. This is a totally different thing. I’d like to ask some of them what they think.”


“You’d be willing to do that?” I asked, touched.


She grinned. “Why not. I can email it out to a few of them and see what they have to say. They might suggest someone in Boston who does good work or they may ask to see you. I can’t imagine a trip to LA is a bad thing.”


“I was planning on spending the summer in Malibu anyway,” I said lightly.


“Perfect. If you’re coming out here anyway, I can set you up with a great doc.”


“Thanks! I really appreciate it.”


We said goodnight and I got out my camera, sending her a couple of pics including a closeup of my leg wound and my head wound. After that, Dawn and I turned in. I was getting used to having her around. I think she felt the same.


Chapter 7


Christmas Eve started out clear, crisp and cold. It was frigid as I walked Dawn. She basked in it, scampering back and forth as much as the leash would allow, tugging me off-balance several times.


“Gimme a break, Dawn honey,” I begged. “I’m still on the mend.”


She stopped and looked at me curiously, her tongue lolling out and her tail wagging jauntily before she went back to making the most of her walk, investigating front yards all along our route. I eventually got her back to the house and put her in the back yard to run off some of her energy and went in to tell Mom that I’d put her on her tether.


“That’s fine. What time are you leaving for the day?”


“Merry Christmas to you too,” I said dryly, but with a smile. “I asked Gina to pick me up for my errands today,” I told her. “I’ll be out of your way as soon as she shows up. So you’ll have Lana to help out with whatever you have planned.”


“That’s good. We can use the extra hands,” she said cryptically.


“Interesting. So my help isn’t needed and Lilly is exiled to her friend’s place to occupy her, but you’re grateful for Lana to be around to help out? Suspicious. Deeply suspicious. When do I find out what this is all about?”


“Tonight. I think it’ll be pretty obvious once you lay eyes on it,” she admitted. “We wanted it to be a surprise for tomorrow, but it needs some work to set it up, so you’ll get to see it tonight.”


“Okay,” I said. It wasn’t long after that when Gina knocked at the door and I got up to answer it. “Merry Christmas!” I said and kissed her deeply. “You know you don’t need to knock, right?”


She wished me a Merry Christmas and repeated the greeting for Mom. “I don’t feel right just barging in without knocking,” she explained.


“Okay, then you should knock and THEN let yourself in. If no one’s home, the door’ll be locked anyway.” I put my shoes and coat on and grabbed the bag with the remaining gifts in it before we headed out.


I read off the stops and she glanced at me with a strange look on her face. “You bought for all the girls?” she asked.


“Yeah,” I said. “Nothing too extravagant, just a gift card to the movies and a card. I figured that they might appreciate that someone was thinking of them at Christmas time after everything that’s happened.”


She nodded. “A few of them are kind of down. They’ll appreciate the gesture.”


“Lana said giving them movie cards is kind of inviting them to use them to ask me out,” I told her. “She thinks it was a good idea, but a dumb gift overall since most people our age use the theater to make out.”


“She’s probably right,” Gina said with a shrug. “Not much you can do about it now though. I know most of the cheerleaders can’t wait ‘til you’re back in practice for real. Once you’re healthy enough, they might storm the guys locker room to get you to themselves.”


“You’ll protect me, right?” I asked in mock horror.


“From sixteen horny cheerleaders?” she snorted. “I might hold the camera while they claim you as their own. There IS a hazing for new cheerleaders. You’ve avoided it so far, but your number is coming.”


“And what does this hazing usually entail?” I asked.


“It varies from member to member, but I think you can count on it involving your member,” she giggled and we both blushed some.


“I see. Well, it has to wait. Lana’s final tests can’t be done until January 9th, they said. Until they come back clean, she can’t be part of any hazing ... What the fuck am I even saying?!!?” I blurted, coming to my senses. “I am NOT contemplating any sort of sex with my ex-girlfriend. Jesus! Could there be a MORE perfect way to napalm all my relationships all at once?”


“Sex with Patrick Waterman?” she asked, still giggling.


“Sex with VANCE Waterman?” I countered.


“EW!” she laughed.


“In all seriousness, I need you to step in if they take it too far. I’m a good sport and I’ll play along, but there are lines, even for me.”


She looked at me and nodded. “I’ll talk to them.”


“Find out what they want to do,” I suggested. “You don’t have to tell me if I can’t be told ahead of time, but I need to know that you’re cool with it and that the Sorority is cool with it.”


“I don’t think you need to worry about us. You don’t seem to date girls that have jealousy issues,” she told me lightly.


“I know. Just the same, keep it in mind. There’s one more thing that you should keep in mind too.” I hesitated, but this was an important distinction. “If this involves me doing anything with Lana, there’s three other girls that will be devastated if I don’t include them too. You know I was dating four girls over the summer. I can’t do something with Lana and then turn down the others. It would be a shitty thing to do.”


She nodded. “Okay,” she said, getting the tone of how serious this issue was. “I’m guessing that you’d rather skip the hazing completely?”


“I dunno,” I admitted. “I want to be fair to the four of you. Especially you and Tricia. With me being injured, I haven’t been able to be with either of you like I’ve wanted. No one gets to jump the line ahead of you two. That’s non-negotiable.”


She nodded. “I think we’re all in agreement about that,” she said with a grin as we pulled up in front of the first of our stops.


Again, we stayed a few minutes, gave out hugs and I dropped off the gifts that I’d given the girls. We slowly whiled away the morning, talking to the girls and their families, eating cookies and admiring their decorations. Every house was different and every visit was special. I raved about the cookies at one house only to have her mother share the recipe with me, at another house, the cake had come from a bakery. It varied wildly.


We had a very light lunch of salads. The sweets were making us feel awful, so a healthy lunch was a welcome change. As my bag of gifts slowly emptied, the backseat slowly filled with gifts from the girls. Some were from them and some from the families and I recognized more than one can of home baked cookies or chocolates.


After lunch, we decided that we needed to politely decline invitations to stay longer than to say Merry Christmas and trade hugs or we’d never get through it.


“Last two,” I said around 4:00, pulling the remaining envelopes out of the bag.


“Who are they for?” she asked. “Jessie and Cheryl. I saved Cheryl for last on purpose, but Jessie was just chance.”


She nodded and took us to Jessie’s house. It turned out they were getting ready to go out to do some of their own visiting. Jessie ran back inside and got the gift that she’d gotten me. We traded and she told me she hoped I liked it and hugged me and Gina both before getting in the car and waving to us.


“Is it just me or does she look a little guilty about something?” I asked Gina.


“It’s not just you,” she confirmed as we got back in the car.


I glanced at the gift bag she’d passed me. “You don’t think...”


Gina took it from me and looked inside. She chuckled and nodded, pulling out a pair of panties. “A last minute addition,” she said. “I’d bet anything you want that she was wearing them ten minutes ago.” She stuffed them back inside and the bag went into the backseat with the rest.


We drove to Cheryl’s house and were greeted warmly. This was a visit that I was glad to have the time to do right. Cheryl deserved it. We took off our shoes and unzipped our jackets. I could smell baking in the kitchen and it smelled like Cheryl’s mother knew how to bake. I made a mental note to pass that along to Tricia if she didn’t already know.


We stayed almost an hour, chatting. I gave Cheryl her gift and she had one for me in turn. She and her mother both hugged me tightly and her father shook my hand, all three of them thanking me for being there for Cheryl.


When we left, I noticed that her stomach was just starting to bulge a little. She’d be showing for sure around the time school started back up.


I was glad I had double lunch so I could be around to help her if she needed it.


“Penny for your thoughts,” Gina said softly as we drove away.


“I was just thinking that she’ll be starting to show by the time school starts again. I set it up so I’ll have double lunch this semester, mostly for Tricia, but I’m glad I’ll be around to help Cheryl too. I kind of expect some of the school to treat her like crap.”


“Yeah. We talked about it and we’re all sort of looking out for her,” she said. “Having you there should help though. You kind of decide public opinion when you choose people to hang out with. Everyone on early lunch kind of got less shit after you started sitting with us.”


I nodded. “Another part of the reason I asked to test out of German for the year and take double lunch. I want to make sure that the other girls aren’t getting picked on.”


We drove over to the house and I asked her for a hand taking stuff inside. It took us two trips and we were about to start carrying things down to my room when Mom met us at the top of the stairs.


“Nope,” she said. “You can’t go down yet,” she told me firmly. “I’ll carry those down and put them with the rest. You two scram for at least an hour.”


“It’s Christmas Eve, everything is closed,” I pointed out. “Where do you want us to go?”


“Take Dawn for another walk. I put her back outside about an hour ago. She should be calmed down enough to walk with you and not drag you all over the neighborhood.”


I nodded and told her to call me when it was safe to come home.


We took Dawn and just wandered. Gina took Dawn’s leash, wrapping her arm in mine for the walk. We chatted a little and mostly enjoyed the evening, even though it was brutally cold now. It had started to snow and Dawn’s fur was slowly coating in flakes, making her look even more gorgeous than normal. The three of us walked around, looking at the lights on the houses.


One thing that Winchester did every year was light up. We were a suburb of Boston so we had mostly families that were well-off enough to spend a little extra on the power bill to show their pride in the season. That meant our walk was well-lit by thousands of tiny bulbs. It was incredibly romantic. The streets were almost silent as we walked, most people settled in now that the stores were closed. They were concentrating on family and celebrating. It was like we had the world to ourselves.


I stopped and leaned in to kiss Gina deeply. “Merry Christmas, Gina,” I whispered softly. She had snow in her dark hair and her cheeks were red with the cold. She looked perfect. I couldn’t imagine in that moment how people celebrated Christmas properly in places like Hawaii and California where there was no snow. It was such an integral part of the season here that I couldn’t imagine it with palm trees and beach shorts.


She grinned at me and kissed me again. “Merry Christmas, Matt,” she said and squeezed my arm a little tighter as we walked on.


“I wonder what they have planned back at the house,” I mused out loud. “I hope it’s not too extravagant, but if they needed extra help and more time after the whole afternoon, I’m almost afraid.”


“Be more afraid of what’s in those gifts from the girls,” she giggled.


“Oh, I am,” I assured her. “Between you and Lana, you have me thoroughly paranoid.” She laughed, but I was kind of serious. “Gina, you know how bad things went with Lana and Beck, right?”


She nodded, catching my mood. “After you and I talked about it, Lana and I talked. She told me a lot more than you did. You glossed over a lot to protect them. She said that Vance and Patrick kept them high on the weekends and then cut them off during the week so they’d be able to have sex with them on their dates and then the two of them would be terrible to you all week while they were in withdrawals.”


I nodded. “That’s all true, but it’s not what I meant. When it happened, all four of my girls stabbed me in the heart and walked out on me. Beck spit on me, one of the others hit me. That wasn’t the worst of it though. The worst was that we were all family. Beck and Lana’s parents were my second set of parents, my sister became their sister. When the split happened, everyone took sides. Well, everyone took A side. They all sided with the girls. They assumed that the four of them had a damn good reason. So I lost everyone that day. I still lived in the house, but I ate alone, I went to school alone, I sat in classes alone, I came home to an empty house. The point is that everyone I cared about turned their back on me. I know the chances of it happening again are nearly impossible, but it was nearly impossible the first time. It’s sort of left me with a scar when it comes to relationships. Especially ones I know I can trust with my life.”


She was quiet as I talked, holding me close. Even Dawn seemed to sense my mood and walked along beside us, looking up at me.


“I’m scared,” I said finally. “You and Emma and Hanna and Tricia are precious to me. When we joke about the other girls making a play for me, I’m terrified that someone’s going to do something and I’ll lose you. I’m not saying this to make you feel bad. I just want you to know, when I say I’m scared of what’s in those gifts, I mean it. I’m scared one of them will say something or do something that drives a wedge in between us and splits us apart. I’m scared that the scars on my body are going to make you uncomfortable, I’m afraid that my life is going to collapse around me again. I love you four so much that it makes my skin crawl when we’re all apart.”


“I know,” she whispered and held me close. “I’ve been talking to everyone who knew you from back then. Lana and I are practically best friends now. She tells me everything. She’d die to protect you, you know. The only reason she left you in the house that night was that you ordered her to run. She grabbed Emma and took her out of the house because she knew you’d never be the same again if something happened to her. Emma told me a lot of it too. She said that you’ve been under more pressure than anyone she’s ever met. She told me about Zoe too. That hurt you a lot, I know. It’s a stupid reason to give up on someone who loves you. You’ve had too many people give up on you.”


I nodded. “I’m trying to keep those thoughts out of my head. I know you won’t ever hurt me on purpose and it’s not really PEOPLE that I don’t trust. It’s life. Life tore me and my family apart and we’re just starting to heal. Life tore me apart and I’m just starting to heal. I’m terrified that life’s about to take from me again. I know it’s paranoid, but it’ll take time for me to relax from that feeling.”


“Time is something we have,” she said certainly.


“Just promise to talk to me. No matter what happens,” I urged her.


She nodded. “I understand. More than your other girls, I get it. I feel the same way. I was raped. I know you’ll never hurt me, never force me. It doesn’t stop me being afraid. Maybe that’s the best way to look at it. You were raped by them too. It wasn’t sexual, but they violated you so completely, that they might as well have.”


I’d never looked at it like that before. I frowned as I thought about it.


“It’s the same fear you feel, but you’re afraid to be touched here,” she said, her fingers resting on my chest. She took my hand and moved it to her crotch. “I’m afraid to be touched here. Neither of us can ignore it. We can only promise to help each other through it.”


I looked in her eyes and lifted my free hand to press her hand tighter to my chest. “You’ve already touched me here,” I told her. “I’m scared because that touch becomes a knife so quickly and the knife never goes away. Not really.”


She nodded and pressed her hand against mine, coaxing my fingers against her sex harder. “You’ve already touched me here. I want you so much it frightens me. I want you to help me feel clean again and I don’t think I ever can feel clean until you show me how to be loved.”


I nodded. “You are SO loved,” I told her. I remembered something I’d read in a piece of erotica online a few months ago and silently thanked Penguintopia for it, wherever he was right now. “The first time we make love, it’ll be the first time that you make love with anyone. You’ll be giving me your virginity.”


She looked at me and frowned. She shook her head. “They took that,” she said and I could see she was starting to get upset.


“No,” I said firmly. “What they did wasn’t about love or sex, it was about power and money. Your virginity isn’t about when your hymen breaks. If it was, plenty of girls would have to name a bad bounce on a bike as their first time. Your virginity is about the first time you’re introduced to making love, giving and receiving pleasure. When you give your virginity, it’s a gift that you want the person to have. It can’t be stolen like that.” I took my hand from between her legs and pulled her close, kissing her gently. “When you’re there, in that moment with me, that’s when you’ll be accepting a lover for the first time. I will consider you a virgin until we’re there together and not a second sooner.”


She looked at me and I could see the battle inside her. She wanted to believe it, wanted to think that she was still pure on some level, but she could remember what they’d done to her and didn’t know that she could ever let those memories go. “Do you really believe that?” she asked quietly.


“Yes,” I said with conviction. “A while back, I punched a guy in the balls. It wasn’t sexual. It was a violent act meant to inflict pain. I view what they did to you in exactly the same way.”


She nodded. “But that’s different. You didn’t punch him with your dick.”


“Violence is violence. The same fist can be used to gently coax an orgasm from a man. I touched him with the intention of making him curl up and weep. Someone else could touch him with the intention of making him feel intense pleasure with the same part of their body. The difference is how it’s done and how it’s meant.”


She threw her arms around my neck and hugged me tight. “I want to believe that,” she whispered to me. “I just can’t forget what happened.”


“I know. I don’t want either of us to pretend it didn’t happen,” I told her. “I just want you to stop thinking that it makes you dirty or damaged or less beautiful. There’s something Jessie told me that I think I should repeat to you. I was telling her about my scars and she told me that they aren’t me. They’ll be a part of me, but they’re a good thing. They’ll help me pick out the people who can’t see past them. The same is true for your scars. They’ll help keep people away who don’t care enough to be with you.”


She nodded. “I guess,” she said and shivered.


We’d been out for a while and I steered us back toward the house. We were both cold. They’d just have to finish the work with us at the house. We were approaching the house when I noticed a car coming to a stop across the street. I could make out who was behind the wheel.


“Take Dawn and go inside,” I commanded her, turning to look at her. She saw the look on my face and hers was suddenly worried.


“What’s wrong?” she asked, suddenly alert.


I heard the car door open and swore softly. She looked around and I tugged on her arm to bring her eyes back to me. “It’s Patrick,” I whispered. “Go inside. I’ll take care of it.”


Her eyes widened in outrage at hearing his name. Dawn had started growling softly, catching the mood.


“Take Dawn inside. If she attacks Patrick, they’ll put her down. I need you to get her to safety,” I urged, keeping her focused.


She hated it, but she nodded and I kissed her before she let go and darted toward the house with Dawn in tow. I went to the end of the drive-way and waited for the last Waterman brother to cross the street. I was glad to have the cane, but I hoped I wouldn’t need it for more than support.


He was walking slowly, but without a cane. I couldn’t make out much of a limp so I guess his recovery was going well. His face was similarly composed, giving me no clue to what he intended. By now everyone in the house was aware that Patrick Waterman was outside. I wondered if Mom was loading the shotgun or if they were all fighting over who got to shoot him.


“Evening, Patrick,” I said quietly. “What brings you to see me tonight?”


“You killed my brother,” he said.


“Yes,” I replied. “Are you here to avenge him?” I was surprised that my voice was as calm as it was, but I somehow didn’t think that I was in danger.


“If I was?” he asked.


“Your brother shot me in the back to soften me up,” I pointed out. “Confronting me face to face isn’t the best tactical decision as an opening gambit.”


“So what would have been the best tactic then?” he asked.


“The hospital was the strike point of choice,” I said dispassionately. “Minimal security, people coming and going all the time, easy access to scrubs and surgical masks to hide your identity. I was heavily sedated and too weak to protect myself. It was kind of ideal. It would have been a daring attack, but far easier than any other plan.”


He nodded. “I’ve thought a lot about killing you,” he said. He still had a carefully neutral voice and his face hadn’t changed.


“I can understand that impulse,” I admitted. “I wrecked your knee, your brother died at my hands. Those are powerful motivators. I’ve thought a lot about killing you too. You were willing to kidnap and rape three girls just for being with me on Halloween. Then I found out about what you three did in September. I don’t think any of the three of you should be allowed to live after learning about that. I made a promise to stay away from you and your brother though, unless you came to my house.”


His eyes widened at that. “So now you’ll try to kill me?” he asked.


“No,” I answered candidly. “You don’t seem like you’re particularly interested in violence at the moment. I don’t intend to start anything if you don’t. I have no desire for either of us to end up back in the hospital. If you force my hand though, I am capable of defending myself.”


He nodded. “That’s not why I came here,” he said finally. “I just want it to be over between us.”


I considered him and he seemed genuine. I nodded. “I think that’s for the best,” I agreed. “I understand that you’re being questioned about what happened in September,” I said. “I wasn’t present for any of that, so I won’t be called to testify, but I’m taking care of the girls that were hurt that weekend. Many of them are going to testify.”


He nodded. “I know. They offered me a plea deal today. It’s not much of a deal.”


“I heard,” I said. I hesitated and then decided to really bury the hatchet. “Patrick, you and I don’t have a good history, but I want to give you a piece of advice. Not as someone who’s crossed paths with you before, but as someone who’s smarter than pretty much anyone else either of us know. Take the deal. I’ll explain why. If you don’t jump at it, sometime next week, they’ll have Marlene arrested in Alaska and brought back here. She’ll be offered the same deal and she’ll take it. When she does, you’ll end up going to general population. They’ll let the other inmates know what you’re in for and they won’t tell them it’s drugs or pimping or rape. They’ll tell them that you touched little girls. Some of those girls are fourteen. You’ll be labeled a pedophile and you’ll start with a target on your back. The inmates would kill you in prison. It might take six months or a year, but it would be six months or a year of being beaten and raped brutally. One day those beatings will go just a little too far and you’ll end up one of two places: a morgue drawer or a wheelchair. If it’s the chair, you might get put in a different prison and you might have an easier time there, but until then, you’ll be put through Hell for what you did to those girls. Take the deal, let Marlene go down the hard way. She’s skated without any consequences while you’ve been here.”


He looked horrified when I laid it out for him like that. “I’d be going to jail for life. I wouldn’t even be able to apply for parole for twenty years and even then, I’d have to register as a sex offender,” he told me.


“I know,” I told him. “But you’re going to jail for that long anyway and if you pick a trial, it ALL comes out. You’re application would sit at the parole board for probably ten years and you’d be lucky to live long enough to apply at all. It’s a shitty choice, but it’s what you’ve got. The deal puts you in a prison for protected custody prisoners and it closes this whole chapter of your life. I’m doing everything I can, but those girls are never going to be the same again after that weekend. Do you deserve better than them?”


He put his head down and I knew I’d gotten through to him. “No. I don’t suppose I do,” he said finally. “So that’s it? You and I are done? No retaliation, no revenge on my family?”


“I never had any intention of bringing this to your door,” I assured him. “If you take that deal, then it’ll save those girls from having to go through a trial. For that, I’ll be grateful.”


“You’re not even mad about what we did to you?” he asked, surprised.


“I’m furious,” I said. “I never did anything to any of the three of you and you ruined my life. I don’t even know why other than you wanted Lana for that weekend. My whole family believed that lie. You three destroyed every relationship I had and I didn’t even KNOW you.”


He shrugged. “Marlene was way more interested in it than we were. I mean neither me or Vance objected, but she was calling the shots.”


I nodded. “Testify against her,” I told him. “Nail her to the fucking wall. Sounds like she got you into this mess. Let her take the fall for it.”


He nodded. “I’d call the DA right now if I had a number for him.”


I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my contacts, dialing his number. “Mr. Forbes? Hi, It’s Matt Russell, calling. Sorry to call you on Christmas Eve, but I have someone here who wants to talk to you.”


“On Christmas Eve?” he said, sounding surprised. “One of the other girls had a change of heart?”


“No, Patrick Waterman came by to see me. He’s ready to talk to you. Here, I’ll let him tell you.” I passed the phone to him and he looked grateful. I turned and looked up at the house, seeing the windows filled with people, watching what we were doing.


“Yes, sir,” he said softly. “I’m willing to sign the agreement. No, Matt didn’t coerce me. He just sort of laid out what my options really were. I’ll testify against Marlene and against everyone else. Can we do it Monday morning? I just want to spend the weekend with my parents and explain to them. Okay. Thank you.”


He hung up and handed me back the phone. “Thanks,” he said to me.


“You’re welcome,” I said. “Just between you and me, What happened to the drugs and the money?”


“Marlene has the stuff,” he said. “She probably spent a lot of the cash, but she’s got a spot in her house where she hides stuff. That’s where they’ll find the drugs.”


I nodded. “Thanks, Patrick,” I told him. “I’ve been worried sick about those girls putting themselves through a trial over this.”


He looked ashamed. “It should never have happened,” he admitted. “And I should have done the right thing long ago.”


He offered me his hand and I shook it. I could only imagine how everyone inside felt about that. “Merry Christmas,” I said.


“Merry Christmas,” he said. “Sorry for everything we put you through. Tell the girls I’m sorry.”


“I will,” I promised.


He nodded and turned, walking back to his car. He got in and drove away and I limped my way back up the driveway. My leg burned like fire. I just wanted to get off it and relax.


I hadn’t gotten to the door when it was flung open. The questions started fast and furious and from all sides.


“What did he want?!!?”


“Who was on the phone?”


“WHY WOULD YOU SHAKE HIS HAND?!!?”


“What were you thinking?!!? He could have killed you!”


“ENOUGH!” I shouted. “I’ll explain inside when I’m not cold, not hungry and not in pain any more.”


That changed the tone and I was hustled inside and sat at the kitchen table. I told them what had been said including the phone call and his apology while dinner was put together. We were eating a light meal tonight since tomorrow was Christmas dinner and we all gathered around the table. I wasn’t surprised to see Tabby and Collie there. I’d clued in that today was setting up whatever joint gift they’d all gotten me.


They were all sitting quietly and considering what I’d said when Collie broke the silence. “You really talked him into turning himself in?”


“I don’t think so. I think he’d known it was his only choice. He just wanted to hear it from someone other than his parents. He seems remorseful for what happened and ashamed of his part in it. I think he’ll go a long way toward putting Marlene in jail for a long time. He told me she was keeping the drugs and the money. He thinks the drugs are still at her house. She probably spent the money on herself, but having a large stash of drugs in her house is good enough for a trafficking charge.”


“So what was the handshake about?” Lana wanted to know.


“He’d just accepted the deal and agreed to testify against Marlene and all the other guys who were there. It saves all of you having to sit through testimony at a trial. I thanked him for doing that much. He said he felt like he should have done the right thing long ago. He also told me that it was Marlene that had the problem with me. That he and Vance didn’t do anything to stop it, but she was the one who wanted to make me suffer. I wished him a Merry Christmas and he walked away. None of us is likely to see him for twenty years.”


They were still full of questions when the phone rang. It was DA Forbes.


“Hello?” I said quietly.


“Hi,” he said. “Are you okay? I wanted to call back to check on you.”


“I’m fine. Just explaining things to the family. Patrick left peacefully. No problems. I think he’d already decided to take the deal and wanted to talk to me face to face before he did.”


“And you didn’t talk him into the plea deal at all?” he asked, to set the record straight.


“I told him my advice would be to take it. I figured that if he didn’t and stalled you, that it was only a matter of time before you put the same deal in front of Marlene to put him in the hot seat. I told him that it would get around how young some of the girls were and that he’d live the rest of his life being beaten and raped if he went to a normal prison. None of that is privileged information. Read a few crime novels and you learn that guys that mess with underage kids have a hard time in prison. I just pointed that out to him.”


“Fair enough,” he said. “He came to your house? You want to press charges?”


“Not really. He didn’t come onto the property. I met him at the street. He wasn’t stalking me or scoping out the house. I saw him drive up when I was coming back from walking the dog. We talked. There were no threats. He admitted that he’d thought about killing me, I admitted that I’d thought about killing him. We clarified that we were talking, not fighting. He repented for the things he’s done and made a promise to you and to me to take responsibility and try to make things right. That’s all. Nothing to press charges about.”


“Alright. I’ll make a note of it in the case file that you characterize it as an effort to reach out and apologize,” he said. “We’re off the record though. I just wanted to check on you, given your history with the Waterman family.”


“I appreciate it. Again, I’m sorry to have called you on Christmas Eve. I figured you’d appreciate the Christmas present of having this case tied off though.”


“No apology necessary,” he assured me. “Enjoy your holidays and I’ll contact you when there’s something to share.”


When I hung up the phone, they were still curious about everything so we talked it out for about an hour. “He’s going to jail for a long time,” I said in the end. “He knew it. He came here to let me know that he regretted everything. He wanted me to tell all the people he’s hurt that he’s sorry and that he should have done the right thing a long time ago. I don’t think he expects anyone to forgive him or even really to believe him. His actions over the next few months will tell us whether he means it or not. As the cases against all the other people take shape, he’ll be in the middle, testifying about their role in what happened. If he doesn’t tell the truth, he’ll violate his plea deal and we won’t have to deal with him. If he tells the truth, he’ll have done that much to try to redeem himself and we still won’t have to deal with him. Either way, he’s turning himself in on Monday morning.”


They nodded about that and we finished dinner in relative peace. I could tell people were upset by him coming here and I understood. I was upset too.


“I’m just glad he didn’t come here looking for trouble,” I said simply. We all agreed on that at least.


After dinner, I asked if they were done in the basement and I got some excited nods. They all wanted to see my reaction, so they all went down first and then Gina led me down so they could all see my face when I saw what they’d done with the basement. They weren’t in the rec room, so I assumed they’d be in my room. I came to the door curiously and was legitimately shocked.


Where my laptop normally sat, there was a new set of three monitors, a huge gaming desktop, keyboard and mouse for gaming, a left-handed control console with programmable buttons, a new webcam for recording items for my YouTube channel. Everything was filled with LEDs and looked amazing. It was up and running with the Windows splash screen on the center monitor.


“You guys did all this?” I asked, staring at the computer. “That’s awesome!”


“It’s got everything you need,” Tabby said, taking over. “It was set up hours ago, but it took longer than I thought to install all the programs. I installed a bunch of stuff you’ll want. Video editing, accounting, programming compilers, you’ve got more hard drive space than you should be able to ever use, but I suspect you’ll find a way to fill it all. I linked it to your Steam and Battle-net accounts and installed your games. I synced it to your laptop to upload your files, it’s connected to your printer and it’s custom-built. You’ve got the best performance parts on the market. I got a lot of the work software from the MIT store, so it’s the latest versions of everything. I even got a few custom programs from my professors that they use for their own purposes. I’ll show you those some other time though.”


I was overwhelmed. I’d never thought to install a desktop since everyone in the house ran on laptops. “Thank you so much, everyone!” I said, overwhelmed by how much work they’d put into making this happen. I went and hugged them all, even Mom and Lilly, who both professed that they had nothing to do with this gift.


It wasn’t long after that when Gina had to go. She kissed me deeply and hugged everyone else, promising that she’d return tomorrow night after her family’s Christmas celebration.


Tabby and Collie left at the same time and Patty and Dan weren’t far behind them. Lana and Beck hung around for a little while longer chatting with me about how the idea for the computer had come about and we all hugged before they went home to bed.


I took a garbage bag downstairs for the wrapping paper and decided to try the new webcam for tonight’s Skype call with Emma.


Chapter 8


I logged in and messaged her. I was a few minutes early, but she popped up right away. “How was your day?” she asked brightly.


“It was long,” I said with a laugh. I told her about the visits, the gifts, about the new computer and about the talk with Patrick Waterman.


“He came to the house?!!?” she burst out.


“He came to talk,” I said and told her what he’d said. “He’s going to sign the deal on Monday and he’ll testify against everyone else that was there.”


“That’s great news, but I don’t like that you talked to him alone,” she chided me.


“I was okay. Everyone was watching from the house. If he’d tried anything, he wouldn’t have made it back to his car alive.”


She nodded at that and sighed. “At least he’ll be out of our lives,” she said, then she grinned. “Let’s get back to the gifts,” she prompted.


I laughed. “One track mind,” I accused her of.


“Of course,” she said with a laugh. “Lets see what the girls got for their hero for Christmas.”


I started gathering them up. I had 43 different presents. I started with the ones that I thought were cans of cookies and chocolates. They all turned out to be mundane, if delicious. After four cans of homemade cookies, two of chocolates and a can of fudge that may have given me diabetes, I was out of the “safe” gifts.


I moved on to cards, hoping that they’d be the less risky of the bunch. After the third of those, I realized I might have been wrong. There were two SD cards that promised a very personal Christmas gift. The third contained a letter that I read very carefully twice before vowing to lock it and the SD cards in the safe.


After that, I was better prepared. The stack of SD cards grew as I read through the Christmas cards. I had half a dozen homemade coupon books redeemable for services that ranged from sensual massage to blowjobs and sex. By the time I got through the last of the cards, there were a dozen small parcels left. Out of 24 cards, only three of them were completely innocuous gifts. I wondered whether those were girls that hadn’t thought of me that way or ones that had to settle for help from well-meaning family members when choosing and wrapping them.


I shrugged and gathered the last of the presents. Cheryl’s gift was going to be last as I’d picked it up last. I grinned at Emma. “This one’s from Jessie,” I said, picking up the bag and rummaging around in it. I stuck my face into the bag and could definitely tell that the panties had been worn like Gina had suspected.


The card had a handwritten note that she hoped I’d like the gift and thought of her when I wore it. Inside was a silk tie that looked very fancy. There was a second note inside that said she’d remembered how good I looked in a suit and a guy could never have enough ties. I frowned in confusion.


“What’s wrong?” Emma asked.


“Well, she said she hoped I thought of her when I wore it, but I’m not sure she meant the tie,” I said.


“You think she expected you to wear the box?” she asked dryly.


“Do I think Jessie wants me to wear her box?” I tapped my finger against my lips, pretending to think about that statement.


She laughed. “Alright, alright! If she wasn’t talking about the tie, what else is there?”


I pulled out the panties she’d stuffed into the box. “I don’t think these are quite my size,” I said critically, “and they appear to have been worn recently.”


She laughed again. “I DARE you!” she blurted out.


“Right now or for the first day of school?” I asked evenly.


She turned bright red and nothing came out of her mouth even though she was moving it like there should have been words. “Yes!” she said when she could speak again. “Do it. I can’t wait to hear you explain why you’re wearing a lacy thong around the school.”


“Done!” I said.


“You would too,” she giggled.


“I’ll even tell Jessie I’ve been thinking of her all morning,” I promised.


“I need a picture of her face when you tell her that!” she blurted.


We went through the rest of the gifts and two of them were completely innocent. There were pairs of panties in three of them, one with a tag that said “return for refill” four of them had a memory card or flash drive or a DVD that I was sure were filled with images and possibly video that would get me arrested just for having them. The other two had letters that would get locked in the safe that made promises and stated hopes that they’d get the chance to show me how they felt about me.


That left only Cheryl’s gift to me. I wasn’t sure what was in it and I wasn’t sure I wanted to open it in the same laughing and joking environment as the others, but I took the present and tore open the paper slowly. Emma caught my mood and quieted to watch me opening the package.


Inside was a letter, a movie and an unmarked DVD in a sleeve. The movie was a Disney movie I hadn’t seen in years.


I put it and the DVD aside for the moment and opened the letter slowly. It was covered in Cheryl’s neat handwriting. I took a deep breath and glanced at the webcam, my trepidation showing.


“It’s okay, Slugger,” she said. “I know that those girls all love you. Read it.”


I turned my eyes to the page and started to read.





Dearest Matt,


I know that you’ve probably read a ton of letters and notes today before getting to mine. We all think more of you than I think you know. I have a lot that I want to say to you, but I’ll start with Merry Christmas. I love you, Matt.


I know that’s a lot to put in a letter. I do love you. You’ve done more for me than I could have ever imagined. You made me feel like it wasn’t the end of the world when the pregnancy test came back positive. You cared enough to take care of everyone, but you made sure I had support with me when I told my parents and you came to me when everything was done so that I wouldn’t have to be alone in explaining everything to them. I love you, Matt.


I wish things had been different. I wish that I’d talked to you when school started and I wish that I’d never gone to that party. If I had one wish though, it would be that the baby I’m carrying was yours because you’ll be an incredible father. You take care of all of us without any thought of asking for anything in return. I know that you’ll be the same with your children. I only wish that this little girl were yours so that she would know the safety of being protected by you, so that she’d know what it’s like to be loved by someone so completely. I love you, Matt.


Beyond that though, I wish this baby were yours because then she would have been made with love and I’d know what it was like to be touched by someone that cares for me as much as you care for everyone around you. I was a virgin when I went to that party. I wasn’t on birth control because I didn’t intend to have sex. I didn’t think about sex a lot. I do now. I think about sex all the time and it’s always you that I think about. When I have those thoughts, sex seems beautiful and pure and right, not like the memories I have. If I could go back and talk to myself when I was getting ready for that party, I’d tell myself to go to you instead. I’d want you to be my first, my last, my only, because I love you, Matt.


I know that what happened doesn’t matter to you. It’s part of what makes me love you, that you can accept us as if we’re the same as we were before it happened. I wish I could be one of your girls, even for one night. I think that would be enough in one sense. In another, it would never be enough. I think I’ll always have an ache in my heart for you. I love you, Matt.


When my baby is born, I want you to know her, to hold her, to be part of her life if that’s okay. I wish I could tell her to call you Daddy, but she’ll get an Uncle Matt instead and I know that you’ll be the best uncle she could ever hope to have. You’ll teach her more about the world than anyone else and make her chase each new discovery as she grows. I know this and it only makes me love you so much more, Matt.


I’m sorry if you feel awkward about me saying (writing) that over and over. I say it in my head every time we talk. I whisper it in the dark before I go to sleep. I feel like you need to know. I can’t keep it a secret any more. I’m not asking you to do anything or change anything. You be exactly who you need to be. Just be my friend and I’ll continue to love you.


When you were in the hospital and the other girls came forward, I was ashamed of myself for not coming forward with them. You deserved better from me. You were laying in a hospital bed, fighting for your life and I couldn’t speak out for you. I wanted to. I know you understand that and I know you told me that you understand that I had to protect my little girl. That only makes me love you more, Matt.


I wish I could find the courage to tell you this with my own voice, but it’s failed me every time I’ve opened my mouth to say the words. I love you, Matt. I can’t stop thinking it and I can’t stop wishing that I’d come to you that night instead of to the party. My life would have been so much happier. I just hope you can be Uncle Matt to my little girl even if I wish she’d been OUR little girl.


Love always,


Cheryl





I was weeping as I read it. It was beautiful. I looked up at Emma, wiping my eyes and she didn’t look alarmed. I read it to her. I had to. I couldn’t explain. I couldn’t do it justice. When I read her name at the end, we were both crying. “I can’t say no to that,” I said to her, overwhelmed. “I can’t turn away her baby.”


“You call that girl,” she said, her voice choked with emotion. “You tell her to list you as the father when her baby is born. She’s right. You’re going to be an amazing father. When you’re better, you’re going to take her and make love to her and show her every good thing that sex can be. I’ll talk to the others, but she’s one of us now.”


I already had my phone in my hand. It was only a little after 10 so I wasn’t worried about waking anyone. “I love you,” I told Emma as I dialed the phone.


I was still choked up when her mother answered the phone. “Hello?” she said curiously.


“Hi Mrs. Anders,” I said. “It’s Matt calling. I’m sorry if I woke you, but I really wanted to speak to Cheryl before she went to bed.”


“You didn’t wake us, Matt. Is everything okay? You sound a little upset.”


“Yes, Ma’am. I’ve just been opening some of the gifts from the girls and I opened hers and wanted to thank her for it.”


“I’ll get her,” she said kindly.


A few minutes later, she came to the phone. “Hi,” she said in a very tiny voice. She sounded embarrassed and anxious.


“You beautiful girl,” I said to her. “When that little girl is born, you tell her to call me Daddy. You tell EVERYONE.” I was crying again. “I will be there for both of you every step of the way and I will love you both every day of my life.”


I could hear her gasp and start to cry herself. “REALLY?!!? YOU MEAN IT?!!?”


“Yes!” I said. “I read your letter to me and it’s beautiful. I read it to Emma and she agrees. When they ask you who the father is, you tell them my name. When someone asks you on the street, you tell them. We’ll explain it to everyone. There are sixty girls that know it wasn’t my sperm that was present at the time. They deserve an explanation. We’ll help you raise your ... our little girl.”


“It’s not gonna ruin things for you and the other girls is it?” she asked anxiously.


“No, it’s not going to ruin anything,” I assured her. “All we have to do is read them that letter and they’ll understand. Can you accept the other girls?” I asked gently.


“Yeah. I talk to Tricia a lot. She says it’s kind of awesome, like having a bunch of sisters to talk to about anything. She said that you all sleep in one big bed. Is there enough room for me?”


“We’ll make room,” I promised. “For now, you tell your parents what we decided and we’ll work out those other details later.”


“I love you so much right now!” she gushed.


“We love you too,” I told her. “Merry Christmas, Mommy.”


“Merry Christmas, Daddy,” she whispered and giggled.


We hung up and I looked at Emma, overwhelmed to speechlessness.


“Oh, it’s not over yet, Slugger,” she said. She’d dried her eyes while I was on the phone. “we’ve arranged one other small gift that’s going to change your life all over again.”


I looked at her skeptically. “Change my life more than becoming a father?” I asked dubiously.


“Oh no, you do NOT get a hint about this. It’s being delivered tomorrow. It’s already in Tricia’s hands and wrapped,” she said with a smug smile.


“That’s fine,” I said lightly. “You’re not the only one with a surprise last minute gift.” I grinned.


“Yeah, right,” she said playfully. “That’s really childish, Matt. I tell you I have a last minute gift and you have to come back and tell me that you got one for us. Where are you going to shop for a gift at this hour?”


“Oh, it’s not something they sell in stores,” I assured her. “This gift isn’t even FROM me.”


“Not sold in stores and not from you,” she repeated, considering it. “Alright, I’ll bite. What is it?”


“Samantha’s giving the Sorority the gift that keeps on giving,” I said lightly. “You may NOT tell a soul. It’s a surprise.”


Her eyes went wide. “You’re cleared to have sex again?!!?” she gaped. “When did this happen?”


“Yesterday. She said to take it easy and to pick positions that weren’t going to cause me a lot of pressure on my abdomen. So no girl on top action for a couple more weeks at least.”


“Oh wow!” she said. “Tomorrow is going to be something else. How are you going to do this?”


“The first person that needs to know is Tricia’s father. I gave him a timetable that expected a return to the lineup somewhere in about six weeks. The second person I need to tell is Tricia, then Gina and then Cheryl. I hope I’ll still be alive when you get off the plane.”


“You damn well better be,” she growled with a grin. “You need to go to bed. You’ve got a lot of work tomorrow.”


I looked at her oddly, but shrugged and told her I loved her and said goodnight. I opened my bedroom door and went up to talk to Mom and Lilly. I had a bit of a bombshell for them and I wanted to break it to them gently.


I got myself a mug of hot chocolate and sat at the table with them. They were talking about preparations for tomorrow and I let them talk out the topic while I sipped at my mug.


“How was your call to Emma,” Mom asked. Her smile faltered when she saw I’d been crying. “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing’s wrong,” I assured her with a quiet smile. “I have some news though. How do you feel about being a grandmother?” I asked, looking at her over the top of my mug.


“Emma’s pregnant?” she asked, shocked. “I thought you two were being more careful than that!”


“Emma’s not pregnant,” I said. “Cheryl’s baby needs a father. She wrote me a long letter telling me she wished that her baby could have been ours instead. I read it to Emma. We both agreed to accept both of them as our own.”


“So you’re going to help her raise her baby when it’s born?” she said.


“Yes,” I said. “I called her while Emma was on Skype and told her when the baby is born to list me as the father. We’d already discussed Cheryl in the past as a purely romantic partner, but tonight when we read that letter, we fell in love with her.”


“Are you sure you’re ready for this responsibility?” she asked uncertainly.


I burst out laughing. “No!” I blurted out with a snort. “But no one really IS prepared for it the first time.”


“I meant with school,” she said with a smile of her own.


I calmed down the laughter a little and shrugged.


“I think it’ll be fine,” I said. “Even taking as many courses as I am, I have more free time than anyone else in the house. I can take care of the baby while everyone else is busy with work, studying and life in general. She’ll also be unique in that she’ll have half a dozen grandmothers and a crop of aunts and uncles all over the place.”


She nodded. “Are you sure all the girls will be accepting of a newborn?”


“Tricia is Cheryl’s best friend. I think she’s been making sure Cheryl’s prepared for the reality of joining the Sorority,” I said. “Gina was there that weekend and but for the grace of God, that could have been her. Emma’s already agreed and Hanna’s been very happy with how protective of those girls I’ve been and she can’t have kids of her own. The only one I haven’t really heard from on the subject is Dawn, but huskies are known to be good with kids.”


She nodded. “So you’ve considered school, support and whether the dog is kid friendly. Society tends to frown on teen pregnancy,” she reminded me.


I shrugged indifferently. “Not as much as they used to. There’s shows on TV devoted to kids that get pregnant this young. I’m not worried though. Society frowns on people who live alternate lifestyles. I’m dating four women and about to add a fifth. I’m engaged at fourteen. I have enough legitimate income to be able to spend some of the stupidly large pile of money in the basement without it being note-worthy, so money isn’t a problem. It’s crazy young to be parents, but we’ll love her and protect her and bring her up to be a bright, happy child.”


She smiled a little. “You’re saying ‘her’ a lot. Does she know the sex of the baby already or a little piece of intuition?” she asked. She was taking this exceptionally well.


“Nothing concrete,” I admitted. “We just couldn’t keep calling her ‘it’ or ‘the baby’ so we decided it’s a girl until we hear otherwise.”


“I would have thought you’d want a little boy to bring up just like you,” she barely suppressed the laughter in her voice. She was happy. That realization drained a lot of my anxiety.


“Maybe down the road. I’m not done growing up. I’m hoping that my next turn with diapers and late-night feedings will be after this little one is in school at least a few years.”


“That’s not a bad idea. I’ll help as much as possible, but you’re in for a couple of years of not knowing which direction is up.”


“I know. As soon as she’s born, she’s the only direction that matters.”


“Not the only direction,” she said gently. “You’ve still got your girls to think about.”


“So let me get this straight,” Lilly chimed in for the first time. “Matt’s got five girlfriends, a dog and a baby on the way and I can’t have a guitar that I’ve been saving for all year.” She looked genuinely pissed.


“You were saving for a guitar?” I asked, sounding like it was news to me. “I thought you were looking into guitar LESSONS.”


“What would be the point of lessons without the guitar?” she asked in disgust.


I looked at Mom and she nodded with a smile. “Go open the hall closet, Pinkie,” I told her, making note of her new hair color.


She rolled her eyes and got up grumpily to go to the closet. She flung it open and looked at the coats. “I’ve seen the coat collection before,” she said with a sour expression.


“Snoop behind them,” I suggested. The guitar case was black and the light in the hall was dim enough that it was practically invisible. I’d wrapped it with a big red bow and propped it up in the darkest corner.


“What am I supposed to be...” she trailed off as she spotted it and screamed so loud that Dawn bounded to her feet, throwing back her head to howl in sympathy to whatever Lilly was feeling. Suddenly she was frantically shoving things out of her way to get the case out where she could see it.


She fumbled at the buckles frantically, eager to see her first guitar. When she got the case open she shrieked again. “IT’S A STRATOCASTER! You got me a Stratocaster?!!?” Her eyes were so wide, I thought she might actually have them fall out of her head. “OHMYGOD! I need to get an amp so I can start playing!”


“That box over there,” I supplied, pointing toward the tree. “Mom will want you to open the one on top of it too.”


She looked at me questioningly. “You’ll see,” I promised.


She tore through the paper and found the amp and then the headphones.


“Oh, thank God!” Mom sighed with relief.


“Your son is no dummy,” I told her sagely, “despite what the girls say.”


Lilly came over and flung her arms around me, kissing me all over my face and thanking me. Dawn was beside herself with glee, thinking it was time to play. She was bouncing around, barking happily. She was squeezing alarmingly tight, but I let her hug me until she was satisfied. She wanted to use the guitar right away so she took it upstairs, closing the snaps carefully before she came back for the amp and headphones.


“I wouldn’t let her buy the one she was looking at earlier in the week. She’s been in a snit about it ever since,” Mom confided in me with a grin.


“You got her lessons?” I asked. She nodded and I chuckled. “Good. I hope you didn’t agonize over getting me something,” I told her. “I was serious about just being glad to have you home.”


“I knew what to get you. Your girls had everything else in the world for you. All I could get you was treats, really,” she scoffed.


I nodded. There was a package just big enough and weird shaped enough to be a gift basket. I suspected Hickory Farms based on her conversation with Emma. I nodded, but left it under the tree for now. We’d open the rest of the gifts tomorrow with everyone else.


I got up and gave her a hug, wishing her a Merry Christmas before I went down to my room. I whistled for Dawn and she bounded after me. I locked all the naughty gifts in my safe, tucking the coupon books back in with the cards that they’d come from and I left the letter from Cheryl on my desk. I wanted Tricia and Gina to read it tomorrow. I climbed into bed and wondered how I’d feel in the morning. I promised Samantha that I’d take the painkillers she prescribed and tomorrow I would definitely follow that order.





I was awakened early by Dawn nudging me and whining. She had to go out. I nodded and turned on the light so I could get dressed. I felt stiff and sore, but it could have been worse. I took her out and she snuffled around the yard for a while before deciding where she needed to pee the most. When she was done, I realized it was almost sunrise, so I took her for her walk, letting her roam around the neighborhood.


I’d forgotten my cane and by the time we got back, the sun was up and I was limping hard on my leg. Dawn could see I was suffering and came to walk beside me solicitously, her whining told me that she was worried.


“It’s okay, girl,” I said, gritting my teeth. “We’re almost home.” I practically hobbled the last block and as soon as I was inside and let Dawn off her leash, she took off down the stairs.


I wondered where she’d gone in such a hurry as I took off my boots and coat. Mom emerged from the kitchen in her housecoat and arched an eyebrow. “Out without your cane?” she asked. “Are you really ready for that?”


“Nope!” I said tightly and took a step, wincing at the pain in my leg. We both heard banging from downstairs and a moment later, Dawn appeared, dragging my cane in her mouth. She brought it over to me, her tail wagging in pride. “Good girl!” I said, taking it from her and scratching her ears.


For her part, she went wild, yipping at doing her job well. I got the cane under me and made my way to the kitchen for breakfast. “I just meant to take her out to pee,” I admitted. “When I saw the time, I decided to take her for her walk and never thought to come back in for my cane. I’ll take one of Samantha’s roofies and go take a nap for part of the morning.”


“She’ll give you a good smack on the ass if she finds out you’re not taking them like she wants,” Mom warned me.


I laughed. “You have no idea how true that is,” I said lightly.


“Knowing you? I can guess,” she said with a shake of her head.


“Is there anything I can do for you?” I asked, knowing that she was still adjusting to being home. “I know there’s been a lot of changes. If you need me to dial it down to give you time to breathe, you just have to say the word and I’ll do it.”


She thought about it and shook her head. “No, I think you’ve kept me pretty well informed. I know about the girls that were at that party. I know that you’ve been helping them. I know they all adore you and I know that you opened all the gifts from them downstairs because you suspected that they were the kind of gifts that you wouldn’t want to explain in front of company.” She smiled and put a plate of waffles in front of me. “Were there any that you could show to normal people?”


“There were a few,” I admitted with a smile. “I’ll bring up the cookies later. The fudge and the chocolates are staying downstairs with me.”


“That seems fair,” she said, bringing me a glass of juice and sitting with her own waffles and coffee.


They were starting the cooking in an hour or so, she said. “We’re doing a turkey in each oven, but that’s not until later. We’re doing some of the last of the baking and a few of the side dishes before the turkeys go in.”


I nodded and confirmed that my contribution would be to avoid getting in the way for the day. After breakfast, I took Dawn downstairs and took one of my painkillers before climbing back into bed. I could feel when the meds kicked in. That was when the pain in my leg faded and consciousness faded soon afterwards.


Chapter 9


My nap was rudely interrupted around noon as someone ran in and flicked on the light. I groaned in protest and threw an arm across my eyes. “No fair!”


I felt the blanket jerked off of my rudely, leaving me nowhere to hide. Dawn, the traitor, bounded off the bed, barking and yipping happily, ready to play.


I rolled onto my back, expecting Patty. Instead, Lana was standing there with the blanket in her hands.


“What?” I demanded groggily.


“Why aren’t you up yet?” Lana wanted to know. “It’s lunch time.”


“I was up earlier,” I said thickly. “Took Dawn for a walk. My leg hurt so I took something and came back to bed.”


“Are you okay?” she asked, concerned. I nodded.


“Just meant to take her to the back yard, but it was sunrise so I took her for her walk. Forgot my cane inside,” I told her groggily.


She nodded. “You should get up and get a shower,” she told me. “We’re not doing the rest of the presents until later, but you still need to have lunch before they close the kitchen.”


I nodded and rolled out of bed, grabbing my cane and limping across the hall to the bathroom.


“Damn! You are in rough shape,” she commented. “You need a hand?”


“I’ll manage,” I said tiredly. “Thanks though. There’s a letter on my desk. Go read it. We’ll talk about it when I’m done in the shower.”


I got in the shower and washed relatively quickly. I’d had the rest of my hair shaved after finding out that they’d shaved a good chunk of it for the stitches on my head, so it didn’t require much work to take care of. When I was done, I shut off the water and dried off before I hobbled back to my room.


Lana was still wiping her eyes. “What are you gonna do?” she asked.


“It’s already been done. As soon as I read that, Emma and I cried a lot and then I called her. When the baby is born, she’s listing me as the father.”


“What?” she asked, shocked. “You’re going to raise the baby with her?”


I nodded. “Emma and I agreed. I don’t think anyone who reads that letter could call that a mistake.” I started to dress and sat down on the bed to put on socks, sighing with relief. Even with the painkillers, I was still feeling uncomfortable. “I know you warned me about throwing around money to pay for any pregnancies from that weekend, but I don’t feel like she’s after the money. She talks too much about how much more loved she’d have been if she’d come here that night instead.”


“Yeah,” she agreed. “She’s kind of a sweet girl. This kind of hurt a lot of people, but she was pretty innocent when this all happened.”


I finished getting dressed and got back to my feet with a groan as I settled my weight onto my leg. “Today’s not going to be a good day,” I predicted. “I mean it’s Christmas and it’ll be fantastic, but I’m already fucked.”


“Just stay off your feet and let other people do the running around,” she said lightly.


“Speaking of other people, where’s Beck? I kind of expected her to be here with you when I got out of the shower.”


“She’s home. She wanted to sleep in since we were opening presents here. She’s probably just getting through in the shower now.”


She settled me in the living room and took off home to gather everyone up. While she was gone, I got a call from Emma.


“You miserable shit!” she told me, giggling the whole time. “I just opened your mystery gift in front of my parents. You could have warned me that it was gonna make me cry.”


“That was never my intention,” I told her. “I take it they were happy tears?”


“Of course. A pinkie ring with your birthstone and an inscription that says ‘proof you have me wrapped around your little finger’? My mother and my sister are both gushing about how sweet it is. The others have the same rings?”


“Absolutely. Different styles. It would be extremely tacky for me to buy in bulk. All the notes are identical though.”


“I told you not to spend money on us. You are in so much trouble when I get back!” she growled, but she was laughing and sniffling at the same time. It had been perfect.


“I love you Bride-to-Be,” I told her.


“You’re not getting off that easy, Husband-in-Training,” she warned me. “You’re getting spoiled whether you like it or not. Don’t be surprised if I come back with something else for you.”


I chuckled. “You spoil me every time you smile,” I assured her.


“I’m hanging up before you make me cry again. I’ll talk to you after you get your mystery gift. Just ... you ... wait!” she warned me and then hung up.


I chuckled and Mom came out of the kitchen with a sandwich and a bottle of Coke for me. “What was that all about?” she asked.


“She opened the gift I got her to take with her,” I explained. “It’s kind of sappy.”


“Dare I ask?”


“I got a similar gift for Tricia and Gina,” I told her. “You’ll see them later. For now, Patty is the only one who knows.”


She nodded and returned to the kitchen. Lilly was helping next door and Patty was bouncing back and forth, as I found out a few minutes later as she bustled in and started directly for the kitchen with a wave. Twenty minutes later, she was able to spare a minute to chat.


“How’re you doing, Champ?” she asked. “Lana said you were in rough shape today.”


“I forgot my cane when walking Dawn this morning,” I explained. “I’ll live, but I’m feeling a little run down.”


She nodded. “Well, we don’t need extra hands, so just stick it out here. Collie and Tabby will be along shortly and Becky’s finally up and dressed so they’ll be around to pick up any slack as needed.”


I nodded and smirked. “Emma called. She opened her last present.”


“Oh?” she asked with a smile. “How’d that go?”


“She called me a lot of names and threatened to go shopping for something to spoil me with to get back at me, but I think she spoils me all the time.”


“It’s a pretty cute gift. I can’t wait ‘til the other girls see theirs.”


She had to leave after that to go make sure that everything was going smoothly in the other kitchen.


Lana and Beck arrived a little while later and were carrying travel cases of sweets. I secretly thought there was enough there to feed half of Boston, but I remembered that we had a lot of people and there were bound to be some visitors in the next few days.


I led the two of them back down to my room and let Beck read Cheryl’s letter. She was as emotional as the rest of us had been. When I told her that I’d agreed to be listed as the father, she came and hugged me fiercely, but careful about putting too much pressure on my scars.


“I’m so sorry I ever believed you wouldn’t do the right thing,” she said to me sincerely.


I hugged her back just as tightly, ignoring the twinges in my right shoulder for a moment. I kissed her cheek. “Long since forgiven,” I told them both.


She gave me another squeeze and seemed really happy. Both of them did. I chalked that up to the holiday and smiled.


We sat around chatting for a while after that and I told Lana that she’d been right. Most of the gifts had been very naughty. She wanted to see them, but I told her that I hadn’t even looked through most of them.


“What was in them?” she asked.


“Lingerie with promises to fill it if returned, lovers coupon books, a lot of SD cards, flash drives and DVDs and a couple of letters.”


“That’s about what I expected. I know the cheerleaders have talked some about how they’re going to haze you,” she informed me.


“I heard. Have they come to a decision or are they still planning?” I asked worriedly.


“Nothing concrete,” she admitted.


“Good. I asked Gina to make sure they didn’t come up with anything that crossed lines. Between you and her, I know you’ll make sure I don’t end up in over my head.”


She nodded in agreement.


“You’re already in over your head,” Beck said with a laugh. “You just don’t know how deep yet.”


I arched an eyebrow questioningly. “Meaning?”


Lana looked stricken, but Beck shrugged. “You’re agreeing to be a dad to a child that half the girls in the school know isn’t yours,” she said casually. “You think they’re in love with you now? Just wait. You’ll need a body guard and a chastity belt.”


“You’re probably right,” I said. “I’m sure I can get a couple of trustworthy people to escort me around the school. I do intend to talk to the girls though. I was thinking about having them stop by tomorrow to talk about Patrick Waterman and to ask for their help with Cheryl’s baby.”


“What sort of help?” Beck wanted to know.


“They all know how Cheryl got pregnant,” I said. “I want them to keep that a secret. Anyone not in the circle should believe that I actually AM the father.”


“That might cause you some issues with some of the super-religious people around the school. There’s a few of them,” Lana warned me.


“Do they already treat you girls like crap?” I asked.


She and Beck both nodded. “Yeah. They keep telling me I’m going to Hell for fornication,” Beck said.


“Then we don’t give a shit about them,” I said. “I personally can’t wait until they come bearing venom to me. I imagine they’ll turn rather less enthusiastic when I remind them that the Commandment I most spectacularly broke was ‘thou shalt not kill’.”


Lana winced. “Yeah. I know a couple of them like to talk about taking action against sinners. That’s gonna go badly.”


I shrugged. “They could surprise us all and find some true compassion over the holiday or whatever cult they’re part of could drink poison thinking it’s the Rapture or some idiot thing.”


“You really don’t like religion, do you,” Beck said. “I didn’t think you hated God that much.”


I shrugged. “I don’t hate God. I don’t even hate religion so long as it’s sane, but so few of them are sane. I prefer spirituality. More of a sense of doing the right thing rather than asking a book to spit out the moral code for you to follow. The fact that the book is over two thousand years old, is edited heavily to say what the early church founders wanted it to say and several of the stories are stolen from older religious stories only compounds how ridiculous it is to use it as a yard-stick for today’s world. Then you add in the fact that it’s been so heavily translated that the original meaning could have been anything and we’re kind of better off praying to Lord of the Rings.”


“There’s still truth to be had in the Bible, though,” Lana said.


“There is,” I agreed. “I don’t mean to be insulting about it. I just find that there’s too many people that find the worst parts of the Bible and ignore the rest. Take Sodom and Gomorrah. Everyone says that it’s about the sin of homosexuality because the angels were male. I look at the tale and think the sin is rape. They were offered Lot’s two virgin daughters instead. The crowd lost interest because there was consent. They wanted to take, not be given. It’s as valid an argument as the gay angle, but we still make excuses for rapists and condemn the gay.”


They looked like they were considering that and I decided I’d made my point. “Let’s just let that topic lay for the day,” I suggested. “I don’t hate God. I just hate what small-minded men have done with the word of God.”


They nodded and seemed a little more relaxed with that explanation. I made a note that I’d likely have some problems with the few deeply religious people in the school and wondered whether I should just wait it out or tackle it head-on.


I put the thoughts aside and we went back upstairs where Tabby was helping Mom in the kitchen. I went and hugged her carefully and she kissed my cheek. “Collie’s next door,” she told us.


We decided to go and see how things were going in the other kitchen. We took Dawn out to the back yard and then walked next door, with me grumbling slightly about not putting in the gate like we were going to.


When we got inside, Dan was staying out of the way and wished me a Merry Christmas, which I returned to him with a grin. We peeked our heads in the kitchen at the organized chaos. Patty was still dashing around and Collie and Lilly were moving like they were used to working together.


That reminded me of how much time I’d lost with my family. I still had a great deal of difficulty trusting Lilly because of her consistent pattern of making things worse with secrets and lies. Collie and Tabby and I had made up to the point that we were here. We’d sat in the hospital and talked out everything that had happened. I guessed they were at about the same point as Lana and Beck. I trusted them again. I knew that they’d suffered and that they wanted us all to get back to where we were. I honestly felt the same way. I wanted them to feel like this was home. I hated that it wasn’t, but the distance between us was what created that divide. They wouldn’t feel right about coming back while there was a chance I was uncomfortable.


We didn’t stay long since they didn’t need extra hands and I didn’t want to be in the way. Lana and Beck were given a fresh load of food to take next door and we returned home to find that not much had changed. We were gonna be seriously overwhelmed if people didn’t bring their appetites.


About mid-afternoon Tricia and her father showed up. I took him out to see Dawn while Tricia put my mystery gift under the tree for later.


“That’s a good looking dog,” he commented. I threw a few snowballs for Dawn, who loved to snap them out of the air like we were playing fetch, snow spraying in every direction as her jaws crunched into them. She wagged her tail and yipped happily at the game. She ran around in circles excitedly and came to see the new arrival, sniffing him curiously.


“Thanks. Hanna claims that she still owns her, but I think Dawn’s decided differently.” I tossed another handful of snow for her and she bounded off gleefully.


“You’ve got some bad news for me,” he said knowingly. “Bringing me out here to see the dog,” he explained when I looked surprised.


“It’s not BAD news really,” I said. “I got my check-up from the surgeon this week. She says I’m doing well and I can resume physical activities.”


“I take it, by that, you’re not talking about tennis,” he said dryly.


“No. I gave you the expectation that I’d probably be sidelined medically for another month. That was what I expected. I figured I owed it to you to let you know things had changed in that respect.”


He nodded. “We all knew this day was going to come,” he said heavily. “I know she brought an overnight bag. She’d kill me in my sleep if I made her come home tonight. Just promise me you’ll be good to her.”


“Always,” I said solemnly. “There’s one other thing I think you should know about. You know one of the girls from that horrific weekend in September got pregnant. I told her that when her baby was born, to name me the father. We’re going to tell anyone that doesn’t already know what happened that I am actually the baby’s father.”


“I’ve met Cheryl,” he said. “Tricia and she have become very close friends. Why are you doing that?” he asked.


“I promised to protect those girls and I know she needs help, not just with changing diapers, but with bearing the responsibility of being a parent. She didn’t come forward when the other girls did specifically because she didn’t want her baby to ever find out that she was conceived that way. Part of her Christmas gift to me was a letter that poured her heart out and her wish that I could have been her baby’s father. I’ll let you read it later if you want. Emma and I talked about it a lot last night. I’ll talk to Tricia about it today. I hope everyone comes to view the baby as their own and she grows up with five mothers, one father and more grandparents than she can count.”


“Even with a lot of help, it’s a lot of responsibility,” he said. “Are you up for it?”


I chuckled. “I may puke the first time I have to change a messy diaper, but so long as I get her changed and back in her crib before I faint, I think I’ll be fine. Late night feedings, diapers, puke, worrying about every sharp corner in Boston. I’ve considered it all. I even did some research on how Dawn here would react. Huskies are famously good with kids. By the time she can walk, Dawn’s gonna be her best friend.”


“That’s her safety. What about everything else?” he asked.


“Emma and I are both studying psychology right now and Dr. Spencer’s specialty is developmental psychology. We’ll be able to nurture her growth pretty completely. Money isn’t really a problem. If I don’t make another dime so long as I live, I have enough for all of us to live comfortably until the day we die, including college for all involved.”


He nodded. “Well, I’ve said before that you do lead a complicated life, but what you’re doing is a huge thing.”


“A life-long commitment,” I agreed. “I think it’s the right decision though.”


“What will you do if she turns fourteen and starts a dating career like you’ve got?” he asked with a hint of a smile.


“I’d probably do like you have and make those boys prove they deserve a spot in her life,” I admitted. “Keep an eye on things and look out for her first, them second.”


He nodded. “That sounds like a new parent. You’ll probably do okay at raising a child. You’re too young in my opinion, but so long as you know that sleep is a thing of the past for you, you’ll be okay.”


I laughed. “Between mothers, grandmothers and all the other assorted help, I think we’ll all be able to beg for a night once in a while,” I said hopefully.


“Keep telling yourself that,” he laughed and we decided to bring Dawn inside.


Tricia came to meet us and Dawn trotted off, following the smells of dinner curiously into the kitchen where she was unceremoniously thrown out with her tail drooping at the rebuke. “You two were out there for a while,” she commented as we watched Dawn slink down the stairs to sulk.


“Yup,” I said and took her hand, following Dawn. Lana and Beck were playing pool in the rec room with Dawn curled up in the corner, watching them when we got downstairs.


They chatted pleasantly, hugging and wishing each other Merry Christmas before I tugged her off to talk about things.


“Cheryl wrote me a long letter as part of her Christmas gift to me,” I said, passing it to her. “I think you should read it.”


“I don’t need to,” she said sweetly.


“It was pretty powerful,” I told her. “I read it to Emma last night. We were both in tears when we got to the end.”


“I already read it,” she said and came to hug me. “She asked me to read it before she put it in with your gift. I told her it was perfect.”


“I called her as soon as we read it last night. I told her to list me as the father of her baby and we’d love the two of them. Emma said she was going to talk to everyone in the Sorority, but that as far as she was concerned, Cheryl was ours.”


She beamed at me. “She told me that too. She got on Skype as soon as you hung up. She was babbling a mile a minute, but I eventually got the point. You did good.” She kissed me and patted my cheek. “She’s been wanting to be here with you for a while. Hanna and Gina will need to read that letter though. A lot of the parents will too.”


“I already told your dad,” I said. “That’s part of what we were talking about outside.”


“Oh!” she said, looking worried. “How mad is he?”


“He’s not mad at all,” I said. “We talked a little about fatherhood. He asked how I’ll handle it if she turns out like me when she’s fourteen. I told him I’d probably make her boys prove they deserved a spot in her life like he did with me. I think he liked that. It made him laugh a little.”


“He really must like you,” she said in awe. “I figured he’d hit the roof when we told him.”


“Well, that’s not all we talked about,” I admitted.


“Oh? What else is there?” she asked, cringing at what other news might have come up.


I put my arms around her and hugged her. “My check-up with Samantha went very well. She says I’m ready to start being active again,” I whispered to her.


She gasped. “Do you mean...” she asked excitedly.


I nodded. “And I’m told that you have an overnight bag with you,” I said. “He only wanted me to promise to be good to you. It was the easiest promise I’ve ever made.”


She squealed loud enough that Lana and Beck came to the door to see what was wrong. “Everything okay?” Lana asked.


“I’m medically cleared for light active duty,” I told them. “You remember last time?”


They looked at each other and something passed between them. They smirked and nodded. “Yeah,” Beck answered. “We remember,” she said lightly. “Want us to close the door and make a lot of noise?”


“No, we’ll wait ‘til later,” I said. Tricia growled irritably and bit my shoulder when I said that. I looked at her and arched an eyebrow. “There are guests upstairs, not the least of which is your father. It’s one thing for him to let us have the freedom we’re enjoying. It’s another to make him listen to it in progress.”


She grumbled, but nodded and let me lead her back upstairs, much to Lana and Beck’s amusement.


Her dad was deep in conversation with Mom, helping with some minor chore in the kitchen. We got a pair of drinks and hung around the edges of the preparations. The dining room table had been stretched out with the leaves to make room for everyone, but it was still going to be tight with fourteen of us in the house.


We wandered back downstairs to spend some time with Lana and Beck. They were acting extremely pleased about something and I wasn’t sure what was going on, but something was up. I decided to go send out a Christmas email to the girls and ask for a meeting tomorrow to talk about new news. I sent it off and then decided to record something for YouTube.


I kept it simple and short, wishing everyone a happy holidays no matter what they celebrated this time of year. I ended it with my regular send-off and then posted it. I didn’t expect a lot of traffic today, but this week it would see its share of activity. I was about to get up from the computer when Skype chimed.


I opened it up and it was Hanna. I grinned.


“Merry Christmas!” I said brightly. “I miss you.”


“I miss you too,” she said and then showed me her ring. “You’re too much. We didn’t want you to spoil us.”


“Keep it down. Tricia’s here and she hasn’t unwrapped hers yet so keep it secret for now.”


She nodded. “My sister wants to know more about you after she watched me open it.”


“She’s not the only sister. Emma said hers was gushing about it this morning.”


“Not surprising. I was talking to her. She told me about Cheryl and the baby.”


“How do you feel about it?” I asked. “Tricia knew before any of us, so she’s fine. She’s thrilled about it, actually.”


“I’m okay with it. I told you I can’t have any of my own, so I’m good with being Auntie Hanna.”


I shook my head. “No aunts in this. We do it together. Mommy Hanna. You’ve got as much right to that title as I do to Daddy.”


“You think she’ll be okay with the craziness?”


I nodded. “I think so. It’s relatively common knowledge that there’s about sixty girls in the high school that are in love or lust with me to some degree. Most of them don’t go farther than a crush, but I’m getting the sense that they all talk together more than I suspected before. Tricia’s had her prepared for the reality of the Sorority for a while.”


“Then welcome her home and we’ll all do the same when we get back to town,” she said. “How’s your recovery coming along? You had your check-up with the surgeon, right?”


I smirked. “You said you wanted to see improvement from me,” I pointed out. “I’m medically cleared. I think Emma’s considering taking an earlier flight.”


She laughed. “Well that’s an improvement, but it’s not what I meant. How are you really?”


“I took Dawn for her walk this morning and forgot my cane. I didn’t have to cut it short, but I was pretty damn sore when I got back to the house. I’m out of the chair full time and today was the first time without the cane. By the time you get back, I’m hoping to be back to full strength in the legs, at least.”


“Good. Then we’ll start working on your core and upper body. Anyway, dinner’s almost ready here. Tell everyone I said Merry Christmas and I’ll see you on the 19th.”


I logged out, saw that I had a half-dozen replies for us all meeting tomorrow after lunch. I got up and rejoined the girls. I passed on playing pool. I was still too stiff for stretching over the table to make shots. Instead, I sat on the sofa and talked with them while the three of them played.


“Matt!” Tabby said from the top of the stairs. “You’ve got more company.”


We all went upstairs and found Carl and Victoria standing at the door. “Could you come outside for a minute?” Carl asked. “I need a hand with your Christmas gift.”


“You didn’t have to get me anything,” I told him truthfully, but I got my coat on anyway and stepped into my shoes, figuring that it was probably something delicate rather than heavy.


He asked me to close my eyes and then he led me out onto the step. I had no idea what I was in for, but I was willing to play along. I could hear some of the others following along behind us and wondered what it was. He and Victoria positioned me where he wanted me and then stood back.


“Alright, Matt. You’re right in front of it. Open your eyes and take a look.


Obediently, I opened them and blinked. Then I blinked again. I stared at it and thought to myself that he couldn’t mean it.


Chapter 10


I turned to look at him and he nodded, holding out the keys to me. “It’s all yours. The papers are already transferred. She was my first car. Now she’s yours.”


I reached out and took the keys from him, looking at them in awe. “What year is it?”


“She’s a ‘76 Stingray,” he confirmed.


“A Stingray,” I breathed. I looked at it again. The fiery red paint looked brand new. “She’s gorgeous! I ... I don’t know what to say.”


“A definite first,” Victoria said dryly.


“I’d intended for you to have it,” he told me. “Now seemed like an ideal time to bring it to you. We’ll have to put it in the garage though. She’s really not meant for winter.”


I nodded and gave him back the keys, going to the garage to open the bay doors so he could drive it in. Tricia and Lana and Beck came with me and we made sure there was plenty of space. Carl expertly turned the car around and backed it up and into the garage, parking it safely. I was still in shock when he got out and we shut the door. A car! He’d gotten me a car and not just ANY car, a beautiful one, a classic car, an antique. We locked up the garage and then they led me back into the house, since I was standing there still in a state of shock.


“I think he likes it,” Victoria said as we took off our jackets.


“I’m still kind of in shock,” I admitted and sat down. “That’s kind of a huge gift,” I pointed out.


“What’s a huge gift?” Patty said, closing the front door behind her.


“I’ll show you,” I told her. “I want someone else to be in as much awe as I am right now.”


I put my jacket back on and led her out to the garage. I led her in the side door and flipped on the lights.


“Is that what I think it is?” she asked, walking over to the car.


“A 1976 Corvette Stingray,” I told her. “She’s had one owner in forty years, until now.”


“This car is older than me,” she said, looking it over with me. “Wow. I think we just found a winner in the most expensive gift contest,” she said.


“Of all the days I chose to take my painkillers like I’m supposed to. I don’t even know how to thank him for this.”


She smiled. “I think you’ll find a way,” she said and we went back inside.


Everyone was amused at how shocked I was by the gift. I hugged Carl twice and felt like it didn’t say enough. I was dumbfounded. I did slowly recover and resumed some of the normal chatting that punctuated our time together. He turned out to be a huge fan of pool and played all comers to a standstill. He was better at the game than anyone I’d ever seen.


We lounged around until dinner when we were called to the table. There was just too many people to sit everyone and still have room for the food on the table, so we all filed through the kitchen, like a buffet, loading our plates and returning to the table. In deference to Patty and Dan, we said Grace and we all dug in. Dad had arrived just before dinner with gifts for under the tree and we all talked and enjoyed the company and the season. Someone had turned on the TV and had found one of the cable channels that was playing carols so we were surrounded by music for the season.


Towards the end of the meal, Mom stood up and made our traditional Christmas toast. It had normally been Dad that had done it, but he was a guest here now so it fell to her.


“I want to thank you all for being here with us to celebrate Christmas,” she said with a smile. “New friends and old, we’re so glad to have our house filled with laughter and light. May each of you have the very best Christmas and may we all have the new year we hope for.”


She raised her glass and was met with agreement from everyone. We all raised ours whether we were drinking wine or something softer. We finished dinner and dessert and by the time that was done, we were all stuffed beyond reason.


At the end of dinner, we finished off the rest of the presents. I passed out the gifts I had to Lana and Beck, Tabby and Collie, Mom and Patty, Dan, Dad and Carl, Victoria and finally the small box for Tricia.


Mom looked pleasantly surprised with her gift. “I thought you might be interested in something for those times that you need to relax and take time for you.”


I turned to Patty who was turning her basket this way and that to look at the contents. “I got that because you spend so much time taking care of all of us that I wanted to remind you to stop and take a few minutes for yourself too.” She smiled at me and nodded.


“Carl, Dan and Dad, I had a hard time figuring out something to get each of you. I finally settled on something that you could use to finish off a good day or something to take the edge off the bad ones. God knows we’ve had enough of each this past year.”


“Victoria,” I said affectionately. “I see you found half of my gift. It’s a little something for you to celebrate the triumph of keeping my head together when I seemed intent on coming apart. I think you missed something at the bottom though.”


She looked at me suspiciously and looked in the gift bag again, fishing out the jewelry box. “Matt, this is a very expensive gift,” she said quietly.


“As expensive as a Corvette?” I asked dryly. “You’ve saved my life and you’ve saved my family. That’s a small gesture of my appreciation for everything you’ve done and continue to do for me. It doesn’t say nearly enough.” She nodded in understanding and smiled, showing off the necklace and earrings.


I looked at the four girls who had been mine and they each had their gifts open. “You four mean more to me than I can tell you,” I said. “I love each of you. I wanted to give you something you can wear that celebrates who you each are. That’s why I chose your birthstones instead of diamonds.”


I grinned at Tricia. “I think the inscription explains your gift best. Why don’t you put it on and tell them what it means.”


She nodded and slipped the ruby ring onto her pinkie. “The inscription says, ‘proof you have me wrapped around your little finger’. Your birthstone is ruby?”


I nodded. She came over and kissed me deeply, wrapping her arms around my neck. “I know you got the same for the other three,” she said, “So that kiss is from the rest of them too.”


I grinned and hugged her back.


“Well, I for one feel schooled in how to be romantic,” Carl said, causing general laughter.


Everyone else gave out their gifts after that. I’d gotten most of mine, although Lilly had gotten me a very nice arcade-style stick for my PlayStation and Mom had provided the promised basket of Hickory Farms treats that made my mouth water even though I was so stuffed I couldn’t eat a thing. Dad had gotten me a copy of the Rosetta Stone software for Russian, which I was looking forward to trying out and Victoria had given me a skateboard with a card that told me to remember to take time to be young.


I was touched at the gifts and delighted in watching them all trade theirs back and forth. I thought we were all done when Tricia brought me the box she’d arrived with.


“You’re not off the hook yet, Mister,” she said with a grin. I knew this was Emma’s mystery gift, her Hail Mary pass to spoil me for Christmas. I was suddenly nervous.


“Should I open it here or wait until later?” I asked her.


“Almost everyone here knows what it is,” she told me gently. “The card will explain.”


I took the card out of its envelope and opened it.


“Put these back where they belong.” It told me in thick marker. Instead of signatures, there were four lipstick kisses.


I looked at her, confused. She looked at the box in my lap, nodding encouragingly. Everyone was looking at me, I realized. I opened the paper, finding the box to just be a plain cardboard one suitable for wrapping a shirt or sweater. Slowly, I lifted the lid and I understood what the card meant.


I swore I’d never touch these collars again. Each of them opened and laid out side by side, the keys in the locks, waiting for my fingers to return them to where they should never have been removed. I stared at them and I knew that this had been decided long before I’d come back to a place where I could bring myself to look at them.


I drew a deep breath and my fingers trembled as I reached out to run my fingertips over their surfaces. They felt cool to the touch, but strangely warm at the same time. They felt ... welcoming. Like I was about to fix something that had been broken for far too long.


No one spoke. Whatever was on my face, it convinced everyone to let me have this moment. I stood and handed the box to Tricia who was smiling at me. She held it for me as I picked up one. “Collie,” I said softly.


She rose and came to me, gathering her hair away from her neck. I held her collar in both hands and slipped it around her throat again, clicking it shut and pulling the key from the lock. Her smile became a grin and she reached up to hold my hands against the collar, her eyes misting. I knew she’d had the most anxiety about not being collared. “Welcome home, Darling,” I told her and she sobbed, flinging her arms around me and squeezing me tight.


I kissed her softly on the lips and she went to sit down. I picked up Tabby’s collar and repeated the same thing for her and then for Beck and finally for Lana. We were all in tears by the end of it, Tricia included and she went and hugged them all before we sat down.


I could tell who had known and who hadn’t from their reactions around the room. Dad, Carl and Victoria were the only ones that had shown the slightest surprise. Frank had known and was still in good spirits. After that, we drifted off into groups and I got a chance to ask him about it.


He shrugged. “Tricia told me about it a few days after you delivered the painting and sketches,” he said. “I’m convinced that you’ll do right by her now. Add one more, add four more, it’s all the same. You seem to manage it. I still don’t know how, but you manage to make those girls feel special.”


I nodded. “Maybe you should see my room. It might help explain.”


“That sounds ominous,” he admitted, but followed me down past the rec room where Dawn was gnawing on one of the new dog toys she’d gotten for Christmas. She looked up at us, but decided that the rubber bone was too interesting to follow us. I turned on the lights in the room and like most people, his eyes were drawn to the bed. “Where did you even find a bed that big?” he asked, gaping at it.


“It’s two kings,” I explained. “We used about $20 in zip-ties to strap the frames together so they’d sit together. That’s how I’ve been able to keep four girls without anyone feeling neglected. No one ever gets kicked out. They can watch, participate, read a book, roll over and go to sleep or do their own thing without anyone getting in each others way.”


“That explains the sleeping arrangements, but the rest?”


I shrugged. “I told you, I have the unique ability to concentrate on different things at the same time without confusing them. We all do it to a certain extent, but one of those things take a backseat, running on autopilot. Mine never do that. I’m like a stove with no back burners. Everything is up front in my head. I can have three of them tell me completely different stories of what their third birthday party was like and ten years later, I’d be able to reproduce those parties down to the color of the candles on the cake. My life revolves around them. That’s how I keep them feeling special. I make them important to me.”


He nodded. “Keep doing that then,” he said and clapped me on my good shoulder. “I sometimes had difficulty keeping up with making Janice feel special.” It was the first time he’d brought her up to me.


“She knew,” I said confidently. “You were there with her through her sickness. Nothing can show a person how much they mean to you like that. Take it from someone who spends too much time in the hospital. When I took that artwork to be framed, the woman at the art supply store refused to charge me for it. She said she was one of your wife’s oldest friends. She was overwhelmed to see her face in that painting. I don’t think she’d have been that sentimental about a gift for you if Janice hadn’t been the center of your world.”


He nodded and we just shared the moment before we went back upstairs. He stayed a lot longer than I’d have expected, but I noticed that he spent a fair bit of it talking to Mom. I smiled at that and wondered if I was going to have to look up whether step-siblings were considered an incestuous relationship in Massachusetts.


“What’s so funny?” Tricia asked me, her nose crinkling as she frowned.


“I think your dad might be a little taken with my mom,” I whispered to her and she looked horrified at the thought, looking at the two of them and then at me. “What would that mean for us?” she asked, aghast.


“I would say from a common sense standpoint, that it changes nothing, but let’s go look it up,” I suggested.


She looked upset until we were sitting at the computer, looking at the statute that used the word ‘consanguineous’. “We’re good. So long as we’re not blood relations, we don’t have a problem even if they fall in love, get married and give us a little brother.”


“You’re sure?” she asked, still anxious.


I nodded. “I’ll ask Mr. Forbes when he talks to me next week, but I’m sure. For now, run and get your bag before your dad decides he needs one too,” I joked.


“That’s not funny,” she said, scandalized.


I followed her upstairs and found Dad talking to Dan. I joined them for a while and asked them to come take a look at what Carl had given me.


We trekked out to the garage and they both whistled. “He just gave it to you?” Dan asked.


I nodded. “Carl means a great deal to me and I mean a lot to him. He’s dying. He could have left it in his Will, but he wants to simplify his estate as much as he can.”


“That’s still a pretty huge gift,” Dan said.


“Makes me worried about what IS in his Will. He said I’m named in it, but whatever it is, I’d gladly give it up to keep him with us for another year.”


They both nodded. “She certainly is a beautiful car,” Dan said stooping to look in at the interior. “It almost looks showroom perfect.”


“He babies her. I intend to do the same.”


“Well, I think I’m gonna head home,” Dad said when he’d taken a long look at the car. “Your mother seems to be taking an interest in Tricia’s father. I don’t want to be the creepy ex-husband hanging around.”


I nodded. “I’ll walk you out,” I said. We stopped for him to get his gifts and then I walked him to his car. “I have one more gift for you,” I told him.


He looked at me curiously as he put the bag in the trunk. “What is it?” he asked.


“I’ve found you a Mommy,” I said. “Or mistress or whatever. I prefer to think of her as Mommy because then I can call her Grandma.”


He laughed. “Who is she?” he asked, perking up at the news.


“You’ve met her. She’s a nurse in the ICU. I’ll set up dinner for when she’s back from her Christmas vacation. She said the weekend of the 9th, so let’s get dinner together that night. The 9th is a Saturday. Somewhere other than LaSalle’s though. I don’t want that to be the only nice place I know to take girls.”


He laughed and promised me he’d find some place suitable. We hugged lightly and then he drove off and I went back inside. I managed to find a moment to talk to Victoria. “I think you should know that Patrick Waterman came to the house looking for me last night.”


She arched an eyebrow. “I assume that his visit was far less taxing than Vance’s or you would have called me,” she said.


I nodded. “He came to talk. He’s turning himself in on Monday morning and taking the plea deal that the DA is offering him.”


“Your doing?” she asked.


I shrugged. “I think he’d have taken it, but he was on the fence. I laid out where the road led for him each way he chose. When he realized they’d offer the deal to Marlene if he was slow taking it, he jumped at the chance so fast I made the call to the DA for him.”


“You probably could have killed him and gotten away with it,” she pointed out. “Coming to your house after what happened would give you reasonable cause to believe your life was in danger.”


I nodded. “But you would have been deeply disappointed in me,” I told her, “and I’d have been disappointed in myself. This way, he still goes to jail and we get to send all the rest of them to jail too.”


She nodded. “I’m very proud of you,” she said with a smile. “It takes a lot to put aside the visceral pleasure of hurting those who’ve wronged us. Be proud of that.”


“Thanks,” I said. “I thought you’d want to know that I made that choice. Another example of how much you’ve helped me. I even shook his hand before he left. He seemed completely genuine.”


She nodded. “Keep me informed as you find out what’s happening,” she said. “For now, I’m going to gather up Carl. For some reason, he needs a ride home,” she said with a smile. A few minutes later, they said goodnight to everyone and were out the door.


A short time later, Gina showed up to wish us a Merry Christmas and hang around for a while. She grinned when she saw the collars around the girls’ necks and hugged me. “We weren’t sure you’d do it,” she said. She opened her ring and positively melted before she put it on. She and Tricia locked pinkies and then hugged. It was at times like this that I’d come to expect something bad to happen. That feeling never hit me that night though.


Tricia and I led her downstairs and I asked the rest of the girls to join us. I dropped into my chair and the girls all lounged on the bed.


“We’re starting to run out of room,” I commented lightly. “There’s about to be ten of us.”


“Ten?” Gina asked, counting off people and coming up short. “What’d I miss?”


I picked up Cheryl’s letter off the desk and I read it to them out loud. It still made me emotional and Gina was weeping by the end of it. We all were a little. Even Tricia.


“Emma and I talked about it last night and we decided to give her what she wanted for her Christmas wish. When her baby is born, she’s going to list my name on the birth certificate. I told her we’d love her and her baby both. When people started coming forward to accuse Patrick Waterman for what happened that weekend, she didn’t because she didn’t want her baby to grow up knowing that she’d been created at that party. I’m going to help her make sure that her little girl is protected.”


“You’re gonna be a dad!” Collie said softly, clearly happy for me.


Tabby got up and hugged me. “Every time I think you’ve reached the end of what you can do for people, you pull out something like this. I’m sorry I ever doubted you.”


I hugged her back. It was pretty much what Beck had told me this afternoon. “You’re long-since forgiven, Love,” I told her. She let go of me and returned to her seat. “I’m going to be a dad, but that means all of you are going to be moms,” I told them. “I’m not going to compartmentalize my life. I’m gonna need all the help I can get with learning how to hold her right and when the time comes, I’ll need help learning how to let her go.”


They all nodded and I took Gina’s hand. “Are you okay with this?” I asked.


She bit her lip and nodded. “I was so scared that day when we got the tests done. I wasn’t on birth control that weekend. I am now, but I could have been pregnant too. I know you would have cared for me and my baby the same way. She’ll be one of us, right? I’m totally cool with that.”


I breathed a sigh of relief. “Then tomorrow, I have to convince nearly sixty girls to help us keep this secret and bury it forever. All the girls that were there for the testing know where Cheryl got pregnant. No one else needs to ever know.”


They nodded in agreement.


“Alright,” Tabby said. “That settles that. Now what are the plans for the rest of the night?” she asked.


“I think Emma is waiting to find out how I reacted to her gift and then I kind of want to spend a little time chatting to Cheryl before I settle in for the night. I promised Tricia my full attention tonight since my surgeon has cleared me as medically fit for sex so long as I’m careful. Outside of those Skype calls though, I belong to the six of you until bed time.”


“That sounds like a fair deal,” Collie said. “Does this mean that we’re free to stay in the other bed tonight or would you rather not have an audience?”


“That’s not my decision,” I said. “Tonight is Tricia’s first time. She gets to decide whether that would make it perfect or if she’d rather it just be the two of us.”


“I don’t mind,” she said, “but I get you all to myself tonight. The others can watch or do their own thing, but you’re all mine.”


I nodded. “There’s two of you that unfortunately need to wait a few weeks before you can participate.” I looked apologetically at Lana and Beck.


“It’s okay,” Beck said. “We talked about it after Emma asked us for our collars. We knew that we’d have to wait.”


“It’s up to you whether you stay the night or if you’d rather wait until you can participate,” I told them gently.


Lana shrugged. “I don’t mind staying,” she said.


“Me either,” Beck said and I smiled.


“My folks know what’s going on,” Gina said. “I’ve got my bag in the car. If you were anyone else in the world, Mama would be swearing in Spanish at the thought of her daughter out overnight, but she knows you. She also knows what I’ve been through. I told her what you said last night on our walk. She cried. I could call home and tell them I was moving in and they’d want to make sure we came to visit.”


“I doubt they love me THAT much,” I said skeptically.


“We’ll try it and see how they react,” she challenged me.


“Maybe I should try that,” Tricia giggled.


“In your case, he may come with you,” I pointed out with a laugh.


“Shut up!” she growled and reached behind her to throw a pillow at me.


“What?” Lana asked, confused.


“We noticed that her dad is spending a lot of time chatting with my mother,” I said, catching the pillow. “They both looked very taken with each other the last time I was upstairs.”


They all looked at each other as the implications of that sank in. “So what does that mean for the two of you?” Gina asked.


“Absolutely nothing. Right now, they’re just two single parents talking to each other. If they fall in love and decide to test she soundproofing in the Master Bedroom, it still means absolutely nothing.”


“It doesn’t bother you?” she asked.


I shrugged. “If the two of us don’t bother them, then I can’t be angry at them for falling in love,” I pointed out. “Sure, it’ll be weird. They’re probably gonna try and convince us that he just happened to come back for breakfast and just happened to be wearing the same outfit as the night before, the first time he stays over.”


“You’re sure he won’t invite her back to my house?” Tricia asked, uncomfortable with that thought.


I nodded. “Your house is a shrine to your mother. Even if he falls madly, passionately in love with my mom, it’ll be a long time before he can bring himself to have her there. It would be like introducing her to your mom.”


She thought about that and nodded. “Yeah. That would be weird. You really think they’re gonna fall in love?”


I shrugged. “Maybe. Especially if they get a little encouragement from us. I’m totally willing to help out.”


“Aren’t you worried about him being in the house,” Tricia asked curiously.


“No,” I said lightly. “He knows what we’re up to. By the time he’s ready to take over a drawer in Mom’s dresser, you’ll be half-moved in. Lilly won’t be able to get away from the noise though. Good thing I bought her those headphones.”


That made Lana, Beck, Collie and Tabby laugh. They’d all known about her complaints about the noise from downstairs.


I turned my chair around and checked my email. The rest of the girls had chimed in about meeting tomorrow. That made me happy. I started Skype and pinged Emma. She popped on right away.


“You did it?” she demanded and then saw the girls wearing their collars. “You did it!” she clapped and bounced a little. “Now who’s spoiled?” She stuck out her tongue.


“Should I tell her what’s parked in the garage or wait ‘til she gets back to show her?” I asked the other girls as they crowded around the chair.


“Tell her now. We won’t all be around to see her face if you wait,” Collie said with an impish grin.


I returned it and nodded before turning back to the camera. “Carl won the most expensive gift contest,” I told her. “There’s a factory original, mint condition 1976 Corvette Stingray parked in the garage with my name on it.”


“No way!” she gasped. “He gave you a car?!!?”


“He gave me an antique car in showroom condition,” I corrected. “He said it was his first car, he wanted it to be mine.”


“Oh, that’s perfect!” she said. “That’s priceless. It wouldn’t matter if it were a burnt out gremlin. You’d restore it by hand and drive it with pride knowing it was his.”


“Yeah,” I agreed. “It wasn’t the only priceless gift though. When did you decide this?”


She shrugged. “As soon as the details about what happened came out,” she admitted. “It took a while to explain it to everyone. Hanna wasn’t convinced until we’d spent a few breakfasts next door and she got to see you and the girls talk. We all knew you were punishing yourselves. You couldn’t ask and they wouldn’t push. You needed someone to force the issue.”


I nodded. “Well, you did it. You and I are going to have a much longer talk about it when you’re back home, but that can wait. For now, I think we need to call Cheryl and see how her Christmas went. I want to know how her parents took the news.”


She nodded and blew us a kiss. “Merry Christmas, folks. I’ll see you in ten days. Love you.


“Love you too,” we all told her. “Merry Christmas.”


I closed the conversation and pinged Cheryl to see if she was around. It took a few minutes, but she finally answered, her face popping up on-screen. She looked like she was still flying on a cloud.


“Merry Christmas!” I said to her with a smile.


“Hi!” she gushed. She looked around. “You took them back?” she asked.


I turned to Tricia with a wry look. “Does EVERYONE know?” I asked.


She blushed a little. “I figured that she should probably know what was going on,” she admitted. “You know. Since she wanted to be one of us.”


I nodded and kissed her to let her know I wasn’t mad. I turned back to Cheryl. “Yeah. Christmas turned out perfectly,” I said with a smile. “How did your parents take the news?”


It was her turn to blush. “I haven’t told them,” she admitted. “I was hoping you’d be with me when I did.”


“I can do that. Tomorrow morning?” I asked. “We’re doing a meeting after lunch here. I want to tell the girls about it and ask their help.”


“Help with what?” she asked.


“I want them to help us sell this. They all know how you got pregnant. I need them all to promise to take that secret to their graves. No one else needs to know. As far as the rest of the world goes, you and I hooked up sometime in September.”


“That won’t work,” she said. “Everyone knows that you were pretty much alone that whole month. No one talked to you.”


“That’s actually going to work for us,” I said. “You and I got together one time right after the breakup, but before the rumor spread. Once you found out about the rumor, you stopped talking to me, but you found out that you were pregnant right after everyone found out that the rumor was false. It explains why we weren’t together since September and completely avoids mention of the party.”


She frowned. “That kind of makes it sound like I abandoned you too,” she pointed out.


“I don’t think that’s a big deal,” I told her. “Everyone did that week. If someone looks down on you for that, ask them how they treated me that week. That should shut them up. If we’d just gotten together in the last few days and you’d heard something like that about me, you’d definitely have reason to dump me. No one’s going to blame you for that. If you’d prefer, we can say that it happened a little later and that we just kept it a secret until now.”


“Can we?” she asked and looked relieved.


“Sure,” I nodded. “We got together after the rumor got out and just never told anyone until after the rumor was quashed. Some people might be suspicious about why I didn’t take you to the Halloween dance. I know you didn’t go to the one in November, but I was still barely talking to people for Halloween so I don’t know if you were there.”


She shook her head. “I didn’t want to see any of those guys.”


“Okay. Then we have our story straight. We’ll come by tomorrow and talk to your parents, let them know what we’re doing and what it means for you and the baby.”


“Thank you!” she said. “I wanted to tell them today. I just didn’t know how to explain it all.”


“I’m sure between us, we can find a way,” I told her. “You want me to just bring Tricia and Gina or are the rest of the hockey team welcome?” I asked, looking over my shoulder at everyone.”


“They know most of you,” she said. “I’m worried about how they’ll handle it, but okay.”


“I have some experience in breaking this news to parents gently,” I said with a wry smile. “It took a couple of months before Tricia’s dad decided I was okay, but he started off suspicious.”


She nodded and promised to call me tomorrow when they were up.


I logged out and then my mischievous side took over. “Let’s go see if our parents are still chatting upstairs,” I suggested to Tricia.


Chapter 11


She groaned, but we all filed upstairs where Mom and Frank were just saying goodnight. There was a friendly hug that turned awkward when they noticed us coming into the living room.


“Kids!” Mom said, horrified. “We were just-”


“Saying goodnight,” Frank supplied with a nervous chuckle.


“Relax,” I said as I limped over to join them. “I noticed the two of you were getting along a couple of hours ago.” I smirked. “So did Dad.”


“He did?” Mom asked, looking upset. “And he saw fit to mention it?”


“He said he didn’t want to be the creepy ex-husband hanging around,” I told her. “He’s cool with it. He has very little right to get upset with the idea of you showing an interest in someone else at this point.”


They were both embarrassed and looked red-faced.


Tricia came and hugged her dad and told him she loved him.


I did the same for Mom. “We both want you to be happy. Mom, you’ve put your kids first and yourself second and that was a mistake. You need to put you first sometimes.”


Tricia nodded at me and took over. “Dad, Mom’s been gone for a long time now. Neither of us will ever forget her, but we both kind of stopped living without her there. I’m starting to live a little. You should too. Go out on dates.”


“Aren’t you both getting a little ahead of yourselves?” Frank asked us. “It was just a hug.”


I looked at him wryly. “No it wasn’t,” I said. “You two have been focused on each other all night. Everyone else got thrown out of the kitchen except you. My dad doesn’t notice anything unless it’s accounting or it’s obvious. He picked up that there’s more than just friendly conversation there. No one’s pushing either of you to do anything uncomfortable. We’re just trying to be encouraging and supportive. Go for walks, go for dinner, get to know each other. You don’t have to hide from us or cover up that you’re interested.”


Frank seemed to be at a loss for words and Tricia took pity on him. “Dad, you haven’t been out on a date since Mom died. That was six years ago. Mom wouldn’t have wanted you to stop living when she passed away. You’ve held on long enough. We both have.”


He looked at her and finally hugged her. “I’m terribly embarrassed,” he said with a sigh.


“Don’t be,” I said. “You haven’t done anything to be embarrassed about.”


He nodded. “I know,” he said. “It still doesn’t change the feeling.”


“We just want you both to be happy. If that works out that you end up happy together, then I think we’re fine with that.” I looked at Tricia, who nodded.


“Dad, why don’t you two go out for lunch tomorrow. We have to meet with the girls right after lunch, so the house here is gonna be kind of crowded,” she suggested.


Mom looked at me skeptically. “You, unattended with sixty girls with crushes on you?” she asked with a roll of her eyes. “What could POSSIBLY go wrong with no supervision?”


“You’re assuming I’ll be in any condition to walk, let alone do anything more adventurous. I’m assured that I’ll be lucky to live through the night and if I do, they outnumber me greatly and I only have one arm to fight them off with. They don’t need any help finishing me off.”


“Probably not,” she admitted. “Still, you don’t think that Frank or I might want a voice in whether we go out for lunch or not?”


Tricia looked chagrined by that. “Sorry,” she said. “I’m just pointing out that it’s ideal. Things are going to be crowded here tomorrow and you two need to keep things going before someone,” she paused to give her father a significant look, “decides that they’re not ready to date again.”


The others had been quiet during this conversation, but Collie tapped my mother on the shoulder and nodded to her. “Go,” she encouraged quietly. “It’s a lunch date, not a weekend in Paris. Enjoy yourselves. You certainly seemed to get along well tonight.”


She looked defeated and that left Frank to convince. “If it doesn’t work out romantically, then you both have a lot in common anyway. There’s at least the basis to be friends,” I pointed out. “If there’s more, then the best way to find out is to go to lunch for starters.”


He nodded. “Alright,” he said. “Not that I needed to be talked into it, but since our kids have already made plans for tomorrow, Charlotte, how about we do something on our own for lunch?”


Mom gave me a scathing look that said I was in for it when the door closed, but she gave Frank a shy smile and nodded. “I’d like that,” she said with something approaching composure. “Nothing fancy though,” she warned. “We had a big extravagant dinner tonight. I don’t think I’m up for anything that much again soon.”


He promised something simple and said he’d come by to pick her up at 11. They hugged again under our watchful gaze and then said goodnight.


All the girls were backing away, looking like they were going to bolt when Mom closed the door. I leaned on my cane, but stood my ground and waited for her to turn back to face me.


“YOU!” she growled, looking mortified as she thrust a finger at me.


“Me,” I agreed calmly with both hands folded on the head of my cane.


“You have NO right to meddle in other people’s business, Mister!” she scolded me sternly.


“Oh hush,” I said, amused. “You’re not mad. You’re a little embarrassed that we know that you two have been making eyes at each other all night. Before you get all weird about it, have you decided what you’re gonna wear tomorrow? He’ll be picking you up in ... thirteen hours,” I told her, consulting my watch. “Tick-tock!”


It was almost cruel. Her anger neatly imploded as she realized that she hadn’t been out on a date in years other than dinners with Dad. This was her first romantic date in forever.


“Before anxiety sets in, I’ll rescue you from that worry.” I told her. “Jeans. Wear jeans and a sweater. You told him nothing fancy. Keep it that way. Drag him out for a burger and then go to a movie or something.”


“Very romantic,” she said dryly.


“Fair enough. Wear your nicest dress, jewelry, lingerie and take him to a French restaurant, dancing and the theater,” I said dryly. “Which of those sounds like a more realistic first date?”


“And how do you get second dates with a first date like that?” she asked dryly.


I laughed. “I NEVER make that a first date. LaSalle’s has been my first date of choice. Lana and Beck, Tabby and Collie, Gina, Tricia and Emma all got wined and dined there. I’ve gotta find some new restaurants to mix it up,” I mused to myself.


“Any OTHER helpful suggestions?” she asked peevishly.


I thought about it for a moment and nodded. “Dress warm. Take him out for a walk. The Boston Commons is all decorated for Christmas. Afterwards, go to that grill where they let you cook your own steak. It’s a good way to warm up after a walk in the cold. Talk, get to know each other, cook together, eat and have a romantic stroll through a scene from a Norman Rockwell painting.”


She looked at me in disgust. “My fourteen year old son has more ideas on how to date than I do.”


“I need them. Do you SEE how badly out-numbered I am now?” I pointed out. “The trip to the Commons is a solid date. Call him around 10:30 and ask him about it. If he hasn’t made plans, suggest that.”


She nodded. “I think I will,” she admitted.


She decided to go upstairs to bed after that and the seven of us decided it was time to do the same.


Tabby and Collie stripped down without any hesitation and climbed into bed across from where I usually crashed. It was the first time I’d seen them naked since they’d left and they both looked good enough to eat, but tonight wasn’t for them.


Lana and Beck both left their panties on and I knew that was deliberate since they were still technically not cleared, but they climbed into bed along with Tabby and Collie. They all appeared to be content watching for now. I wondered if Tabby and Collie had been together these past three months or if they’d decided to wait. A question for another day. Gina stripped down to her panties and a t-shirt and crawled onto bed with the others a little sheepishly.


“I kinda want my first time being naked to be when we...” she trailed off, explaining and I nodded.


“Whatever you’re comfortable with,” I assured her before turning my attention back to Tricia. I slipped my arms around her and kissed her deeply, my hands stroking her back gently. Her tongue played with mine urgently, her need apparent. She moaned into my mouth and her hands started tugging at my shirt. We broke the kiss so she could pull it over my head. I lifted my arms and let her strip it off, tossing it away. She ran her hands over my shoulders and chest, tracing my scars as if trying to memorize each and every one of them. She looked me in the eyes lovingly and then lowered her lips to my shoulder, kissing every inch of the scar there before moving down my body slowly, kissing every part of me that had been torn apart. She unbuckled my belt and unzipped my pants, pushing them down over my hips before she kissed the scar on my thigh. She helped me step out of them, pulling off my socks at the same time while everyone watched. Finally she was kneeling in front of me, looking up at me and smiling as she grasped the waist of my shorts, tugging them down so that I stood naked in front of her.


I stepped out of the shorts and she leaned forward, kissing the tip of my cock, lovingly. She snaked out her tongue, licking all around the head, making me shiver while she ran her hands up and down my legs, sliding them around to the back to grasp my ass. She seemed to like that and kneaded my cheeks in her hands while she parted her lips and started taking me in, pushing her head slowly, deliberately forward.


I groaned as I could feel the head squeezed between her tonsils and then she pushed smoothly to the base, lodging me in her throat as she pulled my ass to press me back into her throat deeper.


“Oooooo!” I heard from the bed. “I can’t even do that!” Lana was amazed that she had no discernible gag reflex.


I could feel her laughing around my cock, delighted that she’d done the impossible and she started moving up and down the shaft, pulling me out completely so she could flick at the tip with the tip of her tongue, only to plunge it back in slowly, letting me feel every inch as it invaded her esophagus. She lifted her lips from my cock, planting them firmly against my body around the base instead and swallowed reflexively, milking my cock deliciously as she worked the underside of the shaft with her tongue.


I reached down and stroked her hair as she swallowed my cock whole. She stayed there, swallowing and humming softly until she finally had to breathe. She pulled back and gasped for breath while she stroked my length with both hands.


She was about to put it back into her throat when I leaned down and started to pull her shirt up instead. She obediently raised her arms and I pulled her shirt up and off, dropping it behind me. I drew her to her feet and kissed her deeply. My hands slipped around her back again, this time to flick open her bra with almost casual ease. I let it stay trapped between us, my tongue exploring her mouth as my hands roamed her back, gliding over her smooth skin. I finally drew back and pulled her bra with me, letting it dangle from one finger before I let go of it completely. I walked her backwards to the bed and knelt before her, opening her zipper with my teeth while I gazed up at her.


I tugged her jeans down her legs and kissed her pussy lightly through her panties before I stooped to pull her jeans and socks off her feet one at a time. I slid my hands up her legs and took hold of her panties and slowly rolled them down, discarding them in a tangle somewhere behind me when she stepped out of them for me.


I looked up at her and grinned, pushing on her stomach. She got the idea and laid back on the bed, her legs spread and her ass just on the edge of the mattress. I watched her lower lips part for me slowly as she spread her legs. I could smell her arousal, see it, feel the heat of her core even before I touched her. Her pussy was wet and inflamed and puffy. I kissed the outer lips lovingly, her curls teasing my nose and my lips as I nibbled, kissed and licked my way toward her center, my slowness making her moan in anticipation now.


When I was done teasing her, I flicked my tongue at the sensitive skin between her pussy and her ass, making her writhe a little before I licked slowly from there up to her clit, parting her lips with my tongue and wriggling my tongue against her clit gently when I reached the top of my journey. She arched off the bed, crying out and I felt her body tremble as she came for the first time tonight.


“Oh Fuck!” Gina moaned softly, watching us. Her experience with sex had been nothing like what she’d witnessed so far and we weren’t done. Not by a long shot.


I parted Tricia’s outer lips with my fingers and swiped my tongue up and down the full length of her pussy, tonguing her opening and gently feeling her barrier with the tip of my tongue as I speared it into her, fucking her with it like a miniature cock. She groaned and whimpered, her hips moving in time with my tongue as she got into the feel of it moving in and out of her tight tunnel. I gave her one last thrust with it and then moved it up to play with her clit. I moved my left hand around her leg and across her stomach to tug gently on the skin there, forcing her clit hood back and exposing her pearl to my mercy. I kissed it and licked it more firmly, making her squirm and writhe. She was tugging at her nipples and playing with her breasts as she moaned almost constantly, cumming every few minutes, her body tensing against the waves of pleasure that kept getting stronger.


I fastened my lips around her clit and sucked, pulling it into my mouth and tightened my lips around it, mashing them together and moving them back and forth to stimulate her more directly while I lashed it with the tip of my tongue. She screamed and suddenly her hands were at the back of my head, pulling me tightly against her as she came harder than she’d ever cum before, her body thrashing wildly. I hummed deep in my chest, letting my jaw carry the vibrations as I bit my lips gently, pressing them tighter against her clit as I squeezed it delicately.


The hands that had been holding me close a moment ago were trying to push me away now, the pleasure too much to process as I pushed her higher. She was multi-orgasmic. I’d known that from eating her in the back of the limo, but now we were watching her go from one orgasm directly to the next with no time between them. She was just climbing higher and higher until she lifted completely off the mattress, her legs draped over my shoulders and her hands at the back of my head as she sat up completely, spasmed once, twice, three times, holding her breath until she was red-faced. Finally her whole body shook and trembled and she let out a roar as her breath rushed out of her and I knew I’d done her in. She looked down at me in horror and her eyes rolled up in her head a second before she flopped back onto the bed limply, her chest heaving like she’d run for her life to get here.


I let her go and sat back on my heels, working my jaw. I was gonna have a hard time talking tomorrow, my jaw was gonna be that sore. I looked up at the bed and there was a round of applause from the girls who’d been on the business end of that kind of treatment before. Gina looked like she’d seen a miracle. She was stunned. “Is she...”


“Unconscious?” I supplied thickly, my jaw making it hard to talk. “Yeah. It sometimes happens.” I reached for the night table and got the box of smelling salts, breaking a capsule and waving it under Tricia’s nose.


She coughed and shook her head to try to escape the terrible smell. Her eyes fluttered open and I leaned down to kiss her sweetly. “How do you feel?” I asked softly.


She made a guttural, wordless noise in response, both hands reaching down to cup her over-sensitive pussy as she rocked slowly from side to side.


“So you’ve broken another one,” Lana said with a giggle. “Now what?”


“We wait and see if she wants more,” I said. “I promised her my all tonight.”


“You’ll kill her if you do that,” Beck told me. “You took both of us at once after your last surgery and you nearly killed us both.”


“She looked...” Gina was looking for a frame of reference in her head to express how Tricia had looked, but her experiences were failing her.


“Like she was possessed by the Devil and Matt was drawing it out of her with his tongue?” Collie supplied helpfully.


“YES!” she said excitedly, her head whipping around to look at her. “Like it was the worst thing to ever happen to her, but the best at the same time.”


I’d settled down and cuddled with Tricia while they discussed what the event had looked like, letting her tremble in my arms as she floated on the biggest orgasm of her life. She was quietly starting to regain herself in my arms and I touched her cheek, stroking her soft skin with my fingers. She looked at me through glazed eyes and kissed me, her lips soft against mine. Her eyes drifted closed and she dozed contentedly against me.


“Matt does that a lot,” Lana confirmed. “I think he’s knocked out all of us at one point or another.”


I spoke up for the first time. “They pass out because the pleasure is so intense that they just overload,” I said. “Except Hanna.”


“Hanna never passed out?” Beck asked.


“Oh, she went for nap time, but it was because I just ran her into the ground,” I said. “That was the night that we timed it and I went for a hundred and four minutes. You remember Hanna and I looked like we’d fucked our way down a flight of stairs the next morning?”


Lana’s eyes lit up. “I DO remember that morning!” she said, giggling now that I’d told her what had actually happened.


“Yeah. She just ran out of gas. Everyone else though, I’ve either put to sleep or completely submitted. That’s not to say that I can’t end up the same way. Beck’s fond of telling tales of the first time she woke up in the shower. That was a double knock-out.”


Gina was wide-eyed and wondered if she was over her head. “What happened that time?” she asked.


“He put it in my butt and rode me like the kiddie rides at the mall,” Beck said brightly, making us all laugh.


“Didn’t that hurt?” Gina wanted to know.


Beck shook her head. “When you do it right, it’s awesome. Matt does it right.”


She looked at me and then at Tricia. “So that’s what it looks like when it’s done right?” she asked of no one in particular.


“Matt’s been studying love and sex for like ten years now from what he’s told me,” Tabby told her. “He’s kind of avoided all the worst habits that most guys have. Most guys with a willing girl will jump on, fuck hard for 5 minutes, cum and then get dressed. Matt ... Well, you just saw what he did to her. It took longer than five minutes and it didn’t involve his cock at all. When you’re ready, he’ll show you new sensations you didn’t even realize existed.”


Tricia seemed to be coming around from her doze and looked up at me, her eyes still slightly out of focus. She punched me lightly in the shoulder. Unfortunately, it was the right shoulder, which made it the WRONG shoulder. I howled and fell back, my whole arm going numb for a moment.


“What the fuck!” I complained, my fingers twitching. “What was that for?!!?”


She was awake and horrified instantly. “OHMYGOD! I’m SO sorry! I totally forgot about your shoulder. Are you okay? Please tell me you’re okay!”


I winced and flexed my arm experimentally. “Gimme a minute,” I said, clenching and unclenching my right hand into a fist to test how things were working. I flexed my shoulder and it didn’t seem to be damaged, it just hurt like hell to be hit there. I probed the skin where she’d hit me with my fingers gently and nothing felt awful. “I think we’re okay,” I said. It still felt weak, but weak was an improvement from the numbness that I’d felt for a moment.


“I’m so sorry! I was half awake and annoyed that you’d knocked me out. I didn’t think about which shoulder I was seeing. I hope I didn’t hurt it too badly.” She was touching it gently and I could tell from the worry on her face that she was horrified at what she’d done and what it might have done to my recovery.


“I think we’ll be okay. I’ve gotten rougher treatment from Lana’s forehead,” I told her gently. The truth was that I was going to talk with Diego on Monday to find out if there was some lasting damage, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. She felt bad enough for one night. “Does that mean you’re ready for more or do you want me to take pity on you and rampage through the other girls?”


“You put that thing in anyone but me and I’ll really hit you,” she growled.


I arched an eyebrow. “It’s like that, is it?” I asked with a smirk. “Alright.” I rolled her over onto her back and patted the pillow to tell her where I wanted her.


She laid down and looked at me uncertainly. “Are you gonna be okay?” she asked. “I really didn’t mean to hurt your shoulder.”


“I know you didn’t, Sweetness,” I assured her. “I’ll be fine.” I got between her thighs and reached down with my right hand to take hold of my cock, rubbing the head up and down her slit. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I asked gently, changing the subject away from what had happened and focusing on what was about to instead.


She bit her lip and nodded. Lana got up and tapped me on the shoulder, mercifully the left shoulder, which was the right shoulder. “Tease her for a sec. I’ll get a towel.”


I nodded and moved up and down her pussy, nudging against her entrance several times while she shed some of her anxiety. Lana reappeared and told Tricia to lift up. She spread the towel under her hips and then patted her on the stomach to let her know she could settle back on the bed again.


I touched her pussy again with my cock and she nodded to me. I flexed my hips experimentally and a little bit of the crown disappeared between her lips. She was breathing hard, her eyes wide as she felt me pressing into her for the first time. I pushed forward in tiny little strokes as I felt her barrier pushing back against me.


I paused and looked at her questioningly. “Ready? The next part might hurt a bit, but it shouldn’t be too bad.”


She nodded and I could feel her tense up a little.


I made a couple of more small strokes, waiting her out until she relaxed a little more. Finally, I felt like she was better and I pushed forward. Her barrier stretched and then the resistance vanished and I was inside her. I held still while she clenched up against the sudden pain of losing her virginity. She hissed and there were tears in her eyes.


I carefully lowered myself on my good shoulder so I could kiss her. I murmured that I loved her and twined my tongue with hers. After a few moments of stillness, she rocked her hips experimentally and I took that as the signal to start moving again. I leaned on my left arm, thrusting slow and gentle, pushing deeper an inch at a time until my pubic bone was grinding against her clit. She was sighing contentedly, the momentary pain forgotten as she felt me fill her up for the first time.


I pushed myself upright to take the pressure off my shoulders and pulled her legs up onto my shoulders, awkwardly in the case of my right one. I had her ankles on either side of my neck and I hugged her calves to my chest as I made love to her slowly, picking this position to keep me from needing my right arm for leverage.


She got the idea and pushed against me with her legs, helping to steady me while I thrust into her at a steady pace. I wasn’t out to break any records tonight. I was only hoping to cum the once, but I wanted this night to be one that Tricia remembered forever. I wanted her to cum and cum hard. I supposed I’d already done that, but I wanted to push her to the top of that mountain once like this.


We moved together, increasing our pace slowly as we fucked for the first time. I told her I loved her over and over again and she said the same to me.


I was getting close and I wasn’t sure how long I could hold out. I was way too invested in this to use meditation at this point. Maybe if I’d tried it when we first started, but now I was too far gone to back off. I was about to ask if she was close when she answered me by tensing and starting to tremble. Her pussy clamped down on my cock and I was gone. I cried out and my cock swelled inside her, increasing the pressure for a split second before I erupted inside her. I slammed my hips forward reflexively, no longer in control as I pumped in and out of her as hard as my hips would move, my body tensing through my own orgasm. She was wailing and so was I. Dimly I was aware that Dawn was baying with us out in the rec room where we’d put her until we were ready to settle down for sleep. That got everyone else giggling as Tricia and I were too wrapped up in our moment to notice. The world shrank to just the two of us. It just kept getting smaller until I was aware of falling and then nothing.


The next thing I was aware of was water spilling over my body. I was in the shower. I opened my eyes and Tricia was curled up in my arms on the floor of the shower. Collie and Tabby were joining us and Collie dutifully took her out of my arms and helped her up. She was murmuring and stirring fitfully. Collie started washing her lovingly. Tabby came to help me up and I looked up almost drunkenly. My shoulder didn’t really hurt at the moment, but she had to do a lot more lifting than normal to get me up since I felt too weak to be of any help.


She gave me a concerned look and I shook my head slightly, glancing at Tricia, who was still too spacey to notice. She nodded and helped me get cleaned up. “Lana, Gina and Beck are cleaning up and getting you both something to eat,” she told me. “Once you’re more awake, we’ll tackle stairs.”


I nodded and I was starting to recover enough to do a little of the work myself. My right arm was kind of useless. I worried about that, but I didn’t have plans for tomorrow that would require me to be active. If necessary, I’d call Victoria and explain what happened.


Tabby and Collie got us cleaned up and dried off. I was given my robe and Tricia had one in her bag that she was helped into. She looked to be slow to come back from this knock-out and was decidedly groggy as we climbed the stairs to collapse into chairs at the kitchen table. Dawn had come to rest her head in my lap, whining in sympathy. That worried me more. Dogs tended to be sensitive to their owner’s injuries and misery.


Fortunately, my right hand was still functional enough to pet her and her tail thumped happily back and forth on the floor as I scratched her ears and stroked her fur. We were brought plates of leftovers that had just been warmed up in the microwave and we both dug in, famished.


I smiled around the table, contentedly. This honestly felt right. I couldn’t put my finger on it, just that it was something that I’d missed, but hadn’t known was out of place until now. It took me a few minutes to figure it out. It was the sense of family that had come from everyone pitching in take care of us after sex.


“I’ve missed this,” I said quietly into the silence. Everyone looked up from their thoughts curiously so I clarified. “During the summer, after one of our nights, there was always people. They’d carry the victims to the shower, help change the sheets, light a scented candle in the room, fix a snack, tease us about the noise and just wrap up the night. I’ve missed that. Tonight was the first time since summer that I’ve had anyone around to do that. It feels good to have it back. It was one of the parts of our family that I missed more than anything else.”


Tricia was seated beside me and reached out to take my hand. She was smiling at me slightly and I leaned over to kiss her deeply. “I love you, Matt,” she said in a very emotional voice.


“I love you too, Sweetness,” I said, losing myself in her eyes for a moment. We kissed again and then she released my hand so we could both finish our late night snacks.


Things were a little lighter in the room after my declaration of missing the late nights around the table. Gina seemed a little intimidated, but everyone was quick to assure her that what she’d seen would make more sense when she felt it for herself.


“Gina,” I said softly. “What’s your favorite dessert?”


“Chocolate covered caramel apples!” she said instantly. “They are SO fucking good. I can’t even tell you...” she trailed off and nodded, understanding. “Gotcha. Until you’re there, it can’t compare.”


I nodded. “Where do we get these chocolate covered caramel apples. I’m interested.”


“There’s a chocolate shop in Wrentham that makes them, but they’re not hard. A couple of times a year, my mom makes them for us since it’s a little far to go for an apple.”


I looked around the table. “Ladies, we need these apple snacks in our lives.” I said with mock solemnity. “We either need to drive to Wrentham and force this chocolate shop to give us theirs or we need to find out all the things that Gina’s mom needs to make them and convince her to teach us this sorcery. An apple that explains our sex must be had. Should the world learn of its existence ... Chaos! We need these apples now!”


They laughed at that and I blinked. “No, really,” I said. “If they’re that good, I need to experience it.”


Gina reached over and patted my arm comfortingly. “I’ll talk to my mom. She adores you. I’m sure she’ll teach you how she makes them.”


“I would love that,” I told her with a smile. “They kind of sound amazing.”


After that, we sat around and chatted for a little while and then returned to bed. “Girls, I’m gonna suggest we leave that candle burning tonight,” I said gently. “I don’t normally, but we’ve all had a lot of turkey tonight. I don’t want to make any unfair accusations, because I’m as guilty as anyone of the after effects of turkey, but I think we’re all on the same page that it’s better to go through a few extra candles than to trust in the ventilation system in this room right now.”


“Shut up and get in bed, Professor,” Tabby said sarcastically. I crawled into bed with a chuckle and Tricia and Gina claimed either side of me, snuggling in close. We left the candle burning. It was a wise choice.


Chapter 12


The next day, we were all awakened by the alarm. Dawn was eager to go out and was waiting for us by the bedroom door, whining softly. I dressed hurriedly and blew out the candle while the others slowly got their bearings and started the search for clothes. I took Dawn upstairs and got her outside in record time. I put her on her tether in the backyard and she wasn’t as picky as usual in finding a spot to go. While I was out, I flexed my shoulder experimentally and it felt okay. I cleaned up after Dawn’s early morning addition to the backyard and dropped the baggie in the trashcan we’d put out for her messes.


She looked at me curiously. “Oh, no!” I said with a shake of my head. “I got suckered into taking you out without my cane yesterday,” I reminded her. “Today, you can wait.”


I went back inside and got it. The girls were up and dressed and I knew that breakfast was next door even though Patty had run herself ragged yesterday and the day before on getting Christmas dinner perfect.


We all made the trek next door, me grumbling about burning down that fucking fence while they all stepped over it and I walked around it. Tricia was a little tender today, but she was moving okay considering I’d knocked her out twice.


“I hear that you made the dog howl in the middle of the night,” Patty told me with a shake of her head. “Six girls to choose from and it’s the dog that wakes everyone in the middle of the night? Where did we go wrong?”


Everyone laughed and I took it with good grace. “Maybe in the spring, we’ll look into some extra soundproofing,” I suggested, taking a seat. We were stretching the dining room to capacity with eleven of us. Dan had already eaten, so he patted me on the shoulder and let me have his chair. Lilly and Patty were still cooking, so that left just enough room for everyone. Mom was nursing her coffee and keeping us company while everything else was seen to.


“That’s not a bad idea,” Mom said lightly. “If you’re resuming your night time antics and Lilly wants to play her guitar into the night, then I’ll need a little extra in the Master Bedroom.”


“Uh-huh,” I said dryly. “And you hadn’t considered that it would keep things quiet from the other side of the door too?” I asked slyly.


“That’s hardly a possibility that I’d consider,” she said with elaborate dignity.


“Frank will be very disappointed by that,” I told her with equally elaborate disappointment as Patty put a plate in front of me.


Tricia gave me a sour look and swatted my shoulder ... again.


“Ow!” I said sharply and grabbed my shoulder. “Seriously?”


She blanched. “I’m sorry! I keep forgetting about it!” She looked terrified that she’d hurt me.


Collie reached out and tugged at her ear to get her attention. “He deserved that one,” she said when Tricia looked at her. She looked a little less distressed about it, but looked at me again, worriedly.


“It’s fine,” I said. “I tested the range of motion on it this morning and it doesn’t seem to be damaged. It IS still sore though and likely will be for a while yet, so no more hitting me in the shoulders ... or arms ... or chest ... or stomach ... or the leg ... or the head.”


“That’s taking a lot of options off the table,” Gina pointed out. “Where are we supposed to hit you when you’re being a little too witty for your own good?”


“I’m still susceptible to a kick in the ass,” I said after a moment’s thought. “Be warned though, if you break that, I’ll be all out of injury-free zones.”


“We’ll keep it in mind,” Gina said. “Stand up.”


“Not right now, thanks,” I said, wondering where all the hostility was coming from today. Instead of sulking, I turned my attention to my breakfast and ate quickly so I could vacate the seat and let Patty sit down when everyone was served. She was lounging by the door to the kitchen with a cup of coffee when I looked up again. “Did you want to sit down?” I asked her. “I’m almost done.”


She smiled. “Take your time,” she said. “I ate in the first batch. You’re not keeping me from my breakfast.”


I nodded and relaxed a little, slowing down and enjoying my breakfast. We chatted a little about our plans for the day and I explained about the meeting later with the girls about Patrick and about Cheryl.


“So you’re adding another new girl to your life?” Patty asked, surprised.


“Two actually,” I said. “One of them is several months away from joining us though.” I got up and went to my jacket. I’d slipped Cheryl’s letter into the inside pocket this morning and I brought it to her before returning to my seat. She read it and she passed it to Dan before drying her eyes. She came and kissed me on the top of the head. “Everyone’s in agreement,” I told her.


She nodded and patted my shoulder. “You need to get well then,” she said. “You’ll want both hands to hold a new baby.”


I nodded. Dan folded the letter and returned it to me. “That letter is touching,” he said quietly. “She’s right. You’ll make a good father. I’m worried that it’s too soon, but you’ve got plenty of help.”


I nodded and looked around the table with a smile. “I’m sure someone will pick me up after the first time I faint changing a diaper,” I said lightly.


“You wish!” Tabby said with a laugh. “If we have to finish changing a baby because you pass out, you can sleep it off where you fall.”


“Thanks,” I said sourly. “I knew I could count on you.”


We all laughed at that and since breakfast was done, I put the letter back in my pocket and went to get Dawn for her morning walk. Gina joined me and so did Tricia.


“Are you really okay?” Tricia asked with some anxiety, touching my shoulder as if afraid she might break it.


I nodded comfortingly. “Yeah, I think so. I was worried about it last night,” I told her honestly. “When you punched me, the whole arm went numb. It only lasted a few minutes though and then this morning, I was able to move it about as well as I could before, so it doesn’t feel like there’s any harm done. Just be a little more careful? I’m still in a lot of pain. Not as much as I was, but enough that a playful slap feels like I got hit by a hammer.”


She nodded and promised she’d keep her hands to herself. “You should have tied me up like Hanna and beat me silly for it,” she said glumly.


Gina looked at us both, scandalized. “What?!!?”


“Hanna’s into bondage,” I explained. “She wears the collar because she submits to me. I thought we talked all about that. The painkillers sometimes fuck with my memories a bit. I sometimes jumble conversations together when I have to take a pill. That’s why I put up with the pain through exams”


She nodded. “You mentioned it a little bit, but you actually BEAT her? Seriously? I think maybe we should talk about it more,” she said ominously.


I nodded and told the story in more detail about Hanna and I meeting and how it had led to us being together. “She’s a strong woman,” I said. “Not just physically, but her personality too. She pushes people because she wants them to be strong enough to push back. Otherwise she’d crush them with force of will. She doesn’t want that. She wants someone who can take her at her worst and still give her their best.”


“That seems kind of selfish when you put it like that,” Gina said. “Like she doesn’t have to have responsibility for what she does.”


I shrugged. “I suppose it can seem like that,” I allowed. “The reality is that she doesn’t particularly want to be in charge in relationships. She HAS to be in control and dominant in her career. She needs to be able to maintain that authority. So she needs someone strong enough to put up with that from her and still be able to pull that control out of her hands at the end of the day just so she can put it down. Hanna’s been looking for someone who can be that strong for her without being abusive for a long time. I can hold control without losing sight of the fact that her submission is a choice. A choice I’m deeply honored she makes every day.”


“So her choice is to let you make choices?” she clarified.


I nodded. “She made me work damn hard to prove I was worth the privilege too,” I smiled, then turned to Tricia. “In answer to your comment, I will not tie you up and do any such thing with you. Bondage and punishment are not interests of yours. If you were interested in that, you’d have found yourself pawing through the collection already.”


She shrugged. “I dunno if I’m interested or not. I’ve never seen it,” she said. “Maybe I’ll go through some of the stuff later on after the meeting.”


“You have a good long conversation with Beck about ‘Bad Matt’ and then decide if you want to go through that collection,” I warned her. “Talk to Hanna too when she’s back. That’s not a step to be taken lightly.”


She nodded and I thought she looked contemplative. God help me, she was considering it. It was Gina that broke the silence though.


“So what do you do? Hit people?” she asked.


“That is a complicated question,” I admitted. “It depends very much on the person. With some people, they enjoy restraint. They love the feel of being tied up, tied down, positioned however the Dominant wants them to be. Other people like impact play, or being hit. There’s a variety of stuff for doing that. Canes, whips, floggers, paddles or bare hands. Other people focus on the submission. They find themselves when they’re in service to others. Not because they’re lesser people, but because they find that their life has more purpose when they devote it to a person. They crave that purpose. They don’t so much go out for the bondage as they do for the person to devote themselves to. Any bondage they do is a symbol of their devotion. It’s really just another fetish. No different than people that love to dress up in costumes or have sex in places they might be caught.”


She nodded. “You know a lot about this stuff, huh?” she asked and I was reminded again that her introduction to the world of sex was to be drugged and used.


“I do. I first fell in love with Lana when I was five. I started looking for answers about what I felt because I was five. I didn’t know anything. So I read. I took in everything I could find and in the last few years, that’s included sex as I started to understand it. The internet made it easy to find writings on everything under the sun.”


“EVERYTHING?” she asked emphatically and I wondered if there was something specific she was looking to ask.


I nodded. “I don’t claim to be an expert, but there’s information or erotica out there for just about any flavor of sex that you can imagine. Was there something you were interested in or just curious about how deep a resource it can be?”


She shrugged uncomfortably and blushed. “I dunno,” she said quietly. “Maybe both. I don’t know what I like.”


I nodded and stopped, taking her into my arms and hugging her. Tricia rubbed her arm and looked on sympathetically. “Neither did I,” she told Gina. “I guess I still don’t. It sounds like there’s a lot to choose from out there.”


I drew her in too and hugged them both. “There’s no need for either of you to choose anything specific,” I told them. “Last night was just as good for me as anything I’ve done that involved ropes and paddles. We’ll find what’s right for each of you. We’ll do it together. You don’t need to figure it out and present me with a full plan. We experiment, talk about what you like and what you don’t and find something that works for you.”


“You like bondage though, right?” Gina asked. “All your old girls wear collars.”


“And that was their choice. Lana responds to authority. She’s one of those people that devotes themselves to a lucky person. Beck likes punishment. She likes it more than is probably healthy, but that’s Beck. She leaves it in my hands to keep her safe when she wants to jump into the deep end of the pool. Hanna needs the release of power. Collie is like Lana, she needs an anchor-point in her life to keep her grounded. Tabby feels like her collar is a validation of her value as a person. She takes pride in being valued that way. Each of them chose to be collared and make that part of their life. Emma didn’t, so she doesn’t wear a collar. If it’s for you, we’ll get you one. If it’s not your thing, I’ll never suggest one.”


She nodded. “What if I never ... I mean, I don’t know if I even like...” she trailed off, her mood suddenly anxious.


“What if you’re never comfortable having sex?” I supplied and she nodded, agitated all of a sudden now that it was out on the table for us to talk about. “If you’re never ready for us to make love to you, then that’s your choice. We’ll still love you and still welcome you into our lives. I know you’re scared to be touched.” I took her hand in mine and held it to my chest. “I’ll still keep you in here, no matter what.”


She remembered our conversation about being afraid of being hurt and she knew what I meant by that. She nodded and I felt some of the anxiety wash out of her. “Thank you,” she said quietly.


“You’re very welcome,” I told her. “There are enough of us that no one has to be everything to everyone. If you love us and want to be with us, then that’s enough. If you’re only comfortable with sex with girls, then that’s what’s right for you. If you don’t want me around for that, we’ll make it work.”


“No! That’s not it at all!” she said, dismayed that I’d think that. “I just don’t know if I’m ready yet. I want to be with you, but I’m so scared that it’s gonna hurt or that I’ll always feel like I did after that weekend.”


“Sweetie!” I said and hugged her again. “No one’s gonna push you into it. If you have to wait, you and I wait. I just brought up sex with the rest of the girls because I thought that might be a little less worrisome for you. If you want it to be me, then I’ll be there for you even if we wait a long time to get there.”


“You really mean it?” she asked and that was the core of her distress this morning. She was worried I wouldn’t wait for her.


I locked my pinkie finger around hers, gripping her new ring tightly and lifted it up so we were both looking at our clasped fingers. “Swear,” I told her. “Are you gonna be okay with me loving the other girls?” I asked. “I’d kind of made a place for you to be next to have me to yourself. I’m not pressuring you. I just want to know if you’re okay with me welcoming the others home.”


She looked relieved and nodded. “You’re not mad?” she asked.


I chuckled and shook my head. “Of course not,” I told her and took her free hand to start walking again. Dawn had been tugging at her leash insistently and was anxious to get moving again. “I was actually thinking I was gonna need to call my doctors and ask for a cardiac needle full of adrenaline once a week to keep up with everyone.” I smirked at her to let her know I was kidding. “Seriously, you don’t ever do anything you’re not comfortable with,” I told her. “No one’s gonna force you or rush you or kick you out for not being ready to do something. Lana had kind of wondered if you’d been saving yourself for your wedding night and if that’s the case, then that’s what you’re saving yourself for.”


I secretly felt like the situation would resolve itself before too long. Either her anxiety would fade or she’d drift away from us. I’d be sad to see her go, but she seemed to be really bothered last night and this morning. If her recovery needed to take a different direction, I’d want her to be happy rather than keep her close. I hoped that we could have both, but if it came down to a choice, I’d bleed for what was best for her in the end.


She squeezed my hand though and we walked on in a comfortable silence for a while. I could tell that she was still feeling anxious about it and when we let Dawn in for breakfast, she and I took a few minutes to talk about it while Tricia went next door to let everyone know we were back.


“I meant what I said,” I told her. “If you’re not ready for that leap, no one’s gonna force you. By the same token, you don’t have to spend the night if you’re uncomfortable.”


“It’s not that,” she said. “I’m just so scared! I know you won’t hurt me...”


I nodded and finished for her. “But knowing it in your head and feeling it in your heart are two different things. Of all the people you know, I may be more aware of that distinction than anyone. Trust takes time. We’ll get there.”


“Are you sure?” she asked and I could feel her own uncertainty.


I nodded and smiled at her. “It took me a long time, but I got to a point where I could trust Lana and Beck again. After all the heartache, there were times I didn’t think we’d ever get here, but here we are. I’m still afraid, but I relax a little more every day. It helps a lot that I have support. I know that if that hurt returns, I’m not alone this time.”


She nodded and bit her lip. She was struggling with this and I wasn’t sure I had an answer for her. “Would you like me to arrange for you to talk to a counselor about all this?” I asked gently.


She thought about it and shook her head. “I’ll manage. I’m not as crazy as I sound. I just ... last night was the first time I’ve seen anyone have sex since that weekend. It was a little bit much.”


I nodded. “You take your time and we’ll talk about it again. For now we all need to get ready to talk to Cheryl. You up for that?”


She nodded and was glad of the distraction, perking up right away. “Sure. She’s gonna be thrilled to have all the help with the baby.”


I grinned. “I’m looking forward to it too.”


“You are?” she asked, a little surprised.


“Sure. As she grows up, we’re gonna get to be kids all over again with her. Every time she gets excited about discovering something new, we’re gonna be excited with her. It’s gonna be amazing, like rediscovering what it’s like to satisfy the wonder in the world.”


“You’re really going to be a great dad,” she said with a sappy smile and came to kiss me.


We were interrupted by the rest of the girls arriving and we were quickly ready to go.


We took two cars and showed up a few minutes before we were supposed to. We walked up and rang the bell, all of us nervous now that we were in the moment. Mrs. Anders answered the door and seemed surprised that there were so many of us.


“Cheryl said you were stopping by, but she didn’t tell me how many would be joining us,” she explained her moment of surprise. “Come in, come in.”


We thanked her and took off our coats and shoes before filing into the living room. Cheryl and her father were both there and she got up to hug us all. We all settled in as best we could. I took a chair and a couple of the girls sat with Cheryl on the couch while the rest of them sat on the floor or stood around the room.


Her father looked around at us and shrugged. “Well, Matt,” he said curiously, “Cheryl told us you had something on your mind you wanted to talk to us about. This is your show. What can we do for you today?”


I nodded. “Cheryl and I have talked quite a bit over the last few weeks,” I said to start. “You know that some of the girls from that weekend have started coming forward to testify about what they went through. Cheryl felt really guilty about not being one of them, but I agree with her decision and her reason. Deciding to keep her baby is a brave choice and she’s already proven that she’s going to be a spectacular mother. Not coming forward so that she could protect her baby from being connected to those events is exactly what she needed to do.”


They nodded in agreement and I smiled, gathering my thoughts for a moment. “I’ve decided to help her with that. She wrote me a very heart-felt letter as part of her Christmas gift to me. It’s really beautiful and humbling, the things she put into it. She expressed a deep wish that she could have known me sooner, that she’d come to me that weekend instead of to that party and that her baby could have been our baby instead, that we could have created her together with love and happiness.”


They both looked a little upset at that. They knew what had happened and how much misery it had caused her. “We would have wished her first time to be like that too,” her mother said, taking Cheryl’s hand in both of hers.


I nodded. “When I read her letter, it melted my heart. It did the same to everyone else that read it. I called Christmas Eve as soon as I finished it and told Cheryl that when the baby comes and they ask who the father is, to tell them it’s me.”


Her parents looked surprised by that. “But why?” her father asked. “Not that I object, but won’t that hurt you? Being a father at your age might make it hard for you with friends or girls. I know that both those things are important at your age.”


I shrugged. “At the beginning of the year, a rumor was created that I’d gotten Tricia pregnant and forced her to have an abortion this summer. I don’t have a lot of friends outside the girls that were hurt that same weekend. Girls aren’t really a problem either. There’s so many of us here today because each of the girls in this room has given her love to me, and I give it back to them. We don’t have a conventional relationship, but I can guarantee that there’s no shortage of hands to help when the baby starts to cry.”


He looked around the room, surprised and got a few shy smiles and a few brazen grins in return. “Cheryl wants to join us and we’ve all agreed that she has a place with us. We’ll gladly welcome her and her little girl into our circle and love them both. We came today to talk to you because she wasn’t sure how to tell you this was what she wanted.”


They looked deeply troubled by this turn of events and I hoped it didn’t turn indignant. They exchanged glances and Cheryl’s mother looked like she wanted to swallow her tongue.


I had Cheryl’s letter in my hands and I looked at her. “Cheryl, honey,” I said, holding it out to her. “Would you read this? Your parents should hear your words in your voice. I’d like to hear it in your voice too.”


She nodded and took the letter from me and unfolded it slowly. She read it with so much more emotion than I’d been able to muster. It was like hearing it all over again for the first time and I got a little choked up by the end. We all were.


I got out of my chair and drew her up off the couch and into a long, lingering hug. Tricia came and joined us and then Gina did and one by one, they surrounded us until we were all ready to retake our seats.


“I don’t like the idea of Cheryl joining a harem,” her father said when we’d all settled. “We want what’s best for her and while I appreciate what you’ve done for her and what you’ve offered to do here, I don’t think we can condone this kind of arrangement.”


“Dad!” Cheryl snapped sharply, her face a warning that he was on the edge of the wrath of a pregnant teenager.


“No, Cheryl,” he said, “I understand that you’re in love and feeling like you made a poor choice, but I do not approve of this.”


“She didn’t make a poor choice, sir,” I said quietly. “She had her choices taken from her. She didn’t get pregnant because she did something stupid. She got pregnant because several people did evil things to her against her will.”


“And what you’re proposing is much more noble!” he snapped.


“Much,” I said simply. “I’m opening my heart and my life to Cheryl and her baby. We all are. She’ll have the support and help of not just me, but my family and these girls and two others who are out of state visiting family right now. When the baby is born, she’ll grow up with love and attention and care. My fiancee and I are both studying psychology. My doctor’s specialty is developmental psychology. Tabby and I are studying computer sciences. She’ll grow up with the benefit of knowing computers well enough to give her a head start on life. Collie is studying accounting. She’ll teach her finance and how to grow her income with investments. Lana and Beck’s mother is a red seal chef. She’ll make sure she grows up with the best nutrition of any kid in her classes. We include a personal trainer, two of us study martial arts, I take dance classes, there are two cheerleaders, Beck is active in basketball. The list goes on. The point is that we will nurture the baby and be able to support her no matter what her interests are. My sister plays guitar, I paint, Cheryl is poetic, Tricia bakes ... we all bring something to the table and we all agreed to help raise her.”


“That’s all well and good and you can do that as friends,” he said. “What I object to is drawing Cheryl into this lifestyle.”


“Cheryl WANTS this life,” I reminded him. “She says so quite clearly in her letter and has repeated it since. I know our life isn’t exactly what you’d expect or what you’d choose for her if you could select for her, but she knows how we work and we DO work. She likes what she sees and wants that for herself and for her little girl.”


“The answer is no,” he said sharply. “I think it’s time you left. This discussion isn’t getting us anywhere.”


Cheryl’s face fell and she started to cry. The girls were there for her in an instant, surrounding her and comforting her as she wept tears of rage. She was turning red-faced and I was worried about her getting too worked up. I got up and went to her, kneeling down awkwardly in front of her. I took her face in my hands and she looked at me, her face hot beneath my fingers.


“Breathe for me,” I told her. “Just breathe, honey. No, don’t look at him. Look at me. That’s it. Just calm down. Breathe. Slow breaths. Calm. That’s it.” I talked her through the worst of the anxiety attack, getting her to focus and work through it. “You’re okay. It’s an anxiety attack. You’re okay. Just stay with me. In through your nose slowly and then out through your mouth. There you go. In ... out. That’s perfect. Just breathe.” I looked at her mother. “Can you get her a damp cloth for her face?” I asked just as calmly before turning back to Cheryl.


She seemed to be calming down and she put her arms around my neck, pulling me close as she continued to breathe like I’d told her. The girls rubbed her back and stroked her hair while I held her. She clung to me like I was holding her together. Her mother returned and Tricia took the cool cloth from her, patting Cheryl’s cheeks and forehead.


Slowly, she calmed down. I kissed the side of her neck before I pulled back to look into her eyes. She still looked shaky and there were still tears on her cheeks. I smiled at her, but she looked miserable. I leaned in and put my lips up to her ear.


“At least they’re treating me like I’d gotten their fifteen year old daughter pregnant,” I pointed out and she giggled in surprise at the joke. When I sat back on my heels, she looked a little better. I kissed her gently and then got to my feet awkwardly, going back to my chair for my cane.


When I turned, I became uncomfortably aware that her parents were staring at each other in a contest of wills. I crossed to get my cane and then stood beside her mother. “Sir, I’m aware that our lifestyle is unacceptable to many people’s minds, yours included. It may interest you to know how I’ve come to have so many people care about me.”


He looked like he wanted to say something glib, but a warning look from his wife silenced him. “This summer, I found my voice with the girl I’ve loved for nearly ten years now. We fell for each other and fell hard. When we did, her sister, my best friend, realized that she’d missed her chance to confess her love for me. When the two of them realized what had happened, they decided between the two of them that the only way it could work would be if they both shared me. Neither of them could bear to break her sister’s heart by taking me away from her. We went on like that for a while before we met the next two girls I dated. We met them as a pair and my girls wanted them as enthusiastically as they wanted me. The three of us decided together that we wanted them. That was how my summer went. It’s how my first relationship went.”


I paused and my hands tightened on my cane handle. “The next part of our story is ... painful. The same people who hurt Cheryl started a rumor that I’d gotten Tricia pregnant at the start of summer and had forced her to get an abortion to hide what I’d done. They were disgusted. It was Lana’s best friend that told her, so she believed her, trusted that what she was telling her was the truth. They left me. All four of them. I didn’t know why. They wouldn’t tell me. Our families were so close that we WERE one family. My sister believed them, my mother believed them. I was an outcast at school, an outcast at home. All I had was the study I was part of. I threw myself into it and lost myself in getting through each day. It was hard. They wanted to punish me for destroying that baby. They found ways to torment me for it. As time passed, I found solace with a girl I take courses with at Harvard. We became very close.”


I took a few breaths and regained my composure. “When it all blew up, I finally heard what had driven us all apart. My family wanted me to just forgive it all and pretend like it didn’t happen. That wasn’t possible at the time. Too much had happened. I’d been in too much pain for too long to just take a deep breath and it would all be gone. We fought, I had to check myself into the hospital because of the stress on my life. Other people needed counseling. It was a mess. Through it all, I had Emma, my fiancee. She kept me from breaking so many times that I can’t count them all.”


“During that time, I found Tricia. She’d been mistreated by the same rumor that had destroyed my life. We got to know each other and I took her and Emma and another girl who would be part of our circle for a little while to that Halloween dance at the school. You’ve seen that video. After that night, we were four. I was still living next door to two girls that I was struggling to forgive for leaving me and hurting me. Over time, we’d add one more girl and I’d slowly piece together what had actually happened that weekend, the drugs, the money, the rapes. It made me sick to my stomach. It was so monstrous that I couldn’t imagine it. That was when I made the decision. No matter how much I still hurt over what had happened, I couldn’t punish those girls for all they’d done to me. They were victims alongside me.”


“Over the last month, we’ve opened our hearts to Gina and yesterday, I was asked by everyone involved to accept the first four girls back into my life. Part of you is wondering why any of them accept this arrangement. There’s two reasons really. The first is that most of my girls are as attracted to women as they are to me. Not necessarily all, but this gives them an environment where they can indulge in both attractions at their discretion. The second reason is why I went through that detailed an explanation of how we got to here. Loss has been a big part of my life. Beyond all that I described, people have died, my parents are divorcing, my mentor in the study is dying of cancer, I was nearly killed twice in some of the most painful manners possible. All that leads me to needing more support than one person can give.”


“The girls in my life do everything they can for me. They know that I’ll sometimes need them at times they can’t be there, so we all rely on each other for support when we can’t be there personally.”


“One big hippie-love commune?” he said sourly.


I rolled my eyes. “I think you’re several generations too young to have a personal sort of irritability about the hippie movement,” I pointed out dryly. “Commune is as good a word for us as any, but I prefer family. In a commune, people don’t tend to have the deep commitment that I have with my girls.”


“I’m sure.”


Tabby put a hand on my shoulder. “Matt paid for me to go to college this year. Even after we split up, he continued to make sure that I had what I needed. He didn’t have to do that. He could have walked away. He was angry and hurt, but he promised us he’d help us with college and he meant it. I know he does the same for other people.”


“So he buys people off,” he scoffed.


“Sir,” I said, my mood plummeting. “I’ve been respectful and forthcoming, but don’t you EVER suggest my girls are prostitutes again. That was out of line.”


“I didn’t say they were prostitutes!” he growled, getting angry himself.


“Dismissing their opinion because you believe I’ve paid for their devotion is no different in my eyes. You can be openly critical of me all you want, but I protect my girls. Talk down about them and I will correct you. Just like I’ll correct anyone talking down about Cheryl.”


“Is that so?” he asked evenly. “And what do you intend to do about the people that have already started?”


“I tested out of my German language class for the year to give myself a double lunch period specifically so I could spend it with Tricia and Cheryl and some of the other girls that have been getting abuse at school. I expect those abuses to stop abruptly once I make it clear that I don’t tolerate them.”


“Yes, you look very capable of fighting her battles for her,” he said, taking in the look of me, standing there with a cane.


“You’re right. I don’t make a very imposing sight,” I allowed. “However there’s a certain amount of intimidation I can lean on. After all, I wasn’t so imposing a sight when I decapitated Vance Waterman. I’m in much better shape right now than I was that night.”


“Gonna carry around your shield and murder anyone that looks funny at you?” he asked.


“They don’t allow me to carry my shield in the school for exactly that reason,” I said. “However I’m allowed to carry a cane. I can think of several ways to use it to inflict pain on someone looking to start a physical altercation and in the aftermath, they can wear the distinction of being whipped by a cripple. That’ll get them a few follow-up beatings from people that don’t approve of that behavior.” I’d completely ignored the use of the word ‘murder’ from him. “Sir, I’m not looking to spar with you. You asked what I’d do to protect Cheryl in the school. I’ve told her to list me as the father of her baby, to tell the doctors, nurses, kids at school, people on the street all of it.”


“And with that, she has to share your bed,” he declared angrily. “No, thank you.”


I was about to continue when Gina stepped up on Tabby’s other side. “I was at that party that weekend,” she said to him. “I told Matt this morning that I wasn’t ready to be with him that way. He told me that no one would force me or pressure me or kick me out. If I decided to wait for marriage, then that was fine with him. He told me he’d wait until the day I was ready.”


“He’s going to marry someone else,” he pointed out to her. “What will you do then when he leaves you behind and strikes out with her?”


“Go with them,” Beck answered. “Emma’s the one that asked us to come back. Matt wanted to, but so much has happened that we were all struggling to find a way. They have no intention of breaking up with any of us when they get married.”


He seemed to be warming up another argument and I shook my head. “I can see we’re not going to convince you that we and Cheryl belong together. I don’t understand why since you didn’t object on moral or religious grounds when we discussed her options when we first learned she was pregnant. I told you then that it was important that it be her choice and that she’d been too hurt by having her choices taken away from her for us to make that choice for her. I’m done arguing with you. I’ll leave you with one final thought. This,” I looked around at my girls, “is her choice. Standing in her way doesn’t endear you to her, or to us. We support Cheryl no matter what. If she decided to give up her baby, we’d support her. If she decided that she couldn’t handle it and needed to terminate her pregnancy, we’d support her. Her deciding to keep her baby means we support that choice. Not all of us might agree that it’s the best choice she could make, but we all agree that she needs to make it and we need to help her every step of the way. Are you honestly going to cut her off from that support?”


I nodded and turned to go, but Cheryl’s mother stopped me. “Clifford,” she said and she didn’t look happy. “This boy has come to you and offered his support for your daughter now and in the future. He didn’t have to and God knows he has enough in his own life to be getting on with, but he offered to be that child’s father. Are you really going to turn away the only boy that’s treated her well through all this?”


“What’s wrong with finding out who the father is and compelling THEM?” he asked hotly.


I looked at him like he was simple. “The father is going to prison,” I told him. “If the father was Vance Waterman, he’s in no position to assist you financially or physically. If it wasn’t Vance, then it was still a rapist. Do you REALLY want the rapist who attacked your daughter to be around looking at your granddaughter without her diaper on? Think about that for a second. Even if you DID find him and even if he WAS willing to help, the girls are testifying. Patrick Waterman is testifying. Whoever it was is going to spend twenty years saying ‘Ah!’ for his cell-mate. When he gets out, she’ll be in college.”


“Well, if it was Vance, we can just sue you for the wrongful death of our granddaughter’s father,” he said and looked smug.


I nodded and thought about Lana’s warning that not all people were good.


I don’t think any of us were prepared for what happened next.


Cheryl jumped up from the couch and balled her hand into a fist, hitting him in the jaw with a wild haymaker that knocked him out cold.


Lana and Tricia pulled her off of him as he lay sprawled in his chair. She was vicious and I noted to myself to avoid angering her.


“I would say the status of that lawsuit is a hotly debated issue,” I said dryly. I turned to her and took her from Lana and Tricia, holding her while she raged and whispered soothing words in her ear. When I was reasonably certain that she wasn’t going to belt her father again, I turned her over to Tricia and talked to her mother. “I’m sorry this exploded,” I told her. “I came here to deliver what we all think is good news.”


She sighed. “I’m afraid he isn’t handling this whole affair very well,” she said. “Neither am I, but I can recognize that you kids are trying to help. The thought of you being together so young...”


“Is probably not helping,” I nodded. “She’s pregnant and she’s feeling out of control and in need of love and affection and support. We can give her all that and we want to. I’d like her to come with us for the next few days if you don’t mind. I think she and her father can both use the time away to cool off. It gives you a chance to calm him down while we do the same with her. I’m worried she’ll take another swing at him if he doesn’t back off on this and her hand might not be empty next time when he pisses her off.”


“Worried about his well-being?” she asked disbelievingly.


“After that crack, not so much. I do worry about the effect of a full-body punch like that on the baby though,” I told her.


She nodded. “Cheryl, honey, go upstairs and put together a bag for a few days. I’ll try to reason with your father and see what I can do about him. Call me every day and leave me some contact numbers.”


Her mood changed from rage to gratitude instantly. It was a little disturbing to see, but pregnancy comes with some mood swings as her father was sure to find out when his lights came back on. She bounded upstairs with Tricia in tow to help her.


“I don’t much like your lifestyle, myself,” she confessed. “I think it’s a little extreme. Threatening to sue you is a step too far though.”


“Thanks. My lifestyle is not for everyone,” I admitted, “and we’re likely going to get more resistance from others, but I’m like the only male that some of those girls trust.”


“So you’re saying that there’ll be more girls down the road?” she asked.


“As much as I don’t like it, there’s sixty girls that see me as their hero on a personal level. Some of them are doing better than others.”


She nodded. “I see. Cheryl’s okay with this situation?”


“Yeah. She knew about every girl in this room before she gave me the letter. She wants to join US, not just me. I don’t know if she’s attracted to women or if she’ll love the girls as a sister. Whatever is right for her is what we want,” I told her. “I don’t promise that our lifestyle is what you’ll approve of, but Cheryl’s going to a place she’ll be safe and loved and respected.”


She nodded and sighed. “I think I’ll be able to talk him off this lawsuit stupidity, but he may still have problems with the rest of it.”


I nodded and sighed. “I understand,” I said heavily. “I’m not happy that he can’t come to grips with it, but I hope you can talk him into talking to Cheryl about it rather than declare that he’s deciding for her.”


“I’ll try. What’s your plan for if he isn’t willing to be reasonable?” she asked.


“I dunno yet. Sounds like lawyers are probably going to get involved if he gets his way. I should let you know that the Waterman family started the process to sue for wrongful death. They were convinced that the lawsuit would fail and in filing it, they’d be opening the door to a counter-suit that would ruin them. That’s his parents. Your husband would have to work very hard to find a lawyer willing to take a case that flimsy to court.”


She nodded and glanced at him. He was starting to stir a little. “I think you folks should probably be gone when he wakes up,” she said delicately.


I heartily agreed. “Ladies, I think it’s time to make a strategic withdrawal before the enemy regroups for another charge.”


They nodded and we got our coats and shoes on. Most of the girls went out to the cars and got them warmed up while we waited for Tricia and Cheryl. They came down a few minutes later and the three of us slipped out while her father was just starting to ask what had happened groggily.


Chapter 13


We all went back to the house for lunch together where I gently inspected Cheryl’s hand and declared that I didn’t think it was broken. We were thankful about that and we all spoiled her. We raided the fridge for leftovers and had just finished cleaning up when girls started arriving. We welcomed them in and got drinks for everyone, opened up the sweets and shared them out before we got down to business.


“Thanks for being here, everyone,” I said. “I wanted to get together with everyone for three reasons. First, I wanted to thank everyone again for the cards and presents. If you didn’t have a chance to shop for me, don’t worry about it. I tried to convince everyone not to get me anything. It didn’t really work out for me. For those of you who DID get me something, thank you all. Many of your gifts were WILDLY inappropriate for opening in a family setting. You’ll be happy to know that I opened them in private. I haven’t had a chance to go through all the DVDs, SD cards and flash drives, but I suspect the contents are deeply graphic in nature.” I smirked a little. “My lips are sealed though.”


They all laughed a little at that and a few who hadn’t had a gift for me in return looked a little embarrassed. I moved on before that could get noticed. “The second and more important reason that I wanted to talk to all of you is that I got a Christmas visit from Patrick Waterman.” I paused for the anger to spread through the crowd before I went on. “Obviously, you haven’t been called to tell you he’s dead. He came to the house here to talk.”


“What the fuck does he want to talk about?!!?” someone in the back growled to much agreement.


“He came to plead with me for his family’s lives,” I said. I hadn’t told the rest of them that part before. “He wanted to promise me there would be no retaliation from him or his family for Vance and asked me to leave his parents alone. He also told me that he’s been offered a plea deal for what happened in September.”


“What?!!?” several people raged about that and I held my hand up for silence.


“Let me explain,” I said. “It’s actually a good deal for us. Patrick pleads guilty to sixty counts of rape, the drugs, unlawful confinement and human trafficking charges. He serves life in prison with no parole for twenty years in a prison for protected custody prisoners and registers as a sex offender when he gets out for the rest of his life. In return, he testifies against his drug supplier, all the guys that were there at the party and, more importantly, Marlene Garrett who hosted the party and apparently collected the money and drugs, dishing them out to the Watermans for their weekend parties after that night. Everyone else will get hard time. Most of them will die in prison as the ages of their victims get leaked to the inmates. There’s few things that they hate more in prison than people who victimize underage kids.”


That got a lot of them nodding. They liked the idea of their attackers going to jail and getting killed there.


“Patrick wanted me to tell you all that he’s sorry and that he wished he’d done the right thing a long time ago. I don’t think he expected anyone to forgive him, but he’s going to jail either way. This way he can make the other people who hurt you pay for what they did. He signs the agreement Monday morning.”


They talked about that for a little while and then I asked them for their attention for just one last thing.


“Cheryl’s decided to keep her baby,” I started. “She didn’t come forward to accuse Patrick because she wanted to protect her child from ever knowing that she was conceived at that house.” They nodded, understanding her reasons and agreeing. “I’m asking for your help in continuing to protect her baby. I’ve told Cheryl and I’m telling all of you that when the baby is born, I want her to name me as the father.”


“What?!!?” Jessie blurted out. “Why?!!?”


“Because someone talked about that party last term. I don’t know who or how it was spread, but you’ve all been treated like crap at school. I’ve been made aware that there’s some of our religious classmates that have been harassing you. I hope to put a stop to that, but at the very least, I can keep those people from connecting her pregnancy to that weekend. If someone asks, it’s mine. If you hear them talking, it’s mine. We’re going to tell hospital staff that it’s mine and I’ll be on her birth certificate when she’s born.”


“For real?” someone said, shocked.


I nodded. “For real. I need your help. Outside this room, only parents know the truth. It needs to stay that way. I’m asking each of you to please help us sell this fiction. Some people might not believe it and that’s fine, but so long as we keep our story straight, they should fall into a silent minority.”


“They’re gonna hate you at school,” Jessie said numbly.


“Fuck ‘em!” I said with a little snarl in my voice. “The people that matter are in this room,” I told her. “If the others hate me, they don’t matter. They treat you all poorly. I don’t want friends like that.”


A lot of the girls looked surprised that I felt that way, but nodded about it.


“Does that mean you and Cheryl are together now?” someone else asked.


“Yep,” I said lightly. “Her parents don’t approve, but I’m not turning my back on her and our little girl.”


“I thought you were with Tricia!”


“He is,” she responded and took my hand.


“You’re dating two girls at once?”


That opened the flood gates and Beck got her mouth into it, declaring Cheryl to be the ninth member of the Sorority. The whole thing turned into a full press conference with questions and answers. Some of the questions we skirted and others we answered freely.


“Does this mean that you won’t be using what I got you for Christmas?” one girl asked with elaborate casualness.


Cheryl fielded that one without knowing what she’d gotten me. “Oh, I’m not gonna stop him from using his Christmas gifts,” she said with a giggle. “I would hate to see him with gifts he can’t use.”


I could have kicked her ... or kissed her. I wasn’t sure which, but I was blushing. “Maybe next time find out what the gift is before you promise I’ll use it?” I suggested in a whisper when they were distracted talking about something that involved me and Valentine’s presents. “See what you’ve created?”


Gina seemed a little down about this turn of events so I left Cheryl to see if she could pull this out of the fire and talked to her. “You okay?”


“Yeah,” she said uncertainly. “I guess. I dunno. I feel bad. They all seem like they’re ready to have sex with you. I’m not.”


“You don’t need to have sex with me until you WANT to have sex with me. If that’s never, then it’s never. I’d rather wait ‘til we’re sixty than pressure you to do it before you’re ready.”


She looked like she was still anxious. “I’m just worried that you’ll end up replacing me with someone that’s ready for sex,” she confessed.


“I once had a conversation like this with Collie. She had a roommate that was a total sex doll. She looked like she’d been custom designed for porn. Collie was afraid to introduce me because she was worried that she’d take her place with me.”


“What did you do?” she asked.


“I told her that no one could take her place. It was HERS and that she BELONGED with us. It’s possible that someone else can make a spot for themselves with us, but no one can ever take yours. It BELONGS to you and you alone. No one can fill it and no one can push you out of it. Even if you decide that you need to find your own way and we say goodbye, that spot stays empty.” I kissed her softly and then hugged her tight. “You BELONG here with me whether we’re naked or not.”


She sighed and hugged me back, the tension easing out of her. “You’re SURE you’re okay?”


“Everyone recovers differently,” I whispered to her. “You need me to wait as much as I need you to stay. Don’t worry about it. The other girls will make sure I don’t go to waste. You love me and that’s all I need.”


She squeezed me harder and then we separated. Dawn had been beside herself with attention overload this whole time as the girls petted her fur, exclaiming about the new addition to the family.


Not long after that, Jessie managed to get a word with me. She looked a little upset about something. “What’s up?” she asked. “You never mentioned anything about Cheryl when we talked a few weeks ago.”


“She hadn’t told me how she felt about me,” I said. “She’s fallen in love with me.”


“What about you?” she asked. “Do you love her?”


I smiled and nodded. “She melted our hearts. She wrote me a long letter telling me how she felt and Emma and I read it together. It was a pretty powerful letter.”


“It must have been,” she said, surprised. “You just signed on for eighteen years of commitment for her.”


“Meh,” I shrugged. “I was planning on helping her with the baby anyway. This is just a little more formal than calling me ‘Mommy’s friend Matt’. This way she gets a dad that’ll teach her stuff and be there for her and Cheryl gets to know that she’s not alone.”


“And what do you get?” she asked, cocking her head to one side as she considered my answer.


“I get two princesses to make my life brighter,” I said with a smile.


She grinned at that and nodded. “Good answer,” she said then hesitated. “You were right about me,” she confessed. “I’m not after your money or anything like that, but that I wasn’t in love with you. I hope you can help me with putting this in the past. I’ve never had a guy treat me nice. You think that’s a possibility?” she asked, biting her lip.


I considered it and nodded. “It’s possible. Talk to Lana and Gina. Tell them what you need from me and how you see things working out. It’s possible, but I never do anything the girls don’t approve of. Lana and Gina know you best so they’re the ones you can count on to champion you to the rest of the girls if they like what they hear.”


She nodded and smiled a little. “Thanks. I just ... I hear Lana talk about how amazing you are with her and I think to myself that I want that just once. Even if I can never find it again, I just want to know what it’s like to wake up after sex so good I pass out.”


I nodded in understanding. “Talk to them. They’ll work it out and either tell me to take you to bed or that you weren’t able to come to terms with everyone. Either way, we’ll still be friends. I value your opinions, especially when you’re trying to get me to stop worrying about stupid shit.”


She nodded and hugged me again. I circulated a little and then I remembered a couple of other things I wanted to bring up.


“Hey, girls!” I raised my voice a little and things quieted down right away. “I just remembered a couple of minor things I wanted to bring up. I know a lot of you are getting shit on at school like I mentioned before. Do me a favor and let me know who’s bugging you. I can’t help if I don’t know, right? Also I’ve got double lunch this semester, so I’ll be around to hang out during late lunch too. If you’re getting a lot of crap at lunch time, come sit with me. Hell, come sit with me anyway. I’ll be with Tricia and Cheryl, but you’re all welcome to come talk to us.” I frowned. “The last thing I want to ask you is a little more difficult for me.”


I saw my girls look at me with concern. I’d only just realized this was a potential problem and they looked worried.


“I need your help. Everything I’ve asked of you so far has been for you girls. This is strictly for me.” The worried looks filtered through some of the other faces in the crowd, including Jessie. “When I get angry or upset or frustrated, I unplug from life and work out. That’s how I normally cope with stress. Right now, I can’t do that. I’m still using a cane to get around and my arm’s going to be a mess for a while. I need to learn new ways to cope with that, but in the mean time, look out for me? I don’t always realize I’m in over my head until I’m already drowning. If you see me and I look upset, talk to me, give me a hug, flirt with me, do something to get me out of my own head for a minute so you can tell me that I need a break.”


They all nodded and I could see Lana give me a thumbs-up that she approved of this change in me.


“I just have one other thing. It’s not really so much a request for help, but it’s something that’s been on my mind a lot. I’m pretty scarred up. My girls all assure me that the scars don’t matter to them and I believe them. They matter to me though. I cringe at the thought of people staring at me on the beach this summer. It kind of makes me feel like people are staring already. Part of that is that I saw the surgeries while they were opened when I first woke up. I’m not asking you to do anything or say anything. I’m just really sensitive about it right now. I’ve had a promise of help finding a surgeon to try and reduce the scarring though and if that works out, I’ll probably disappear for a few days or a week sometime next month.”


“Where would you go to get it done?” Jessie asked.


“It was suggested that LA has the best cosmetic surgeons in the world,” I said. “Someone’s looking into it for me.”


“Emma’s asking around?” Lana asked.


I shook my head. “Scarlett offered. She asked me to send her some pictures of the scars and she said she’d ask around.”


“So you sent Scarlett Johansson pics of yourself without your shirt on?” Jessie asked. “How come WE didn’t get that in our Christmas stocking?” she smirked.


I grimaced. “I didn’t send it to her because I felt like it was a gift. I sent it because she offered to help me. I kinda feel grotesque about it.”


“Take off your shirt,” Jessie said. She wasn’t smirking now. She was serious. “Go ahead.”


I sighed and took it off. I felt like I was riddled in scar tissue. The chest surgery, the abdominal scar, the scars from the drains, the bullet scars themselves in my back, my side and my shoulder. I closed my eyes and waited for her to make her point.


“Matt,” she said quietly. “Open your eyes.”


I did and I looked around. Everyone was looking at me. I felt my skin crawling. I wanted to put my shirt back on.


“Everyone here knows what you went through to get those scars. Everyone here wishes we could take them away and make you well again.” Her tone was gentle and sympathetic. “My great granddad was in World War 2. He has scars like that. Those are the marks of a hero, Matt. They’re nothing to be ashamed of. I understand you wanting to reduce them, but you should be proud of yourself, not ashamed of how you look. We’re all proud of you.”


They all agreed and I nodded in acceptance before I put my shirt back on. I felt better with it on.


“I think we’re all in agreement,” Lana added, “that if someone starts mouthing off about your scars, they’re never gonna date again. They’re also gonna get a few scars of their own from the ladies here.”


I smiled a little at that. I hoped it didn’t turn into an issue. We spent a little more time and the girls started filing out in groups to head home.


I’d just shown the last of them out when I got a kick in the ass. I turned around and Tabby was looking at me. “What was that for?” I asked.


“You need to talk to us more,” she told me. “How are we supposed to help if you don’t tell us that you’re bothered by the scars?”


I shrugged. “Sometimes it sucks having perfect recall of events,” I said. “I remember what they looked like when they were open. They’re not much better closed. I feel kind of disgusting most of the time and for more than just the scars. I’m still having trouble with digesting food. You haven’t had to go to the bathroom right after me. Be thankful for that.”


“What’s going on?” she asked, concerned. The other girls had gathered around and I was embarrassed all over again.


“Samantha said it’s a common side effect of bowel surgery. Some foods cause different reactions than they used to. It’s pretty gross. She says it’ll stabilize over time, but for now, I should stay close to a bathroom after meals.”


She nodded. “We’ll deal with it,” she said. “You just have to tell us. I know it bothers you. Just let us help.”


“I’m gaining weight too,” I said with a grimace. “I can’t work out like I used to and it’s started taking its toll. I’d made a lot of progress on my conditioning and now it’s all gone. I’m tired after a short walk, I’m in pain, I feel like I’m blowing up. It’s all a fucking mess.” I was aware that I was babbling and I clamped my jaws shut. I tightened my hands on my cane, hating it at the moment and hating that I needed it even more.


It was Cheryl that answered. “I sympathize. I feel the same way.” She reached down and touched her stomach. “I’m starting to show and I feel it trying to drag me down.”


I nodded and knew that she felt the same. “But you still look fantastic,” I told her.


“Ha!” she barked. “See if you feel that way when I’m at seven months and I’m a bloated mess.”


“I’m looking forward to it, actually,” I told her. “The thought of you in the full bloom of pregnancy is extremely sexy. Don’t be surprised if I’m the first to volunteer to rub lotion into your belly to keep your skin soft.”


She stopped short at that and gaped at me, her face turning red. I’d clearly surprised her with that and the other girls giggled as she blushed.


“I’ll be the size of a house!” she blurted in protest.


“No you won’t, I said certainly, “but if you are, then we’ll take care of you,” I told her. “I know Tricia and Emma both think I’m good enough at giving foot massages to keep me around.”


“Really?” she asked hopefully.


“Oh!” Tricia gushed. “He kept me dancing half the night at the last dance. We’d dance ‘til my feet got sore and then he’d sit down and rub them ‘til I was ready to go again.”


“Why are we only hearing about this now?” Collie wanted to know.


I shrugged. “You never took me dancing,” I said simply. I’d recognize later that they’d totally distracted me from my internal insecurities and I’d be grateful for it. In the moment though, I just went along with it and let myself have fun.


“Once you have your legs under you,” she said. “We’re going out. Count on it.”


“I guess that settles that,” I said with a chuckle. “You don’t need to take me out dancing to get me to massage your feet though.”


We were all in a better mood and laughing and talking by the time my mother arrived home from her date. Frank was still with her and she invited him to come in. I noticed they were both dressed warmly. He came and said hello to all of us as we took up the dining room table before he disappeared into the kitchen to help Mom with dinner.


We decided to give them a little space and asked to be called for dinner when it was ready if they were cooking for everyone and when they were through if they wanted to be alone. Then we went downstairs. With eight of us, it was a little crowded, but we split up into groups. Cheryl turned out to be interested in the PlayStation, having only ever played one at Tricia’s house so the two of them and Beck took over the couch and started playing one of the games we had on hand. Lana and Gina took over the pool table for a little while and Tabby, Collie and I went into the bedroom to relax.


I was still a little wiped out from last night, so I wanted to lay down for a little while. Dawn looked up at us from the floor where she was gnawing contentedly on her rubber bone and then went back to her toy when she saw it was us.


I lowered myself to the bed with a sigh and stretched out. They came to lay down with me on either side and we talked quietly for a while about my insecurities following the shooting. We just enjoyed being there together. It was calming and I felt a little better at the end of it.


“Dinner,” Lana said from the doorway when we’d mostly talked ourselves out and were just taking it easy.


We got up and Dawn decided it was time to join us, following us up the stairs and to the dining room where we ate a simple dinner of lasagna and garlic bread. Frank and Mom had been busy in the kitchen and he was a better cook than I’d suspected, but I suppose that stood to reason since he’d been doing the cooking for him and Tricia for years.


We had a pleasant dinner and then Frank took off, but not before asking if this was going to have to be how he got to visit his daughter. There was no bite in it and a small smile. I wasn’t sure whether he was getting to the point of liking me or if going out with Mom had mellowed him some.


“You’re always welcome here,” I said as I was leaving the table. We ducked down the stairs to let Mom show him out and say goodnight.


We lounged around for the evening and I gave out foot massages to most of my girls before Tabby and Collie decided they’d better return to their apartment tonight. Gina decided the same thing and that left me with four girls to make sleeping arrangements with.


“Are you two moving back in?” I asked Lana and Beck. “Or is that something we’ll be deciding once everyone’s back?”


They looked at each other and shrugged. “We figured we’d ask about that once our tests are back. I think for tonight, we’ll probably go home too. Mom and Daddy haven’t seen us all day.”


Beck nodded. “Yeah. You’re gonna have your hands full tonight anyway.”


They came and kissed me sweetly and then hugged Tricia and Cheryl before they went home.


The three of us decided to turn in. Cheryl was still a little upset from the events of that morning with her father, so we got ready for bed, the girls wearing nightshirts and me in a pair of shorts out of respect for how strange a day it had been for Cheryl. We climbed into bed and both girls traced my scars delicately as we talked softly in the dark, settling down to sleep.


Chapter 14


Sunday morning we woke up to Dawn looking to go out. I let the girls go back to sleep and took her out, letting her pee before I leashed her again and took her for her walk. I’d left my cane behind on purpose this time. I wanted to get myself back up and running literally since I couldn’t do any of the rest of my workout. The first step was walking. Dawn took off enthusiastically and I let her pull me around a little bit, picking up my pace.


I wouldn’t exactly say I was sorry when I got back to the house, but I was distinctly glad that there was a comfortable place to sit down. I poured out Dawn’s food and fresh water and then laid on the couch for a little to relax and Dawn came and put her head on my stomach, whining softly in sympathy.


“It’s okay, girl,” I told her. “I’m getting better. Soon we’ll be able to run some.” I scratched her ears and her tail thumped happily at the attention.


I must have dozed off because the next thing I knew, Tricia was touching my shoulder. She was still wearing her sleep shirt and she looked at me oddly. “Did you sleep up here?” she asked quietly.


“No,” I said, confused. “I got up when Dawn wanted out and then I took her for her walk. Why would you think I slept up here?”


“Cheryl thought it might have been because of her. We woke up and you were gone.”


“You both woke up when I turned on the light earlier,” I said, giving her a funny look. “I told you to go back to sleep and I’d walk the dog.”


“We did? You did?” she blinked. “I don’t even remember that.”


“You told me to turn off the light,” I informed her dryly. “Cheryl’s upset?”


“She feels like she might have made you uncomfortable.”


“Well, it’s not my custom to wear shorts to bed, that was a little uncomfortable. They ride up into strange places and it makes me squirm,” I deadpanned.


“I think you should tell her that,” she said with a giggle.


I got up and we went downstairs, me with some effort since my leg had stiffened up since my walk.


Cheryl was dressed and was packing up her bag frantically. I walked over and took it from her and dropping it on the bed. I wrapped her in a hug which made her stiffen. “Hey,” I said soothingly. “You did NOT chase me out of my bed. I got up early to take the dog out for her walk. I didn’t sleep upstairs and I wasn’t uncomfortable with you here. Stop packing.”


“I made a mess of everything yesterday,” she said. “I’ve been babbling about how much I want you and then when I get here, I can’t go through with it. Everyone else left. I hit my father. I can’t BELIEVE I did that!”


“Well, it WAS Boxing Day,” I pointed out, trying to lighten the mood. “The rest of it is only an issue in your mind. Yesterday didn’t turn out the way we expected. Your dad dug his heels in on the subject of us and said the world’s dumbest thing for the situation. That’s why you hit him. The girls probably left to give you a little time with me without a lot of people hanging around. Whether we had sex in that time is irrelevant. It’s not like it was your only shot to convince me to make love to you. You didn’t make a mess of anything that I saw.”


“But-” she tried and I put a finger to her lips to stop her.


“You didn’t ruin anything here and sometime today we’re going to talk to your mother to find out how things are at your place. I doubt you ruined anything there either. By now, she’s pointed out to him that he was being an asshole and hopefully he’s come to his senses and decided he’s ready to apologize. If not, we’ll deal with that, but you didn’t screw up anything yesterday. I think you did fine.”


She looked at me worriedly and I took my finger away from her lips, replacing it with a kiss. “Relax. You’re where you belong.”


She nodded and I held her close, turning my head to nibble on her earlobe delicately. She gasped and clutched me tightly. “Oh! Don’t do that!” she begged. “That feels too good!”


“It’s supposed to,” I whispered in her ear, flicking my tongue over her earlobe and making her shiver.


She squirmed and pulled back. “Try that sometime after dinner and you’ll be in trouble,” she threatened with a twinkle in her eye and a smirk on her lips.


“I’ll do it AT dinner if that’s what it takes to keep your mood happy,” I told her and took her hand. “Let’s go next door and see if Patty’s doing breakfast today.


The three of us went upstairs and got our coats on. Tricia lagged behind while she hurriedly got dressed. Then the three of us wandered over to the fence. I looked at it and carefully lifted my left leg over it before shifting my weight and stepping over it completely for the first time since getting back from the hospital.


“Feeling better?” Tricia asked.


“No,” I admitted. “Just more stubborn.”


We let ourselves in with me in the lead and found Patty at the kitchen table alone. She was surprised to see us and stood up when we started pulling off our coats.


“Everyone else is still asleep,” she said quietly, trying not to wake them by talking too loud. “I was sure we’d see you for lunch and not a second sooner.”


“I have a dog now,” I said with a chuckle. “Sleeping in is a luxury I don’t have any more.”


“True. I thought you might have kicked her out to the backyard and gone back to bed though.”


We started breakfast with me insisting on helping and Tricia wanting part of the chores too. We mostly took care of it with Patty giving directions while she and Cheryl sat at the table. We cooked sausages, bacon, home fries, scrambled eggs and toast, serving Patty for once. I put a plate in front of Cheryl and by the time that was done, Dan was up, looking at us like he wasn’t quite sure what to make of what was going on.


We brought him breakfast and then I shooed Tricia out of the kitchen while I made breakfast for her. I’d been getting better at this and had missed it, so I enjoyed the chance to work around the kitchen. Eventually everyone had shown up at the table and been served. I wasn’t moving the best, but I was managing to limp around with some difficulty and I made sure to carry plates with both hands.


When I was able to serve myself, I was grateful for the chair and sighed in relief as I took the pressure off my leg. I sat there feeling my muscles relax before I started to eat. “Overdid it a little?” Patty asked pointedly.


I nodded. “I’m afraid I have to leave cleanup to other hands for now,” I admitted. “I’m getting better though. I took Dawn for her walk without the cane and still had a little left over to help out with breakfast.”


“Motivated to get your strength back?” Dan asked.


“It’s either that or buy new clothes. Mine are starting to get tight since I’ve been inactive for a month now.”


“Ah,” he said, understanding. “I hope the walking works out for you then.”


“Me too,” I said and dug into breakfast. I was looking forward to putting the cane back in the closet where it usually lived.


After breakfast, I got up to help a little with the cleanup, but I found myself with not much to do since there had been plenty of hands to help out. We hadn’t made plans for the day and honestly, I was thankful for the time to relax. The three of us spent the morning and part of the afternoon watching movies, spending time together and just relaxing. I was happy to be off my feet except to put Dawn out in the back yard to play, but left her to frolic for a couple of hours uninterrupted before I brought her in to join us. She curled up in front of the couch downstairs and chewed on one of her toys contentedly while we just quietly spent time together.


We’d all been putting it off, but we’d promised Cheryl’s mother we’d call so we turned off the TV and I made the call to their house phone, putting it on speaker so we could all hear.


Her mother answered the phone and the three of us said hello. “Hi, kids,” she said quietly. How’s your day been?”


“We’re okay, Mom,” Cheryl answered. “How are things at home?”


“Your father is very upset,” she said. “You hit him.”


“He was talking about suing Matt for killing Vance Waterman,” Cheryl said, getting angry. “What was I supposed to do? Sit there and let him talk like that?!!?”


“No one’s saying that you didn’t have a reason to be upset,” she said gently. “Your father chose his words carelessly. I’m just telling you what state of mind he’s in. Leaving here with them didn’t help, but I was a little too shocked by it to put my foot down. I think it’s time you came home so we can talk about it.”


I didn’t like the sound of that one bit. It sounded to me like he’s won over his wife and the two of them were going to tag-team Cheryl into doing what they wanted.


“Talk?!!?” Cheryl gaped at the phone like it had done her some personal wrong.


“Mrs. Anders,” I said softly before Cheryl could voice her opinion of that suggestion, “is your husband still intent on pursuing legal action against me to obtain the money to raise the baby?”


She hesitated and I could tell that she was trying not to tip me off. “Like I said, he chose his words carelessly,” she said delicately. “He’s concerned about what sort of support the child will receive.”


I looked at the two of them and shook my head silently. I sighed audibly like I was letting go of a lot of tension. “That’s a relief,” I said. “I want this to work out. I was afraid that we were going to end up neck-deep in unpleasantness and lawyers. I don’t want to drag Cheryl or the baby through the expense and scrutiny of courtrooms for the next few years. None of us need more stress. I’m glad we’re in a better place.”


When she spoke, I could hear the smile in her voice. “Don’t you worry about it, we’ll handle it.”


“Alright. We’re gonna talk it over and see how Cheryl feels about coming home after dinner if that’s okay. We’ll call back after we’ve eaten and see if she’s ready to come home.”


“That sounds just fine,” she said sweetly. “I’ll look forward to talking to you this evening.”


I hung up and looked at the two of them. “Your father got to her,” I said bluntly. “She’s on board to go get a lawyer and start suing me for Vance Waterman, the sex they think we had last night and anything else they can think of that’s worth a chunk of my bank account.” I felt like I might throw up.


“What do we do?” she asked instantly.


“We talk it out,” I said. “How are you feeling right now?”


“Like they don’t care what I want,” she said angrily. “All I wanted was for you to know how I felt about you. Now you’re getting hurt because my parents want your money.”


I nodded. I felt the same way. “I don’t feel like they have a leg to stand on from a legal standpoint. Vance’s parents were told the lawsuit would fail and they’re his parents. Your parents never met him and his sole impact on your life was to rape you. They’re standing up and trying to cash in on that.”


“Can I stay here?” she asked. “I don’t want to go back there.”


I nodded. “Absolutely,” I told her. “We should be able to stall your mother for tonight.”


“I meant longer than that,” she said and bit her lip. “I don’t want them trying to use me or the baby like this.”


I nodded again. “I figured you might have meant that,” I admitted. “Tomorrow is Monday. I can talk to my lawyer and we can start the slow wheels of justice turning in our favor.”


I dialed the law office and was surprised when he answered. “Howard?” I said, stunned. “I didn’t think I’d catch you in the office on a Sunday. I was just planning to leave a message.”


“There’s only so many family gatherings I can do at this time of year,” he explained. “Paperwork is my excuse to get away to my office where I can watch what I damn well please on the TV and not have to listen to what my son-in-law is missing from his family’s Christmas celebration in Buffalo. None of that’s your problem though. What can I do for you today? No dead body to clean up, is there?”


“Not yet,” I admitted with a smile. Howard Clayton had a hard-nosed manner that spoke of an intolerance for foolishness. I was lucky to have him.


I explained what had happened without pulling any punches. “I’m not the biological father, but I’ve offered to be listed as such in all the documents and declare it publicly. They’re not satisfied that my lifestyle is acceptable enough for me to be the father of their grandchild. They have their sights set on suing me for the money to raise the baby without my involvement.”


“You haven’t signed anything yet?” he asked.


“Not a thing,” I promised. “Haven’t made any formal declarations of any kind.”


“What’s their basis for this supposed lawsuit then?” he asked confused.


“Vance Waterman,” I said. “There’s a chance that he was the sperm donor.”


“I see,” he said. “She’s one of the girls that was caught up in that, huh? My sympathies to her. Well, her parents don’t have a leg to stand on. Even IF it was Vance’s and they could prove it, his own parents couldn’t push through a wrongful death suit. They’re just gonna look stupid trying to put one through on behalf of the boy who raped their daughter. What’s your concern?”


“My real concern is that she doesn’t want to return there. They’re her legal guardians, but she doesn’t trust them to do right by her or the baby given how mercenary they turned when there was someone with a bank account involved.”


“She have other relatives that can help her?”


I looked at Cheryl and she shook her head. “No, sir,” she said. “My mother’s sister lives in Texas. Originally I thought about adopting my baby to her, but then I decided I wanted to keep her.”


“I see. Well, you have a dilemma on your hands,” he said. “No one’s done anything wrong. But short of proving abuse of some kind, I don’t think there’s grounds to petition the courts for a change of guardianship. I can give you the number for a local shelter. They can provide more focused advice based on their involvement with the system. I take it you and the young lady are intimate?”


“Not yet,” I told him. “We slept in the same bed last night, but were both decently covered and weren’t alone.”


“Okay. I can give you this advice as your attorney. Don’t. I apologize for being indelicate to both your feelings, but if her parents are planning on launching a lawsuit, I want you pristine to swear on a stack of Bibles that you have never had sexual relations with that girl. That sort of puts a nail in the coffin of being a father to her baby, but better that than losing half your wealth to a frivolous lawsuit. Until that matter is unequivocally solved, do not touch.”


“I understand,” I said, my face sour. “I don’t like it, but I understand. How do we slam the door on a lawsuit like that then so that we can move forward?”


“There are several ways we can proceed,” he admitted. “Swearing out notarized statements from all involved that there is no basis for a lawsuit and clarifying the circumstances, that your participation as the child’s father is voluntary and in no way suggests a financial responsibility for the baby would be one way to go. Those documents are legally recognized.”


I sighed. “The point of this whole thing was to shield the baby from ever knowing that she was conceived by a rapist,” I told him. “Sworn statements are the exact opposite of what we’d hoped for.”


He grunted. “I think your best bet is to reason with the parents. If they won’t play along, then get as far away as possible. You’ll always be in a vulnerable position to one extent or another from parents looking to cash in somehow. They can sue for child support and that goes poorly for someone in your position.”


“What if Cheryl gave up custody of her baby to me?” I asked, thinking outside the box. “She’d still be able to see the baby. I’d never keep her separated from her daughter. They can’t sue me for child support if I’m already supporting her, right?”


“Would you be willing to do that, Miss?” he asked, surprised that I’d suggested it.


“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I wouldn’t want to do that to Matt. It’s one thing to have him help me raise her, it’s a lot for me to ask him to do it himself. I don’t want to put that on him.”


“Then I’m afraid that you’re either going to have to back out of the picture or put up with her parents until you’re both eighteen,” he said sadly. “I’m sorry kids. It’s a messy area of the law.”


“I see,” I said finally. “There’s still emancipation if things turn that ugly,” I suggested.


“At that point, if you know someone who’s willing they could apply to become her legal guardian. That’s a less messy prospect and the courts look on it far more favorably.”


“Okay. Sounds like we have a lot to discuss,” I said with a sigh. “Thanks for helping out.”


“Think nothing of it. I was here hiding from my headache at home anyway,” he said with a chuckle. “Just take care of yourself and keep me informed.”


“I will,” I said with a sigh. “It’s not the news I was hoping for, but it’s what we needed to hear. Thanks again.”


We hung up and the three of us were sort of at a loss for how to proceed.


We had a very subdued dinner that night and then we talked about what to do about her parents. Mom had joined us for dinner and we explained what had happened and how we were dealing with it.


“Honey, if things ever get bad at home, you call here and we’ll put you up,” she said simply. “You have the number for the house phone? Good. Use it any time, even if it’s the middle of the night. We’ll come get you and if you and Matt aren’t together in that way, we can put you in his old room. My suggestion would be for you to talk with your parents. You know them better than anyone. See if they’re still in the same frame of mind. If they make you uncomfortable after that talk, then call us and you can come right back here. We’ll contact the proper authorities and make sure they know you’re here because home’s not comfortable in case they report you as a runaway and that’ll be it.”


“I don’t want to cause any more trouble,” she said anxiously.


“Nonsense,” Mom told her. “It’s no trouble at all. Having been a parent who had trouble listening to her kids, I know that sometimes a little distance helps.”


I was sort of talked out on the subject. I’d just wanted to help and now everything was a complete mess. It had gone from the best weekend imaginable to one filled with stress and anxiety with one bad conversation.


Tricia poked me in the arm to get my attention. “What’s on your mind?” she asked gently. “You look like you’re thinking deep thoughts.”


I shrugged. “Just thinking my life would be a whole lot smoother if I could learn to tell adults what they wanted to hear,” I admitted.


“Oh, I don’t think you believe that,” my mother said calmly. “It might be smoother, but once you make that concession, you have to keep living the lie. You’re way too stubborn to do that.”


I nodded. “Yeah,” I said, deflating a little. “I just wish it went a little better sometimes.” I paused and took a deep breath. “Alright, what are we doing? Playing nice and seeing if they’re going to continue to scheme? Or do we put all the cards on the table that make sure they know where they stand?”


Cheryl looked around the table. “Would you three come in with me while I talk with them?” We all nodded and she breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m gonna tell them that Matt can’t be the baby’s father. When you get home, I want you to email the girls and tell them the same. You can still be her Uncle Matt, but your lawyer said they can try to sue you for child support if you’re named the father. I don’t want that.”


We got up and I hugged her tightly, told her we loved her and that her parents weren’t going to change that. Tricia joined us and we went downstairs to gather up her things.


“You should go home and spend some time with your dad too,” I told Tricia. “He’ll want to know that things didn’t work out like we’d hoped.”


“Are you sure?” she asked. “You shouldn’t be alone tonight.”


“I don’t think I’ll be good for company right now,” I told her. “I’ll have Dawn. She’ll keep me from getting too lost in my thoughts.”


She nodded and kissed me sadly before putting her bag back together and then we were on our way. I felt sick to my stomach. It was the first breakup I’d ever participated in. I’d been on the receiving end of them, but this was the first time I was in on the ground floor of that decision.


We parked outside her house and Cheryl led us inside. Her parents were surprised to see us and her dad was sitting in his usual chair while her mother was knitting in the other chair where I’d sat the last two times I’d been in this house. They’d been talking and I could tell that we were the topic of conversation or more likely, my bank account.


I took out my phone and started the recording app. I didn’t trust these people to have an undocumented conversation with them ever again.


“Hello kids,” Mrs. Anders said, putting a pleasant face on and inviting us in. We all squeezed onto the couch facing them. “I must say we weren’t expecting you to just drop in. I thought you’d call and we’d talk it out.”


“Cheryl decided that it was time to come home and talk things out,” I said lightly. “I don’t believe you know my mother.” I introduced them and then sat back and let Cheryl take over.


“Matt’s not the father of my baby,” she said sadly. “I wanted him to be and he wanted to help me and the baby by being that for us both. It was really the happiest I’d been since this all happened when he told me to tell my baby to call him Daddy when she was born. You’re gonna try to get his money though. That’s awful. He came here to help me and you’re planning to steal from him.”


“No one said anything about stealing, young lady,” her father said irritably. I was gratified to see that the side of his face had swollen up nicely. “We were merely discussing possibilities.”


“You were planning on suing him for defending himself from the asshole that raped me,” she growled back angrily. “I get raped and you make money off it? Sounds an awful lot like what they did to me. I wish I’d never written that letter. Then I wouldn’t know that you were willing to use my misery to get rich.”


“Honey, it’s not like that,” her mother said, trying to smooth it over. “We only want the best for you and the baby.”


“And yet, when someone comes forward and promises us both the best, you turn him away and start scheming how to take what he has,” she said. “You didn’t ask what I wanted. You didn’t care that it was tearing me apart. You put your foot down and tried to get your hand into his wallet.”


I watched them go back and forth for a while with Cheryl calling them thieves and them trying to convince her that it wasn’t like she thought. I reached over and touched her arm lightly to get her attention.


“May I?” I asked and waited for her to nod before turning to her parents. “I want to put this debate to rest once and for all. Cheryl decided that she wasn’t going to list me as the father of her baby. My offer was genuine, but I’d need to sign paperwork to be officially listed as her father when she’s born. I won’t be signing it since she’s made it clear she doesn’t want that. That slams the door on any suit to gain child support from me. Vance Waterman’s parents were unsuccessful in demonstrating that a wrongful death suit had merit. I believe that they were informed that since his actions were criminal, I was well within my rights to sue his family for damages.”


I let that sink in and we could all tell that we’d cut the banks out from under them. The child support was their fallback plan.


“I’ll continue to be a friend to Cheryl and help her raise her baby as much as she’ll let me, but it’ll be as a friend, not as a father, not as a lover,” I told them.


“So you get what you wanted last night and then leave her to fend for herself?!!?” her father growled. “Give me one good reason not to kick your ass right here!”


“I’ll give you two good reasons,” I said calmly. “First, I’m crippled. I have one arm and one leg that are out of commission. Attacking me in this condition would be despicable for one and criminal for another. I’d charge you criminally and I have a District Attorney on speed dial. I don’t like your chances. The second reason is that Cheryl knocked you out cold with one punch. Imagine what she’ll do to you if you attack me. Imagine what I’d do to you. I’m ambidextrous. That means it hurts just as much if I hit you left handed as it does if I hit you right handed. Those reasons good enough for you? If not, then you can take solace from knowing that Cheryl and I didn’t have sex. Not last night, not at any point in the past.”


“There’s nothing you can say that I’d believe,” he said, seething. “Get out.”


I shrugged and got to my feet with the aid of my cane. “I think you should know that I’ve already spoken to my lawyer about the two of you. He’s assured me that so long as I don’t sign anything, there’s no possible way for you to get your hands on my money. Sadly, I would have given it to you if we’d become family. I always intended to use my wealth to help the people important to me.”


I left the room, my phone still recording. I didn’t intend to stop it until we were back in the car and away from here. Mom and Tricia came with me and we were starting to get ready when I heard them turn on Cheryl.


“You too!” her father said. “If you’re gonna turn on your own flesh and blood, then you can get out too!”


My blood boiled. That was the final straw. Mom saw the look on my face as I turned back to the living room and put a hand on my bad shoulder. “I’ll handle this,” she said and her glance took in Tricia before she returned to the living room.


She gathered up Cheryl and whispered in her ear for a moment. She nodded and then took off upstairs in tears. I was curious what she’d said, but then she returned with her laptop a few minutes later and Mom sat down on the edge of the couch and started typing furiously for a few minutes. “Go print it and bring it back. Tricia, would you go help Cheryl gather her things. Matt, just record everything on your phone like you’ve been doing.”


They didn’t like that revelation, but I hadn’t hidden it so there wasn’t much they could do about it. The girls disappeared upstairs and I was left to wonder what was going on.


Cheryl came down a few minutes later and had a piece of paper in her hand. She gave it to Charlotte. She took the document and told me to switch to video. I brought up the phone and took in the room as she read.


“We, the undersigned, do hereby relinquish custody of our daughter, Cheryl, on this twenty-seventh day of December, 2015 and do furthermore place her into the custody of Charlotte Russell to care for until such time as our family differences can be resolved to all our satisfaction or until Cheryl’s 18th birthday, whichever should come first.” She held the paper out to them. “Sign and date it,” she told them. “If you’re throwing her out in the middle of December, the least you can do is make sure she has somewhere to go.”


“And if we don’t?” her father snapped.


“Then we call the police and have them come down here to confirm the details,” she said simply. “A police report stating that she’s been thrown out and that I’m taking her in is good enough to prove that she’s not a runaway. At this point none of us trust you. You’ve proven to be willing to stoop to shameful lengths to get your hands on Matt’s income. Sign the paper and you can be done with it. Don’t sign and we’ll be waiting here until the police arrive.”


“Call the police then,” he sneered. “See what happens.”


She smiled. That never boded well. She called the police non-emergency number and spoke with a dispatcher. “Yes, hello. My name is Charlotte Russell. I need police assistance. No, no one’s in IMMEDIATE danger, but one of my son’s girlfriends is being thrown out of her house by her parents and we’ve become involved in the domestic dispute. She’s three months pregnant and has nowhere else to go.” She paused, looking at me and then continued. “No, I had her print out a letter that would have given me temporary guardianship, but they refused to sign it. They’ve already threatened my son with violence. He’s physically disabled. That’s right. The parents have thrown their pregnant daughter out of the house and threatened a disabled boy with violence. My son is Matt Russell. He’s still recovering from gunshot wounds he suffered last month. Yes, that’s right. The Captain America incident.”


Cheryl’s parents wilted under the implications of that conversation. Cheryl had gone back upstairs and her and Tricia had come back with bags of clothes and personal items. I took Cheryl’s hand and squeezed it. This wasn’t what I’d wanted. It wasn’t what she’d wanted. It wasn’t what any of us wanted. I was sure of that.


Mom was still talking with the dispatcher when we heard sirens. There seemed to be a lot of them and they were getting closer. “Oh dear,” I said softly.


“What?” Cheryl asked.


“You hear that?” I cocked my head in the direction of the front door. “I think that might be for us.”


Sure enough, we were joined by police a few minutes later. When I looked outside, there were six cruisers. I felt like that was a little excessive.


Neighbors here were far more curious than in our neighborhood which had a fair number of retirees who were hard of hearing or not mobile enough to be nosy or both.


By the time the dozen or so cops were out of their cars and securing the front yard, there were silhouettes in several of the windows and a few people had come outside to find out what was going on.


We were all separated and questioned about what had happened and the recording was played for them a few times. The watch commander had shown up and interviewed everyone in detail.


“I don’t see what the big deal is,” I admitted to him. “We just needed one officer to make note in a police report that we weren’t kidnapping her and she wasn’t a runaway.”


“You’re probably right, but when dispatch hears the words ‘violence’ and ‘Captain America’ on the same call, we’ve come to expect that we need ambulance and extra officers.”


“Touche,” I said, noting that Halloween, Thanksgiving and now Christmas had involved police presence. “I sincerely hope you guys aren’t gonna be tagging along on my Valentine’s Day date,” I told him, explaining that this made three holidays in a row celebrated with cops.


“Maybe not, but New Years is next week. We could try and arrange something,” he offered with a smile.


“I appreciate it,” I laughed in spite of myself. “I also appreciate you guys looking out for me.”


“Well, you can thank us by coming by the precinct for pictures some time,” he said. “There’s a lot of guys that wish they’d been there on Halloween.”


He patted me on the shoulder and went to oversee the rest of the mess. Someone had called Child Protective Services and there were social workers involved. I wondered whether that was good or bad when one of them stopped to talk to me.


Our conversation was genial and brief. She was asking a lot of questions about Cheryl and her parents and wanted to know how I became involved.


“I’m told that Cheryl is ONE of your girlfriends. How many girls are you dating?” she asked.


“Nine,” I told her honestly.


She shook her head. “When do you find time for homework?” she asked, incredulous.


“I’m a certified genius. I have my assignments done before the rest of class is done copying down the instructions. Before you ask, all the girls know about each other so there’s not going to be a nasty break-up. The girl with her is one of my girls too.”


“I see. Quite the ladies man, huh?” she asked.


I shrugged. “I treat them like people. Not a lot of guys do. I also encourage them to spend time together and bond like sisters.”


“Have you thought about teaching a class?” she asked. “I know people twice your age that haven’t learned to treat women like that.”


“Nah. Boys are generally unteachable,” I said. “That’s why they share. I’m a rare treasure.” We chuckled a little and then turned serious. “How hard is this gonna be?” I wanted to know. “I mean the whole mess. It all started because her parents are convinced they can get their hands on my income.”


“Yes, Cheryl told me that you’re wealthy. How did that happen?”


“I have a YouTube channel that spiked last month. It’s made me wealthy enough to keep our bills paid until well after I finish college and start working.”


“Don’t be so sure,” she warned me. “College can take a lot of it away.”


I shrugged. “I have a scholarship to Harvard. I just finished my first semester in my first four degrees. I’ll graduate from there about a month before I finish high school.”


“Really?” she asked, interested. We talked about the study some and about my income and then she asked the question. “So when she gets to your place, is she going to be sharing your bed or does she have a room of her own?”


“Both options are available,” I said simply. “My old room upstairs is available. Mom’s been using it for a home office, but it could easily be made livable for her. It depends on what she’s comfortable with.”


“And if she decides to reconcile with her parents?” she asked.


“Then that’s what’s right for her. I don’t think she will for a while at least. I don’t want to see her life torn apart though. I didn’t want this to blow up like it has.”


“And what about her baby. She said you’re not the father, but you volunteered to be listed as such. Why?”


“She’s a teen mother. The father is not in the picture, to put it politely. I want to help her avoid some of the crap she gets at school.”


“Not in the picture, huh?” she mused. “Why don’t you put it IMPOLITELY,” she suggested.


“Off the record, the father of her baby is a rapist,” I told her. “We don’t want her baby to be associated with rape on any level. Having a different father goes a long way to satisfying that wish.”


She nodded. “So what caused the problem here, in your opinion?”


“Her parents decided that they wanted to make a run for the money. The bruise on her fathers face came from Cheryl when he suggested suing me for the wrongful death of one of her rapists. Our plans to have me listed as her baby’s father had to be scrapped when we realized that as soon as the papers were official, they’d sue me for half of everything I’d ever make in child support.”


“So instead, she’s going to go live with you?”


“They threw her out,” I said. I played the recording for her including the video of mom reading the custody document and then calling police.


She nodded. “She’s understandably upset by this whole thing,” she said. “Your version of events matches hers pretty much and you’re both backed up by the recording.”


“So where does that leave us?” I asked.


“They threw her out according to that clip and your statements. She can certainly stay with you. Your best case is to get the parents to issue a statement releasing her to your mother’s custody. That was what your mother was aiming for informally. I have an officially worded one with me that includes all the clauses necessary to make everything legal.”


“Is it a temporary measure or would it be a permanent agreement?”


“Well, it would expire no matter what when Cheryl turned eighteen. At that point, she’s her own guardian, but unless all parties agree, it’s a done deal once it’s signed and witnessed.”


I nodded. “No court or CPS paperwork?”


“Nope,” she said. “This is a custody agreement for them to name your mother as her guardian. It’ll define support, if any, visitation, though at this point, I think you should leave that vague. Cheryl’s angry and probably won’t want to talk. Down the road though? She might change her mind.”


“Have you discussed this with Mr. and Mrs. Anders yet?”


“I have. They haven’t proven to be cooperative. They claim you’re trying to seduce their daughter into a harem of girls to serve you.”


I laughed. “That was the sticking point he brought up to me. He wants my money, but doesn’t want me to come with it.”


She nodded. “Let’s go see if the recording changes his mind some.”


We went inside and I stood with one of the officers talking quietly. Officer Daniels had been there on Halloween and was surprised that I remembered him. We talked about my recovery and he said he was sorry to hear about what had happened at Thanksgiving.


We turned our attention to the discussion and things were slow to come around. After an hour, I finally had enough.


“Just sign the damn thing,” I told them. “You know what? I’ll make you a package deal. Fill in zero for all the support amounts. I’ll put Cheryl through college, we’ll take care of her AND her baby, we’ll help her raise the baby, put her through college if Cheryl isn’t able and it won’t cost you a dime. Any money you’ve saved for her education, spend it on what you were gonna buy with the money you were planning to sue me out of. Once you sign that paper, she’s covered. You can take a trip, buy a new car, whatever you want. Once that’s signed, you’re officially worry-free.”


“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” he snapped. “Have her at your beck and call.”


“You think she’s gonna be a servant?” I gaped at him and laughed. “I came here yesterday, willing to sign on as her designated diaper bitch. You wrecked it because every time I spoke, you heard cash registers. Sign the fuckin’ paper and your daughter and her daughter can have the best life imaginable, because I can trust her NEW guardian not to try to sue me for my money if she lists me as the father of her baby. I know she won’t because she’s smart enough to know that if she comes to me and says ‘I need $12,000 to fix the roof on the house, ‘ the answer is ‘Here you go!’ and no more to it than that.” I shook my head. “I’d have done the same for you too. You wrecked it by getting greedy.”


“Can I come live at your place if she doesn’t?” Officer Daniels asked when I was done talking, making most of us laugh.


“I dunno. You look cute as a button in that belt, Daniels, but I don’t think you’re really my type.”


“Always a bridesmaid...” he sighed and smirked at me.


After that, we just waited. There was really nothing else to say from my perspective. After a while, her mother spoke up. “What about visitation for our granddaughter?” she asked.


“That’s up to Cheryl,” I said. “It will depend very much on the relationship you cultivate with her between now and the birth of the baby.”


She nodded. She sensed that defeat was imminent. It was her husband that was the final holdout. Finally he could think of no way to back out of the corner he’d painted himself into and picked up the document, signing his name and dating it before passing it to his wife. After she signed it, Officer Daniels and the social worker witnessed it. Mom had signed first and that was it. Tricia and I helped her gather the rest of her things and we filled the trunk of the car before returning to the house.


Chapter 15


Tricia was going to go home in the morning instead of tonight, given how upsetting this evening had been for Cheryl. We brought everything in and I asked Cheryl if she wanted it upstairs or downstairs.


“What do you mean?” she asked, not catching what I meant.


Instead of answering, I took her hand and led her upstairs to look at my old room. “This can be your room if you’re not comfortable living downstairs with me and Emma,” I told her gently. “Mom’s been using it for an office, but we can move her papers out and fix it up any way you want it.”


She shook her head. “No, downstairs is okay,” she said confidently, but took a last look around the room before we turned out the light. “We’ll need a nursery anyway,” she pointed out.


We closed the door and I kissed her sweetly.


I was banned from helping and so was Mom. The two girls took everything downstairs and I went to hug Mom gratefully. “Thank you for tonight,” I said, relieved that it was working out. It had looked so dismal at dinner that I hadn’t been sure we’d be able to make it all work.


“You’re welcome,” she said. “So is Cheryl. Go take care of her. She’ll need some guidance in finding what drawers are available and stuff like that.”


I kissed her cheek and then went downstairs to sit in my desk chair while they put things away.


“Why do you have so much drawer space?” she asked curiously.


“This summer, there were four girls living in this room with me,” I said. “They moved out during ‘Rumor-geddon’ and I’m not sure if they’re planning to move back in.”


“Right,” she said, making sense of it. “You think they might?”


“I think Lana and Beck might. Tabby and Collie may have a lease that they need to complete before they can move back. Tricia’s still gonna be staying with her dad during the week, same as Gina. Hanna generally visits on weekends too. So for now, It’s just you, me and Emma when she gets back full time. Dawn too, but she’s gonna be our training buddy for getting up to change the baby in the middle of the night.”


“You’re really okay with this?” she asked, still feeling a little anxious.


“Absolutely. I’ll talk to Howard tomorrow and confirm that what we did tonight settles the lawsuit issue for good and if he says yes, then we’ll go ahead as we’d planned all along with both of us listed as parents.”


“I want that,” she said. “I really do, but I want to make sure that there’s nothing my parents can do to you first. That’s the most important thing.”


“I’m pretty sure that so long as you’re living here, they’re screwed for claiming to act on your behalf. They can’t claim support for you or the baby if they’re not doing anything to support either of you.”


After she was done with unpacking, I opened Skype and looked for Emma. She popped up on-screen after a moment. “Hi, Slugger!” she said with a grin. “I thought you might still be a little too busy for conversations tonight.”


“I figured you’d want to meet your new roommate,” I said lightly. “Cheryl’s parents aren’t taking it well. We had to get them to sign a custody agreement for her.”


“What happened?!!?” she asked, shocked. The three of us explained the past couple of days with her parents and she shook her head. “Life’s never easy,” she said. “This is why you have to be more careful about telling people about the money,” she reminded me gently.”


“I know,” I said with a sigh. “It’s kind of sad really. I was perfectly willing to share with them.”


“Well, some people don’t get that,” she said sympathetically. “They might be perfectly fine people, but the expense of the baby might have been more than they knew how to handle. In any case, welcome home, Cheryl!” she told her, trying to brighten the mood. “We’re all really excited to see the baby when she comes. Do you know when you’re due?”


“Around June 19th,” she said with a shy smile. “I’m really nervous about it.”


“We’ll all be there to help,” Emma said with the same confidence she used on me. “Don’t worry about it. We’ll get you through it.”


“I’m not worried about the help. It’s the pain that makes me nervous,” she admitted. “It’s supposed to be like the most painful thing imaginable.”


“Don’t believe everything you’ve heard,” Emma said. “My mother said she never had much more than discomfort. I told her about your situation and she said every birth is different. Some of them go smoothly enough that the mother and baby could almost go home the same day.”


They chatted about pregnancy and childbirth for a little while and then Emma said she had to go. “We’re going out to a late dinner,” she explained.


We signed off and then we watched a movie before turning in. When we were ready for bed, I left my shorts on for Cheryl’s sake, but she came and hooked her thumbs in the waist, pulling them down deliberately. “This is home now, right? No time like the present to get used to being here like this.” She smiled at me shyly.


I nodded and stepped closer, kissing her deeply, me completely naked and her completely clothed. I thought that was a little unfair and lifted the hem of her blouse to start undressing her.


She raised her arms and I pulled her shirt up over her head and tossed it carelessly behind me. Tricia was lounging on the bed clad in nothing but a pair of panties and a smile, watching us and lazily touching herself, cupping her breasts and squeezing them gently while she watched us.


I spared her a smile before turning my attention back to Cheryl. I slipped my arms around her back and kissed her again before leaning forward to nibble on her ear again. She’d loved it so much the first time I’d done it that I couldn’t resist as I unhooked her bra. I sucked and licked and nipped at her soft earlobe, listening to her breath catch and her hands to clutch at me more urgently. She groaned and shivered at the contact and I grinned a little, liking how quickly she was turned on by the simplest touch and stepped back, pulling her bra with me. She was shy all over again and covered her breasts, blushing.


I let go of her bra and came back to her, lifting her chin with my fingers. “You’re beautiful,” I told her and kissed her again I pulled her close, wrapping my arms around her and trapping her hands against her chest as I let my hands roam over her back. She moaned softly into my mouth and I lightly scratched her back, my fingernails just barely touching her. She shivered and I released her lips to smile at her before I started to kiss my way along her neck. She was breathing hard and I could see her skin already blushing as I turned her on. I toyed with her other earlobe lightly and she pulled her hands from between us, wrapping them around me and dragging her nails across my skin urgently.


She whimpered a little when I let her earlobe slip from between my lips and I started to kiss my way down her neck to her chest, using feather light touches of my lips as I crouched lower. I could see her nipples for the first time and they were unlike any others I’d seen in my young life. They were larger and darker than I was expecting, looking more erotic somehow in their prominence. I kissed all over her breasts, leaving her nipples alone. She ran her fingers through my short hair, groaning and sighing in anticipation.


I kissed her nipple and she gasped at the contact. I ran my tongue around it making her shiver and tremble. “Oh!” she gasped, pulling my head closer. I reached up with my other hand and gently stroked her other breast. I looked up and she had her eyes closed, biting her lip gently. I grinned and sucked her nipple into my mouth, pressing it against the roof of my mouth with my tongue and lashing it delicately.


“OH GOD!” she squealed, her whole body trembling as she came from having her nipple sucked on. She whined and moaned, her hips moving unconsciously as she rode out a wave of pleasure. I helped support her and guided her back to the bed, sitting her down gently without releasing my lips from around her nipple. I switched back and forth, letting her feel my tongue and lips on both breasts through her orgasm. When she’d calmed down some, I started moving lower, kissing her stomach lovingly where she’d just started to show a little. I stroked her soft skin and looked up at her as I swirled my tongue around her navel, making her squirm.


I moved my hands to the zipper of her jeans, unbuttoning them and lowering the zipper with my teeth while I gazed up at her. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I asked her quietly.


She bit her lip and nodded her head, lifting her hips so I could pull them down her legs. I lifted her feet and rolled her socks down and off before I tugged on the bottoms of her jeans, drawing them off her legs, leaving her in only a thin pair of panties. I smiled and started kissing my way up her legs, licking and sucking at her soft skin. She was moaning almost constantly now and I could smell her arousal. It was a stronger scent than some of the other girls and I didn’t know whether that was because she was so turned on or a change from pregnancy or both.


I paid a lot of attention to her thighs, parting them so I could rain kisses on them and noticed her panties were damp, the material noticeably darker at her entrance. I kissed the crotch of her panties and she gasped. “What are you doing?” she wanted to know, raising her head to look at me. It occurred to me that she might never have had anyone kiss her here. I intended to change that.


I grasped her panties at the hips and looked at her questioningly. She bit her lip and raised her ass again, letting me bare her sex for the first time. I pulled them off and then let them go, my attention drawn to her center.


She looked embarrassed and her hands moved to cover her pussy. I took her hands in mine and looked up at her face. I shook my head gently. “You’re beautiful,” I assured her. “Perfect.”


She looked grateful and when I released her hands, she returned them to her sides, not her pussy. I kissed my way up her thigh again and laid tiny little butterfly kisses over her outer lips and her mons. She had a prominent bulge and it looked sexy as Hell. I silently wished she was bare as I nuzzled her pubic hair and lowered my head giving her one long slow deliberate lick that started at her ass and parted her lips, tasting her before swiping over her clit at the top in a gentle flick.


“Wha! Oh!” she exclaimed, her eyes wide as she felt a tongue part her folds. She stared down at me, not certain how to respond as I smiled and started to lick her pussy like it was candy. “Oh! Don’t do that!” she gasped, scandalized. “That’s so dirty!”


“It’s not dirty,” I said with a gleam in my eye. “It’s giving pleasure.”


I parted her lips with my fingers and dove in, my head filled with the intoxicating scent of her musk. She groaned and wriggled, her swollen breasts and stomach jiggling as she alternately spread her legs and squeezed them around my head. I felt her fingers touching my head lightly at first as she reached down to touch me and then with more urgency as I made her cum again and again, her hands clutching me and pushing me away by turns as I made her cum.


When I finally sat back, she shuddered for a few minutes, riding waves of pure bliss before she sat up and pulled me to her. There were tears in her eyes and she kissed me deeply, tasting herself on my tongue and smearing her juices on her face from mine.


“That was amazing!” she said when we parted, her green eyes gazing into my blue ones. “I love you so much for doing that for me!”


I smiled at her and hugged her before I kissed away her tears and asked her if she wanted to make love or if she was ready for that yet.


“I think ... I think I want you,” she said uncertainly. “I’m not sure if I’m ready yet though.” She bit her lip, looking torn.


I nodded and kissed her again. “Then this is enough for tonight,” I told her and I could see in her eyes that she was relieved.


“Like HELL it is,” Tricia said, stripping out of her panties. “I’m definitely ready for you.”


Cheryl giggled and I climbed onto the bed with Tricia to kiss her. Cheryl moved to one side to watch us.


I went to slide down her body and she shook her head. “I’m wet enough,” she said. “Just love me tonight.”


I nodded and readjusted, grasping my cock and pointing it down at her entrance before I pushed forward, the head just starting to part her lips delicately. She groaned and arched her back, getting into the moment. She’d been playing with herself while I’d eaten Cheryl and she was already primed.


We moved together more smoothly than our first time, each knowing the other better. She met my thrusts with a buck of her hips each time and in no time, we were fucking passionately, each of us moaning and gasping. Tricia had one hand between us, frigging her clit and the other was pulling at her nipples gently, pinching them and teasing herself.


I was near my orgasm when she tightened up, screaming out her orgasm and clamping down on my cock like she was trying to pull it off. I saw stars as I came suddenly, growling with each pulse of my cock deep inside her. We were both sweating a little and while the orgasm was intense, neither of us passed out from it.


I leaned down and kissed her deeply, telling her I loved her and she repeated it to me sweetly before we got up to get cleaned up. A quick shower for the three of us and then it was back upstairs for a quick snack.


Mom was sitting at the table with a mug of tea in front of her. There were three plates of leftover lasagna set out for us, each of them still piping hot from being heated up.


Cheryl was a little embarrassed, but felt a little better when she was told some of Mom’s stories from the summer about her and Patty carrying us to the showers after we’d half-killed each other. That made her laugh a little. We ate and chatted for a little bit and then the three of us came downstairs and gathered Dawn up to go to bed. We settled down and all three of us cuddled together, drifting in the dark as we fell asleep in one tangle of limbs.





I woke up early and took Dawn out for her morning trip to the backyard and then around the neighborhood. By the time I got home, I was feeling tired and sore, but it was manageable so I thought that was good progress. I poured out fresh food and water for Dawn and then wondered about waking the girls or crawling back into bed with them. By the time I’d decided that I was awake for the day, Cheryl appeared at the top of the stairs and came to kiss me.


“No one else awake?” she asked sleepily.


“I dunno about next door, but no one else has been moving around this morning.” I looked at my watch. “Dan’s probably just sitting down to breakfast, so there’s a good chance we can go next door for something to eat.”


“How’re you feeling today?” she asked, tapping my leg lightly.


“I’d be lying if I said it felt good,” I admitted, “but it’s feeling stronger. I didn’t quite have to limp the last block home and I don’t think I’ll need my cane so long as there’s not a lot of walking to do.”


“That’s good news,” she said and kissed me again. “Let’s wake Tricia though. I’m starved.”


I nodded and we went down to kick a sleepy Tricia out of bed so we could eat. I left them getting dressed while I put Dawn outside for a while to play in the backyard while we had our breakfast. I came back in and the girls were just putting on shoes.


I was gratified that my trip over the fence this morning was a lot smoother.


We let ourselves in and Patty and Dan were indeed sitting at the table, having breakfast together. I didn’t see the girls, so I paused. “Morning,” I said. “You want us to PFO (please fuck off) so you can have a little quiet time?”


Dan shook his head. “I suspect that we’re gonna have all kinds of quiet time before too much longer,” he said and waved us in. When we joined them at the table, he smiled at us. “How are you kids making out?”


“I’m still getting used to things,” Cheryl said quietly and we told them about the drama with her parents.


“Well, you’re always welcome here,” Patty said firmly. “Whether you need a snack or a sympathetic ear or anything else.”


She started back toward the kitchen to get us fed when I got up to join her. “I can handle it,” I told her. “We just figured that we’d come over here for the company.”


“I’m afraid you’ll have to do without me,” Dan said, looking at his watch. “I’m off for the day.”


“Have a good day,” I said to him before he was out the door.


“So what are you kids up to today?” Patty asked us.


“I’m waiting on a call about Patrick Waterman,” I told her. “Today is the day he’s supposed to accept his plea deal.”


“You don’t expect him to?” she asked.


I shrugged as I worked around the kitchen. “I dunno. I THINK he will, but until the ink is dry and the whole thing is a done deal, I’m not holding my breath just yet.”


“I can understand that,” she allowed. “What about you girls?” she asked.


“I have no real plans,” Cheryl admitted. “I’m pretty much moved in, so I just have to get used to where things are.”


“Is there anything you need?” I asked her from the stove. “Shampoo? Body wash? Anything?”


“Um, maybe? I hadn’t really thought about it,” she admitted sheepishly.


“Well maybe we’ll organize a trip to Walmart today to pick up stuff for the houses,” I suggested.


“I think I’ll skip that,” Tricia said. “You know what to pick up for me and I want to go home today and do some cleaning up so that Dad comes home to everything tidied up. He doesn’t pick up after himself as well as he should.”


I put a plate of bacon, eggs, home fries and toast in front of each of them and kissed their cheeks before going to get my own. “Okay,” I said, returning to the table with my breakfast and sitting down. “I should probably get a mountain of groceries for the houses too since we’re draining the fridge here and at home.”


“Leave that to me,” Patty said. “You guys get whatever extra snacks you want, but I’m headed out for groceries after the girls are up and fed.” She sipped at her coffee and I shrugged. “We can hang around and finish off breakfast if you want a head start,” I told her.”


She shook her head after thinking about it. “I appreciate the offer,” she said lightly. “I’m not in a hurry though. We’re not desperately low on anything. You taking the girls shopping with you?” she asked lightly.


I nodded. “I was thinking about it,” I admitted, “unless they have something else going on.”


We started hearing movement upstairs and a few minutes later, the girls came down, joining us.


Since I was still eating, Patty took over in the kitchen and while she was out there, Mom and Lilly showed up, adding to the breakfast load. Lilly went to help and the girls got served a few minutes ahead of Mom and Lilly and we all chatted about our plans for the day. Lana and Beck were only too happy to have something to do since they were both short on ideas. I called Gina and asked if she wanted to come along. I suspected that we’d be getting more than we could carry in Lana’s car with the four of us.


“I would, but I’m babysitting Hector today since Mom and Dad are at work. Mom’s due home in time for me to go to cheer practice, but he’s with me ‘til then.” We’d scheduled a practice for today since we had the gym booked and they weren’t closed except Christmas and New Years Eve.


“Bring him,” I told her. “We’re not doing anything secret. We’re going shopping for the house. He’s okay to come along if you want to hang out.”


“You’re sure?” she asked. “I don’t want to impose.”


I looked at the girls. “Gina wants to come, but she’s babysitting her brother. Does anyone think we’ll be doing or talking about anything that Hector can’t be around for?”


No one had any objections and I told her so. “Meet at Walmart in about half an hour?” I asked.


“Okay. We’ll meet inside though. It’s too cold to stand outside today.”


The girls went up to get dressed when they were done and I went next door to get my cane before we headed out.


“I thought you were better?” Tricia asked suspiciously at the sight of the cane.


“I’m getting there,” I agreed. “I’m still a little too tender to go without it all day though. After a slow walk around Walmart and anywhere else we need to go, I think I’ll probably need it.”


I didn’t tell her that I’d pocketed a brick from my stash when I’d grabbed the cane, figuring that we needed to play catch-up on some of the girls’ things. I’d seen that Cheryl’s laptop was a few years old. I imagined Gina was in the same boat.


We dropped Tricia off and I promised her I’d call later to tell her how it had gone. When we got to Walmart, I got a cart and put my cane in it for now. I suspected that someone else was going to need to push it before too long. We went through the health and beauty section and I encouraged everyone to stock up on what they thought we’d need.


“With ten people sharing the downstairs bathroom?” Lana asked with a laugh. “More towels, toilet paper, a case of toothpaste, five gallons of mouthwash...”


We laughed. “Okay, I get it,” I said. “We’re gonna have to move some of the stuff in the furnace room and store extra stuff on the shelves there. Let’s go a little nuts.”


We roamed with a few of the girls splitting off to investigate another aisle and bringing back stuff. The third time Cheryl came back with the smallest size of the no-name brand I asked her about it.


“Is that what you WANT or what you’re comfortable picking up without costing more than you have to?” I asked and nodded when she bit her lip guiltily. I looked around and we were alone in the aisle. “I’m carrying enough cash to cover whatever you want,” I told her confidently. “You go get the biggest size of the best brand. If you think that brand is perfectly fine, get the biggest size, but don’t skimp. You’re worth the effort and the expense.”


I reached into my pocket and tore the paper band from the brick and showed it to her. “See? I meant it when I said go a little nuts. We’re gonna shop for clothes for you today too since your current ones aren’t going to fit for too much longer.”


She looked stricken. “That’s too much!” she hissed. “We can’t!”


“I want to,” I said simply. “It’s my money and I want very much to use some of it to make sure that you have what you want today. I want you to have all the things to make you feel beautiful and cared for and pampered even if it takes three carts. Humor me today. Please?”


She bit her lip again and looked worried. “I don’t know...”


At that moment, Lana came back and I showed her the band when she dumped an armload of stuff in the cart. “Will you go get another cart, take Cheryl over to the clothing section and get her wardrobe updated for the next part of her pregnancy?” I asked her.


“Sure!” she beamed. She’d been completely in her element shopping for me in August. Cheryl was no match for her.


“Good. Take Gina too and spoil her while you’re at it. Anything that we can’t get here, we’ll go to the mall for after this.”


“We may need to drop some cargo at the house between now and then. Are you sure one brick’s enough for this?”


“I have my debit card with me,” I joked. “If we start running low, we can pick up another brick when we get to the house.”


Cheryl was looking back and forth between us and I shrugged. “All my girls get the best,” I told her. “Lana knows what the guidelines are and if she pushes them a little, I’m okay with that.”


Lana led her away looking for Gina. They returned a few minutes later and Gina left Hector with me while they ran off to look for clothes.


Beck stuck with us after that and I was glad. I needed her to take the cart. It was starting to get a little hard to steer with my bad shoulder.


We went through toys at Hector’s request and I found out that he loved Transformers and Pokemon cards and had somehow developed a fondness for Captain America toys. I grinned and got him a selection of toys for himself. It didn’t seem fair to spoil his sister and leave him with nothing. Beck smiled at me affectionately as I let him pick out toy after toy until he was a bundle of energy at the thought of actually getting a toy collection like this.


We let him go on about how much he appreciated it. I was secretly delighted with him. He’d wanted to pick up everything they had that was Captain America. If he only knew what I had in store for next year ... We wandered around the store to different departments picking up things that we thought we’d need, like another clothes hamper, more towels, hangers and things like that before we drifted back over to clothes, looking for them. When we found the three of them, they were looking at clothes and weren’t very happy with what they were finding. Their cart wasn’t nearly as full as I thought it would be.


“Lunch and then the mall?” I asked, seeing the selections.


Lana nodded. “We might have better luck at Target,” she admitted. “Most of what we’re finding here is really cheap and probably won’t last.”


“I wasn’t planning to stay pregnant forever,” Cheryl pointed out sheepishly. “I’ll need bigger sizes again before the baby is born anyway.”


Lana shrugged. “You still need to have decent stuff to wear, right? So we’re gonna get it.”


She looked at the stuff on the rack and looked like she wanted to argue that it was good enough. I touched her arm and shook my head. “It’s NOT good enough,” I said, cutting off the argument. “I want you to be thrilled with it, not glad we didn’t spend more. We can take this stuff home and look around Target and the mall for what’s gonna make you feel great.”


She finally gave in and we went through grocery for anything in particular that we wanted for snacks around the house. Cheryl was pregnant, so she had strange impulses for food. She admitted that she didn’t normally get to go shopping, so we let her get whatever seemed appealing. We ended up nearly filling the second cart with all the stuff we had for snacks between the four of us.


The cashier gave us dirty looks which she probably thought she was doing a better job of disguising. She had us figured for doing this for fun and thought she was going to end up voiding the sale and sending two full carts to be restocked.


She finally totaled everything for us and was completely surprised when I pulled out a stack of bills and paid for it in cash. We took it out to the cars and packed as much of it in Lana’s car as we could before we took the rest to Gina’s car. We worked out that we’d go three to a car for now and packed the empty half of the backseats with stuff too.


I rode with Gina and Hector and we got back to the house just as the girls were coming back to the car for the second load. We brought everything inside and then repacked what was going home with Gina and Hector. I went out to bring Dawn in and then we started putting everything away.


I could sense Gina and Cheryl were both still a little uncomfortable, so I showed them the safe and the money inside. Beck and Lana knew the tool chest was full too, but that was a story for another time.


That made them a little less anxious about the shopping trip and I chuckled to myself that they had no earthly clue how bad it was going to be.


When everything was settled, we took off to the mall for lunch at the food court. Given that we were teenagers and the food court offered choices, we all picked something different. I sent them each off with a $100 bill to get their lunch except Hector who decided he’d have whatever I was getting. I was in the mood for tacos so we went to Taco Bell and I ordered the platter and a couple of drinks.


The six of us took up a family table and talked. Gina was eager to get back in the gym. Today was the first cheer practice in a week due to the holiday. I was going to get mauled by Diego while they practiced, but at least I’d be there with them. Beck and Cheryl were going to spend some time playing video games and Hector was eager to get home and open all the stuff we’d picked out for him.


Chapter 16


We were just about to start the trek down the mall when my phone rang. I’d been wondering when I’d get this call and I answered, dreading the worst, but hoping for the best.


“Hi, Mr. Forbes,” I said quietly and that got the girls’ attention right away. “How was your morning?”


“My morning was productive,” he said, sounding relaxed. “Patrick Waterman came in on schedule and we worked out the details of the agreement for most of the morning. Everything was finalized just before lunch and we start taking his statements in about fifteen minutes. It may take a few days to get all the details from him and straighten out the timeline, but he’s in. He credits you with giving him the advice to go ahead with the deal.”


“I just told him what his options were and told him which one I’d pick based on what I knew. He made the decision in the end. I may have set his mind at ease that I wouldn’t go after his family while he was in jail, but they were never in danger from me. Any idea when you’ll be able to make arrests?”


“Probably not before school starts next week,” he said gently. “The upshot of that is that you and your friends have the chance to see some of those boys taken away in cuffs.”


“I’d call that a late Christmas present,” I said, smiling at the thought of a couple of those guys weeping as they were led out of classrooms by unsympathetic police. “What about Marlene?”


“Oh she’ll be coming back to Boston,” he confirmed. “That’s the first thing we’re talking to Patrick about. We intend to issue all the arrest warrants and the search warrant at the same time, probably on Tuesday of next week, but the search warrant may be issued ahead of time to expedite her arrest warrant. We don’t want any of them to get wind of it and decide to make it difficult to locate them.”


“So long as we get a front row seat for some of it, I think we’ll be happy. Thanks for calling to let me know.”


“Not a problem. I’ll give you a little update when we serve the warrants. I trust you to keep it under wraps until the warrants are out.”


“Well, I’m with a couple of the girls now and they can tell it’s a good news call, so that much is out, but I can keep it quiet for you.”


“I understand. Don’t spread it around.”


I promised I wouldn’t, thanked him again and we said goodbye.


“He did it?” Lana asked. I nodded and the four of them looked relieved.


“Don’t spread it around. They need to keep it quiet until they’re done talking to him and then everyone’s gonna know.”


They were ecstatic over that and shopping became their way to celebrate. We went down the mall and Hector quickly got bored with clothes so I suggested that he and I go look in some of the other stores. I gave Lana a stack of bills that made Gina and Cheryl gape and told them I’d text them when we were bored or tired. They promised to text when they had all the space in the cars filled up.


We wandered around the mall and I steered him toward Best Buy where we could look at games and electronics for a little while. On a whim, I picked up a few games before I took Hector to the computer aisle. “How old is your sister’s computer?” I asked him as we looked at the new ones.


He shrugged. “I dunno. She’s had it for a while though.”


“Then she needs a new one,” I said simply and waved to the girl working sales.


She was nice, but a little condescending. I guess it was to be expected, since we were so young, she hardly expected to make a sale. I talked to her about brands and prices and finally picked out what I wanted. I pointed out the model and told her I wanted two of them.


The poor girl was skeptical, but her customer service skills were sharp. She kept the doubt off her face for the most part, her smile nearly seamless as she was ringing things in. I decided we needed accessories and bought chill stands, flash drives, external hard drives, mice, DVD drives since the newer models didn’t come with one and protective sleeves for them. I also got them a good set of earbuds and a larger set of gaming headphones with a mic for when we had to get by with chatting on Skype.


She dutifully rang it through and then gaped when I just pulled the cash out of my pocket and counted it out, paying extra for the service protection plans for both computers.


“Once we get it set up for your sister, we’ll see if her old one is good enough for you to use it,” I told him.


“Who’s the second one for?” he asked curiously.


“Cheryl needs a new one too. I think we can clean one of them up for you once they get all their stuff off them.”


“You think?” he asked hopefully and I was again struck by how much their parents must have struggled just to provide Gina with what she had. That had to change.


“If not, I don’t think Best Buy is out of computers. We’ll be back.”


We wandered into a comic store after that, Hector wanting to see the action figures. I looked around, but didn’t really see much that interested me. I browsed a little, but I didn’t see a lot I was really interested in. While I’d grown up on comics, I’d long-since outgrown them. While it was fun to read about Spider-man fighting his enemies, none of them ever stayed defeated.


I let Hector browse to his heart’s content and looked at some of the specialty board games while I waited for him to give up. There were a couple that I would have bought at the start of summer. I didn’t generally play games with the girls though and I wasn’t sure if any of them would be interested in those kinds of games. I decided to ask around before I bought anything in case no one was keen about playing something like that. Hector and I walked down the mall and I texted Lana, asking where they were. We headed in their direction and met Lana outside Victoria’s Secret.


“Bored?” she asked brightly as we walked up.


“We’re mostly shopped out,” I admitted. “There’s more we could have gotten, but I didn’t know whether we’d get any use out of it or not.”


“What was it?” she asked.


“Board games,” I told her. “The comic shop had some games. I know we were planning something more casual for New Years Eve, but I don’t know if anyone has interest.”


She shrugged. “I’ll play,” she said simply. “You want me to ask the others?”


“We’re not allowed in?” I asked, glancing at the store.


“Not today. It’s a surprise,” she told me.


“Alright,” I said. “Well ask and let me know who’d be interested and who wouldn’t and we’ll see if there’s enough interest to make it worthwhile.”


She nodded and disappeared into the store again.


“They’re shopping for underwear and it’s a surprise for you?” Hector asked, looking at me with a weird look on his face.


I grinned. “Trust me, in a few years, you’ll be thrilled to have a girl promise you a similar surprise.”


He shrugged and I knew I’d been the same way at his age.


A few minutes later, Beck came out to join us. “I’m going with you guys,” she said with a grin. “I can only handle so much girly stuff. I’m WAY past my limit. The girls said to pick up a game or two and we’d see. I’m supposed to keep you from going too crazy though.”


The three of us walked back to the comic shop and bought a few games. I bought one purely out of personal curiosity. It was called Talisman and boasted expansions. I bought the base game and the twelve expansions they had, figuring the game must be good if it was popular enough to support this much content. We also picked up a Star Wars board game, one that seemed to be based on Lovecraft’s works, a Zombie survival game that had a couple of expansions, a Game of Thrones game and a Marvel card-based board game that had expansions of its own. By the time we’d left the store, all three of us were weighed down with bags.


“We should take this stuff back to the car,” I said, awkwardly carrying the lightest bag in my right hand and managing a second bag in my left hand. We stopped at the lingerie store and Beck went in for the keys so we could drop off our load of games. The three of us went back to the food court and we hung out for a while, the two of us chatting as much with Hector as we did with each other.


“So you’re having a party for New Years?” he asked curiously.


“Not really,” I admitted. “It’s just me and some of the girls hanging out for the evening. We’ll play some games, hang out, watch a few movies and count down to midnight.


“Okay,” he said. “I’m going to my friend’s house. If you were having a party though, I’d have told him I couldn’t go.”


I smiled. “Have fun with your friend,” I told him. “The next time we’re throwing a party, I’ll make sure Gina knows you’re invited.”


We waited about another half hour before the girls came back, each of them carrying enough bags that they were having difficulty handling them all. We each took some and then went out to the cars for the trip home. We took everything inside and then packed up the stuff Gina and Hector were taking home. I got the bags from Best Buy and pulled out the laptops for her and Cheryl. They were both excited to have new ones and I divided up the extras that I’d bought them to round out the package.


“You didn’t have to do that,” Cheryl told me. “You spent too much on me today anyway.”


Gina was loud in her agreement too. “My laptop was just fine,” she protested.


I shrugged dismissively. “Then once we get all your files off it and get it cleaned up, Hector can have it. I bet he could use one for school and doesn’t particularly need something top of the line right now.”


“And what about my old one?” Cheryl asked.


“Do we know someone at school that’s been getting by without one?” I asked. “Maybe one of the girls?”


“I do,” Beck said. “Her family is making due with an old desktop.”


Cheryl looked a little more relaxed at that, but still anxious.


“If it makes you feel any better, I picked up some games just for me,” I told her.


She sighed and nodded, giving in. “Alright, but only because Lana and Beck swore you did the same for everyone else.”


“Speaking of which, I have something to tell Gina,” I said and looked at her. She looked like a deer caught in headlights, just staring back, not knowing what was next. “You’re going to college,” I told her. “Start figuring out which ones you’d like to go to and start putting together applications. I’ve agreed to pay for college for every one of my girls if they can’t afford it. You’re no different.”


“That’s WAY too much!” she said anxiously. “I can’t accept that.”


I sighed and frowned at her. She knew about Miranda, but I hadn’t told her about the money. I guess now was the time. I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my pictures to the one I was looking for. It was a picture I’d taken of the money stacked on top of my desk before it was put in the tool chest it was currently occupying. I showed it to her and Cheryl.


“I’m not going to suffer for the loss of enough to send you two to college,” I assured them. “Stop worrying. That money is there to make sure we all have what we need to make our dreams happen.”


They nodded reluctantly and that was the end of the argument. After that, it was time for us to go to the gym. Cheryl was going to stay home with Beck, so I drove to the gym with Lana while Gina dropped Hector and their bags of stuff at home.


“You know you’re still in for a hazing soon, right?” Lana asked on the way to the gym.


“Yeah, I know,” I said feeling a little less dread at the thought of it now that Lana and I were back together. She and Gina would both look out for me. “I’m sure that you and Gina will keep it from getting into territory that would get me into trouble.”


She shrugged. “I think that’s going to be the big locker room talk tonight,” she admitted. “Depending on what it is, you’ll have to wait until after the 9th to get it. If we come up with something that doesn’t involve any chance of infection, we could do it as soon as tonight if we don’t need time to prepare. We’ll see though.”


“I can hardly wait,” I said without any enthusiasm. Hazings were rarely pleasant, often humiliating and designed to make you feel invested in the team, like the ordeal had made the membership worth more to you because it was a trial you’d endured to get there.


When we got to the gym, I changed quickly and did what I could of my stretching routine. It sucked, but I wanted to get back into it and back to everything else as soon as possible.


When Diego arrived, I was ready for him and wanted a frank assessment of where we were.


“We’ve been working at this for about a month now, right?” I asked. “How are we doing? I know I’ve still got a long way to go. I’m just looking to find out where the water mark is compared to when we first started.”


“I’d say the water mark is at about 30% of normal right now. It was pretty close to 10% when we started.” He took his time working me out while we talked, limbering me up and then getting me to do exercises for strength and to improve my range of motion. “That’s incredible progress for a single month,” he told me. “Don’t get discouraged if you don’t keep that path up. It’ll fluctuate greatly. Sometime in the next couple of weeks, we’re likely gonna hit the wall and it’ll even out while we strengthen your shoulder. Then we’ll break through and you’ll make a lot of headway ‘til we reach that next plateau. It happens like that.”


“What does it usually take to break through that wall?” I asked curiously.


“Sometimes it’s a matter of just waiting it out until your body’s ready to go to the next level. Sometimes you bite down, power through and endure some pain to make it happen.”


“Do I get a choice which path we take?” I wanted to know.


“You get a vote,” he corrected me. “Your body gets a vote too and then I break ties.”


“That’s a sneaky way of telling me that I don’t get a say,” I told him. “My body wouldn’t be in agreement to pushing through the pain.”


“Probably not,” he agreed. “Let’s just say that I’ve seen people re-injure themselves by not accepting their new limitations.”


“I understand. I want to get back into my regular workout as fast as possible and that workout is heavy on arms and shoulders so right now I’m twiddling my thumbs a lot.”


“You’ve got a lot of determination, Matt,” he said admiringly. “That’s something you need. You could use a larger dose of patience, but I understand that you want to get back to normal. I can’t stress enough that you’ve made incredible headway. I’d expect you to have regained back to about 20% right now, so from my perspective, you’re almost a month ahead of schedule. If I had to guess, you’d be at almost 50% when we’ll have to take a step back while your body adjusts.”


We continued working on my rehab for the next two hours until I was nearly ready to ask for a break. I was pushing and I think he knew it.


At the end of our time, he gave me some homework to do. “For the next few weeks, I want you to start on a few light exercises at home. Take a small weight and do some lifts to get your shoulder used to picking up a little more weight.” He showed me what motions he wanted and I nodded. “Nothing more than a couple of pounds,” he warned me. “If you’ve got some small free weights, use a pound and then two once that feels good at the end of sets. Once you stop feeling two pounds, let me know and we’ll see about increasing it, but for now, start with one and then move up. Got it?”


“One and two and talk to you,” I rhymed off for him.


“Smart-ass,” he said with a smile. “Just make sure you don’t go to two until one pound feels like you’re not doing anything. Then when two gets to that point, talk to me and we’ll see where your recovery is.”


He took off and I went to change, shaking out my arm a little after the workout he’d put me through. When I came out, the girls were starting to break up. That told me that whatever they’d planned, there was no hazing tonight.


Gina kissed me before she left and Lana and I drove home. I asked what they’d decided and she smiled at me. “You’ll see,” she threatened mysteriously.


“I see,” I said. “Before January 9th or do I have to wait for test results?”


Her smirk widened into a grin. “You’ll see,” she assured me.


“Most distressing,” I confided. “At least keep the other girls informed so they don’t feel like it’s too much for them to accept. They deserve that.”


“You worry too much,” she said. “No one’s going to try to get you to do something that’ll get you into trouble.”


I nodded and hoped very much that she was right.


Dinner that night was a loud affair with the girls talking animatedly about Cheryl’s new wardrobe and the computer and how overwhelmed she was by it all. Everyone got into the spirit even though I didn’t think I’d done anything huge to warrant this much response. After dinner, I took Dawn out for another walk and this time I actually did have to cut it short. I was sore and tired from the full day of activity. I left Dawn tethered in the backyard for a little while and got a weight from the garage before going inside, leaving Dawn out to frisk in the snow for a bit.


I opened a few of the board games we’d bought today and read the rules before starting the routine Diego had set for me. I felt like my shoulder was on fire before the end of the workout, but I pushed on to the end and felt like I was finally back into DOING something rather than just babying the injury even though I wasn’t able to do much.





Tuesday was a spectacularly normal day. The girls popped in and out, Cheryl walking over to Tricia’s and Lana and Beck going out to spend the day with friends meant that I was on my own for a little while. I walked Dawn, did a lighter version of the exercises from Diego, recorded a clip for YouTube and read my textbooks for the coming semester. I was bored by lunch time. I caught a ride with Patty to my tests with Carl and Julie and kicked around the lab for the afternoon.


“You’re here early,” he told me as I hung up my coat. “I would have thought you’d have an endless supply of lovelies to entertain you these days.”


“The line has to end somewhere,” I scoffed. “Most of them are off doing their own thing today and I get to the end of my own thing a lot quicker than other people.”


“You could have read your text books,” he said. “There’s a lot of reading in the number of courses you’re covering.”


“Would you cry if I told you I read the chapters this morning?” I asked sheepishly.


“No, but I think we should review exactly how fast you can read now. It might have progressed beyond our expectations. I have a crop of documents that you’ve never seen before. Maybe we should add a speed test to the list for today since you’re early.”


“Sure,” I said. “I can handle that. I seem to read a little slower in digital books. I think that’s a matter of how fast they can display new pages though, rather than my processing ability.”


We sat down and I greeted Julie who was just coming back from lunch. “Did I miss something?” she asked. “I thought we’d just done your full testing for this month.”


“You did, but I was bored at home and when I told Carl why, he wanted to run a fresh reading assessment to see how fast I am.”


“Okay...” she said uncertainly. “Why were you bored at home?”


“I read my textbooks this morning and was literally out of things to do by lunchtime,” I told her.


“There must have been something,” she pointed out.


“I walked my dog, got breakfast, worked out my shoulder, read twenty-six text books, cleaned my bathroom and realized that my day was wide open. I got dropped off here and I’ll go surprise some people at the hospital when we’re done unless there’s enough for me to do here to keep me occupied until my appointment with Diego.”


“I doubt we have that much,” Carl said with a rueful look. He handed me a thick stack of double-sided printed paper and told me he had the word-count recorded. He set up the cameras and I started reading, flipping the text over to a new pile after I’d read the top sheet.


The three of us were quiet for a few moments and I flipped over the last page finally. “Time,” I said, looking up. “How’d I do?”


“You’re up to over 45,000 words per minute,” he told me after a moment to calculate it. “That’s a rapid acceleration of your ability to read. It’s nearly a hundred times faster than normal reading speed. How are you for maintaining the old information?”


For reference, I quoted him a few paragraphs of his original proposal to the Grant Review board. He knew I hadn’t seen that document since it was presented.


“Okay,” he said. “Your recall is still perfect and you’re absorbing more information. How about your ability to watch multiple video streams at once?”


“I haven’t seriously tried in a while,” I admitted. “I was getting a lot better at three at a time though, so it’s possible that I could handle a fourth with a little difficulty and some training.”


He nodded. “Put in the time on it,” he suggested. “It’s worth looking into. If you want, we could look into getting you into Chem for this semester. It’ll be a necessary evil for a lot of your degrees, especially if you intend to go to medical school.”


I nodded. “What about the labs?” I asked. “I’m still at high school full time and taking high school chem.”


“I’m sure you’ve already passed it,” he said dryly.


“Not the point,” I reminded him. “I’m supposed to be there. I could test out of every subject when semester begins and be here full-time. It’s actually working for me better like this. I can wait and take Chemistry some other time. I need to focus on being where I am, not where I think I could go in a hurry. Most of what I need to learn at high school is going to be learned from the other students.”


He nodded. “I know. I wasn’t suggesting we change the study that much. I was just suggesting it.”


We wandered off onto less important conversations after that. I asked Julie about how her Christmas was and she told me that she’d spent it with her fiance and his family in Vermont.


“A bride-to-be,” I said, a little surprised.


“You’re shocked that someone as smart as me can find time for love?” she asked with one eyebrow arched.


“Of course not,” I said.


“Oh? Then maybe you’re suggesting that I’m not pretty enough?”


“I was surprised because you don’t wear a ring. My fiancee would glue hers in place if she had a choice,” I told her. “You met her. Emma.”


“I see,” she said in a slightly less irritated tone. “Fourteen and in college and engaged.”


“Don’t forget my crime-fighting skills and my stunning good looks,” I told her, joking. “It should all go in the files.”


“Your modesty, not so much,” she said with a slight smile.


“I’m fourteen. I keep my modesty on a short leash. Otherwise, other fourteen year old kids don’t see the good points. They haven’t learned to see past modesty to look at what a person is really capable of yet.”


“And when they do?” she asked. “Will they look back and think you were great or that you were an egotistical jackass?”


I shrugged. “Some will see the jackass. I’m sure Vance Waterman’s friends will hate me for a long time. Some people will remember that even though I could have burned though the courses, I stayed to be close to them. Hell, Emma brags about me more than I do about myself.”


She nodded. “So you CAN be humble when you want to be,” she said, sounding like it was a revelation to her.


“Please, hold your applause. I’m not perfect and I don’t think that my abilities make me any better than other people. It’s like some people are born double-jointed. Does that make them superior specimens of human evolution? No. Same with me. It’s a quirk. Carl was once worried that he’d planted the thought in my head that I was an evolutionary leap forward and was worried that it had gone to my head.”


I paused and glanced at Carl and smiled. I’d never brought this up to him before, but I felt like the timing was right. “What I actually took away from that conversation was when he compared what I could do to the abilities of some autistic people who can do extraordinary things, but pay such a heavy price for it that the benefits aren’t worth the cost. Think about that. This gift could be a form of autism never studied before. Does that mean that the normal burdens of autism don’t manifest in me or does it mean that there’ll come a day when they do and I’ll be locked inside my own head with all this talent and no ability to use it.”


I frowned and shook my head. “That’s why I sometimes seem like I’m living four or five lifetimes worth of experiences. I go to sleep every night wondering if tomorrow’s gonna be the day that I wake up and the other half of the equation balances harshly.”


Carl looked distressed by the revelation and tried to talk me down. “That was just an example,” he protested, “a casual comparison. It wasn’t based on any data. Don’t let THAT fill you with fear.”


“It’s a casual observation made in an unguarded moment by someone with decades of experience with the medical field and access to the most recent research,” I pointed out. “And you may be right. It may be a form of autism. We’re all flying blind on this. Those symptoms may never manifest or they may trigger later in life or tomorrow. Trying to predict it would be like trying to juggle live kittens in a wind tunnel.”


“That’s kind of a disturbing thought to have in your head at the end of the day,” Julie said, disturbed by the implications. “A person could go crazy obsessing about it.”


“Sometimes I’m admittedly too distracted at the end of the day to focus on it, but the point is that it’s a concern that’s all too real. If this is a disorder, then it’s never been charted before and can’t be predicted because of it.” I shrugged. “For all I know, it could suddenly cause me to have strokes and I could end up paralyzed before I’m twenty. The point is none of us KNOW. All I know is that I’m relatively healthy right now. I’m still recovering from Vance’s handiwork, but other than that, I’m doing okay. So that’s what I focus on. I do everything I can to make the rest of my life better just in case those consequences never manifest. Beyond that, I see Victoria every week and talk to her about things that bother me.”


“Have you talked to her about this?” Carl asked. He knew she didn’t tell him everything we talked about, but he looked distinctly sour that this had been on my mind and he hadn’t known.


I shook my head. “There’s nothing that can be done about it except what I’m doing. I live life to the fullest and go to bed with that to my credit. Most days I get to wake up and do it all over again. Some days I wake up in a hospital and find out I’ve missed a couple of sunrises, but that hasn’t happened for a month now.”


We finished our testing and I started calling around to see if there was anyone available to pick me up. Lana and Gina were both hanging out with friends and Mom and Patty were both out in the middle of errands. Since Hanna and Emma were both still out of town, I called Collie. She and Tabby weren’t busy and she said they’d be happy to pick me up at the lab. I gave them the address since neither of them had been here since the new lab space had opened officially. “Just come inside when you get here. You can meet the new member of the project team,” I offered.


I was surprised when they were opening the door fifteen minutes later. I’d figured they were close to the school for the sake of commuting, but that was still quick.


I made introductions between Julie and the girls and they greeted Carl warmly, having met him at Christmas.


“Two of yours?” Julie asked me when we were getting ready to leave.


I nodded. “Carl was there for Christmas. He’s met most of the girls.”


“How many are there?” she asked, trying to calculate in her head.


“Nine,” Collie answered brightly. “We’re members three and four in the Sorority.”


“Technically, there’s been ten, but one dropped out a few days before Thanksgiving,” I pointed out, remembering Zoe.


“How are all the rest of your girls making out?” Carl asked.


“Good. Cheryl moved in with us. Her parents weren’t supportive of her and threw her out. Technically, she’s now my foster-sister. Tricia’s dad has taken an interest in Mom, so she’s in danger of becoming my step-sister, Lana and Beck are actually sisters, so all that is making Lilly extremely nervous.”


“I’m sorry, who’s Lilly?” Julie asked.


“She’s my biological sister,” I told her. “She’s been terrified that I’m going to turn my supernatural powers of seduction on her and take her to bed.”


“Well, you DO seem to be developing a lot of sister traffic in your bed, from what you’re saying,” she pointed out.


Tabby shrugged. “That’s all happening because Matt’s pulling people together. Cheryl would have just had her baby and given it up for adoption, but Matt’s thrown a lot of support behind her. Not just his own. He spoke up for her and got other people to watch out for her. Tricia was a completely different person when he met her. He drew her out and then drew her father out enough to talk to Charlotte. Lilly’s probably right to be worried. He’s got a way of drawing people to the exact spot they need to be. Sometimes that’s a little frightening when you realize just how much influence he’s had on your life.”


“Maybe we should incorporate this into the study,” Julie suggested, looking at Carl. “From what you’ve all told me, he’s not just intellectually gifted, but also physically and socially too. Perhaps we should try to chart those gifts as well.”


I looked at both of them. “Don’t forget sexually,” I said dryly. “Carl’s been wanting me to document my bedroom antics for some time now. Taking that off the table would be like taking a puppy from a child. I don’t think you’re that kind of monster.”


“Get out of here!” Carl growled, but he was trying hard not to laugh too.


We took off then and the girls took me to the hospital. “So I never did hear the details on your apartment,” I pointed out. “Are you two moving back in or do you have a lease to ride out before you can consider it?”


Collie glanced at me in the rear-view mirror before answering. “I think we’re gonna stay where we are for now. At least until the end of term. It’s really convenient for both of us since it cuts down on travel time for me and Tabby can actually walk home after class is done for the day.”


“Okay,” I said lightly. “If it works for you both, great. That’s what’s most important. I remember your last apartment was less than ideal.”


She laughed. “I have a better roommate this time,” she pointed out.


“I meant to ask you what ever happened with Manda,” I said idly. “You ever see her around or did she fall off the map last term like expected.


“She actually asked about you just after Thanksgiving,” Collie laughed. “I told her you’d been shot and that was back when you were still in hospital. She said she was tempted to go pay you a visit. I told her it was just approved visitors for the moment. I don’t think she’s given up on getting you in the sack, but she’s changed a lot too. She actually stopped partying.”


“Good for her,” I said with a smile.


“Should I tell her you’re up for a little one-on-one?” she teased lightly.


“Better yet, tell her that I’m up to nine girls now,” I smirked. “She’ll go cross-eyed.”


“Probably,” Collie laughed. “In any case, I’ll tell her you asked about her and see what she makes of that.”


When they dropped me off, they asked if I wanted them to wait and I shook my head. “I’ll be with Diego for a while. I can walk back to the house from here. It’s not far. Thanks for the ride and I’ll see you at the house if you’re going to hang around.”


“Sure,” Tabby said. “We’re still not up to cooking like Patty can.”


I laughed. “NOBODY is up to cooking like she can.” I leaned forward and kissed them both before getting out and going inside for my appointment with Diego.


“How’re you doing?” he asked.


“Good. I started with the weight. I did the full course last night and then this morning I did a lighter version.”


“Pushing again?” he asked with a tsk.


“Not really,” I said. “I did a few reps on each exercise this morning out of boredom as much as eagerness.”


“Well, I can live with that schedule,” he said. “Do the full in the evening and half in the morning if you’re inclined to push a little harder. Just make sure that you don’t put too much into it at any one time.”


“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll keep it light in the morning. I’ll be a little less tempted to push it in another week or so when we’re all back in classes.”


We finished up and I walked home even though the temperature had plunged once the sun went down. I was frozen by the time I got home and was glad to get inside, only to have to take Dawn outside for her evening romp. I cleaned up her mess and then left her to play outside for a bit while I warmed up.


At dinner, we were a little stretched at ten people. Lilly and Mom, Patty and Dan, Tabby and Collie, Lana and Beck, Cheryl and me. We were all packed tight around the table rather than move some people to the kitchen or the living room.


“Cheryl, dear,” Mom said about halfway through dinner. “Can you give me your parents’ number? I need to talk to them about taking over your cellphone plan so they don’t have to continue with the payments.”


She paled a little at the mention of her parents, but nodded slightly. I took her hand in mine and gave it a squeeze. I knew she was still bothered by it and I didn’t blame her. I kind of felt the same sometimes, but I was keeping that to myself. There’d been too much progress for me to screw it all up with my own anxieties.


We were still at the table when my phone rang. It was a west coast number, but one I hadn’t seen before.


Chapter 17


“Hello?” I answered the phone.


“Hello, is this Matthew Russell?” asked the man on the other end of the phone.


“Yes it is,” I said. “How may I help you?”


“Hi, Matthew. I’m Dr. Sam Rivers. I got an email about your case from Scarlett Johansson last week, asking me to look at some photos you sent her. Do you have a minute to talk about your options?”


“Sure,” I said, surprised. “I’ve talked with the surgeon that did the emergency work and she’s made some recommendations, but she admits that cosmetic surgery is outside her specialty.”


“Understandable,” Dr. Rivers said. “Her initial concern was to get you open and fix the damage. I understand you’re healing well?”


“All except my arm. There was a lot of damage there,” I admitted. “The rehab is coming along, but it’s not where I want it to be.”


“Good ... Well, bad about the arm, but you’ll get there,” he assured me. “I don’t have access to your medical records, but from the photos Scarlett sent me, your surgeon didn’t leave you with messy scars to begin with. That’s a good foundation for you and me to look at treatment options. I think you’re a good candidate for scar reduction surgery and I’d recommend it. If you were out here, I’d do it myself.”


“What’s the recovery like on it?” I asked. “If it’s a relatively simple surgery, I can fly out there to do it and not miss a lot of time.”


“Hmm...” he said, considering it. “Yeah, I think we can fit you in for January 29th. I have an opening that afternoon. We’ll have to send you some forms by email and you need to have a parent sign the consent and return them to us by courier. You’d be ready to go home by Monday morning if all goes well.”


“Shouldn’t be a problem,” I said. “I can pass you off to my mother right now if you want to discuss the matter with her directly.”


“Sure,” he said, pleasantly surprised.


“Mom,” I said. “It’s Dr. Sam Rivers. He’s a cosmetic surgeon. He’s calling to talk about surgery to reduce the scarring.” I passed her the phone and she talked to him for a few minutes, asking questions like how soon before the appointment would we need to be there and how long the stay would be. She gave him her email address and asked a few more questions before they said goodbye.


She passed the phone back and nodded. “We’ll have to book flight and hotel for the trip,” she told me.”


“Don’t take this the wrong way,” I said, “but I think this is one that I should take Dad on. With you just getting back to work, they’ll probably be a little irritable about taking more time off. Let him chaperon this time.”


She looked at me knowingly. “Planning on going a little crazy when you’re in LA?” she asked.


“I’ll be recovering from surgery,” I shrugged. “I was more thinking that you’re needed here. Cheryl and Lilly will be here. There’s probably a good chance Emma will want to come with and Dad’s taken less time off for family matters lately.”


“The rest of us don’t get to go?” Tabby teased me lightly. I knew she wasn’t serious, but I figured it still deserved an answer.


“It’s not like it’s gonna be a fun trip,” I pointed out. “We’ll be going either Thursday night or Friday morning and I’ll be going to the hospital or wherever their clinic is. I’ll likely be in the hospital until Monday and then catch a flight home late Monday or early Tuesday.”


“I’m just teasing you,” she assured me and I smiled back.


“I know,” I told her.


After that, the mood around the table was a little lighter. I brought Dawn in and she scampered off downstairs to chew on her favorite toy. I sent a text to Emma and asked her to jump on Skype as I followed Dawn downstairs.


I popped on and she was waiting for me. “Hello, Bride-to-be,” I said brightly.


“Hi, Husband-in-Training,” she responded. “What’s on your mind?”


I told her about Scarlett’s offer to help find a cosmetic surgeon and the call this evening from the doctor out there. “So he wants me to come out to get the surgery done on January 29th.”


“Really?” she sounded surprised. “So how did you and ‘Scarlett’ end up talking about the scars?” she asked, using air quotes.


I shrugged. “I talked to her a couple of days before Christmas and she asked about my recovery. She asked how it felt and what they looked like so I jumped on Skype with her and she offered to send out a pic to some surgeons who specialize in that sort of thing. For some reason, the best cosmetic surgeons in the country work in California.”


“So you’re now doing topless Skype sessions with Scarlett Johansson?” she arched an eyebrow. “You’re lucky I love you or I might start getting jealous.”


I chuckled and grinned at her. “You have nothing to be jealous about,” I assured her. “What I mostly wanted to talk to you about was whether this doctor has a good reputation out there and whether you’ll be coming with me on the trip.”


“I’ll ask Mom and get back to you,” she said, turning serious with me, “and of course, I’m going with you. You’d be totally lost without me in LA.” She bit her lip and looked genuinely upset about something.


“What’s up?” I asked, concerned. “All of a sudden, you look like you’re worried about something. What is it?”


“I should have thought to do that,” she admitted. “I knew how much the scars bothered you. I should have asked Mom weeks ago about who’s the best out here.”


I shrugged. “You were more worried about me being okay. Pretty was a secondary concern in your head,” I reminded her gently.


“Yeah. It really doesn’t matter to me how you look,” she said. “I look into your eyes and I think you’re the most beautiful man in the world.”


I blushed and couldn’t contain the grin on my face. “You’re gonna have to come home early if you keep talking like that,” I told her. “I don’t think I can handle another week without you.”


“You’ll do just fine,” she said, but she was grinning too. “How’s things going back there?”


“Good, but I do have one small thing I need to talk to you about.”


“Oh? Sounds ominous.”


“Not really,” I assured her. “Have you told your parents about the Sorority at all?”


“Of course. It’s Hollywood. Things like that are relatively common. It’s just kept WAY off the public radar. Why?”


“Well, I had a thought about this summer that we might want to see if we can rent something for the summer so we can all go out. I doubt your family wants to have all of us wandering around their house, getting in the way.”


She thought about it and shook her head. “I don’t think it’s gonna be a problem,” she told me. “Barry’s not planning to be here. He’s moving down to Santa Monica with his girlfriend, so his room’s up for grabs. Mom’s going to be gone most of the summer. She leaves for a movie shoot on the 10th of July and she doesn’t get back until late August. Daddy and Danielle are gonna be the only people here. I’ll talk to them and see how they feel about it. You talk to the girls and see how many of them want to go and we’ll work it out.”


“You’re sure there’s room?” I asked. “I’d rather we looked at a rental if we were gonna get in the way there.”


She laughed. “How many bedrooms do you think we need?” she asked. “The Sorority only needs one: my room. Tabby, Collie, Hanna and Cheryl come free of additional relatives. Patty and Dan might want to come or might not. Your mom and Lilly. Maybe Tricia’s dad and Gina’s parents and brother. There’s twelve bedrooms here. Mom and Daddy have the Master, I have one that we’ll share, Danny has hers, and Barry’s moving out. That leaves a lot of space.”


“That seems like kind of a shitty thing to do,” I said uncomfortably. “They invite me and I show up with an entourage of nearly twenty? Dick move. I’d feel more comfortable if we were gonna rent something so we wouldn’t be underfoot.”


“Don’t be silly. I’ll talk to them about your doctor and the plans for summer and see what they have to say. I’ll call you in a little while.”


“Alright, but I’m not bringing it up to anyone until I hear back from you.”


“Fair enough,” she said. “Love you. Bye!”


She logged out and I was left to consider how many people might be interested in going. I took out the small weight and worked out my shoulder. It didn’t feel any different than it had the night before. I was kind of exhausted by it before the end. I put it away and my phone rang as I was getting ready to go upstairs.


“Okay,” Emma said from the other end. “They assumed you were coming with the girls and at least your Mom and Lilly if they were interested. We have the space and no one’s gonna wreck the place. They even know about the baby. You’re good to start offering people the summer in Malibu.”


“Alright. If they’re sure we’re not gonna be a pain in the ass,” I surrendered. “I’ll be glad to spend the summer learning to surf from you and learning from your dad the rest of the time.”


“Oh, I’m not done with the good news,” she said with a grin. “Mom said Dr. Rivers is one of the best out here. He’s worked on a lot of high-profile people that have been in accidents or need work done for other reasons. He comes highly recommended. She’s gonna put in a good word for you with him. I have one other thing to tell you though. Daddy’s going to be working on something pretty big, so he’ll want to put both of us to work for part of the summer. He’ll need the extra help. I told him that you’ve never touched any of the tools or techniques. He’s concerned about that, but I told him you’d catch on right away and he’d be able to teach you to avoid all the bad habits he hates in other people.”


“That sounds awesome. So he wants me to stay away from Mark and Char?” I smirked.


“No, I told him about your secret project. I think he’s curious what you’re planning.”


“Well, if he calls me when you’re not around, I’ll tell him about it,” I promised.


“I’ll give him the phone right now so you can talk about it. He’s promised not to spoil the surprise.”


I laughed. “Alright then,” I said. “Go get him and I’ll talk to him.”


I could hear her walking through the house for a few minutes and then she handed the phone off to her father. “He says he’ll tell you what it is if you promise not to let me in on it,” she giggled as she handed over the phone.


“Hi Matt,” he said lightly. “Merry Christmas. We were thrilled with the sketch you did of Emma. Thanks for that.”


“Merry Christmas,” I said happily, “and you’re very welcome. I’m glad you liked it.”


“So you’ve got some super-secret costume, I hear. Mark told me you want him to locate some more of the same aluminum the shield it made from. Dare I even ask?”


“Iron Man,” I said. “But I don’t just want the plating. I want to build it with tech. On-board computer, servo-controlled plates, LEDs, sound effects, loud speaker, full helmet, the works.


“How would you SEE in it?” he asked. “There’s parts of it that are added in post production.”


“I have a couple of sets of Google Glass smart glasses. They use a prism to beam a computer screen in HD into your eye. If we place the cameras properly and sync the feeds, I should be able to get 3D vision without having to open the helmet. I’d still be able to have the LED eyes since the camera lenses are tiny on them. I just have to play around with the prism geometry a little bit and I have someone that can help me with that. It pays to have friends at Harvard.”


“I’m familiar with the Google Glass,” he said. “A lot of the agents out here have them. They give you a hell of a headache after a while.”


“Yeah, I read that. I figured that if I open the face-plate on the helmet for a little while, I should be fine. I can’t take a drink through it after all.”


“True,” he said. “It’s ambitious. You aren’t planning on wearing it into a fight, are you?”


I laughed. “No, but I wasn’t planning on using the shield in a fight either. That’s why I wanted the same armor plating if he can get it.”


“I’ll let you talk to Mark and Char about it and then I’ll consult with them. I know a guy that can help with the plate geometry. He worked on the film. You haven’t figured out how to make it FLY yet, have you?” He laughed.


“Maybe not this year,” I admitted. “But someday...”


“You should look up flyboards,” he said slyly. “They’re not what you want, but they’d be a great inspiration.”


“Really?” I asked, plopping into my office chair and typing the word into Google. I scanned the results and laughed. “Yeah, I can see that. Maybe we can try them out this summer.”


“Speaking of which, Em said you were worried about overloading us,” he said. “Don’t be. We have the room, we have a housekeeper and the house is mostly empty in the summer anyway, this summer more than most. Emma’s been telling us about this Sorority. We were a little concerned at first, but she told us it was her idea. We’re looking forward to meeting all the people important to her, even the one that hasn’t been born yet.”


“Thanks,” I said, meaning it. “I appreciate the welcome. I’ll talk to everyone and we’ll let you know how many people are eager to make the trip.”


“Good,” he said. “You’re going to be our son-in-law someday. We want to get to know your family too.”


We chatted for a little while about the costume after that and projects he had going on and then he took the phone back to Emma. “He’s the son I never had,” he told her as he handed the phone back.


There was a loud protest of “HEY! I’m right HERE!” in the background and a lot of laughter.


“Barry never had much interest in what Daddy does. He’s Mommy’s little man,” she confided in me. “He likes to act. He’s actually not terrible at it, but he’s still working in the trenches. He actually does more modeling than acting right now. Daddy really likes you though.” She lowered her voice. “Barry might too,” she giggled. “He’s been known to swing once in a while.”


“I heard that!” her brother protested in the background.


“I’m just putting in a good word for you,” she teased him. “But I don’t think he’s gonna be available. When the girls around here get a sniff of him, I’m gonna need reinforcements to keep them off him.”


“He’s not THAT good looking,” her brother sulked.


“You haven’t seen him with that shield,” she told him. “Shush or I’ll tell him you’re mean to me.”


“Are you kidding?” he blurted. “I decided to move out when you said you were coming back for the summer.”


I grinned. I could tell they teased each other like this a lot. “Leave your poor brother alone,” I told her. “You’ve already chased him off and you know I don’t go for guys.”


“Yeah, but I didn’t tell HIM that,” she giggled. “By the way, we’re staying here when you come out for the surgery. How many rooms are we gonna need?”


“It’ll just be you, me and Dad, I think. I don’t want Mom to take off any more time from work if we can help it,” I told her.


“That’s perfect,” she said. “Your appointment is on a Friday, so we should fly out Thursday and shake off the jet lag before your appointment. Mom said his clinic is in Beverly Hills, so it’s an easy commute from here. They might transport you to hospital for the first night, but after that you should be good to come home here for the rest of the weekend so long as you take it easy.”


“That’s good,” I said. “I’m a little nervous about it, but I guess that’s normal.”


“Don’t worry about it,” she said soothingly. “Honestly, the only reason it matters to me is that it matters to you,” she told me.


“I know,” I told her lightly. “I still want to minimize the impact Vance gets to have on my life.”


We chatted a little more and then she said goodnight so I could go make some arrangements.


I called Dad and talked to him about it and we agreed that we’d fly out on Thursday and back on Tuesday. I told him I’d book the tickets since I wanted to fly first class on this flight.


“I know Emma flies first class and I’m gonna be recovering from surgery on the flight back, so I want to have the extra space and comfort.”


“Alright,” he said. “I can book hotel for us,” he offered.


“Emma’s parents live out there,” I told him. “We’ll be staying with them. They already offered. Honestly, I wouldn’t trouble you with it, but I think they’ll want a parent there to sign off on everything.”


“No, it’s fine,” he said, glad to help. “I haven’t really had a chance to do much until after the fact for you. I want to do this.”


I thanked him and then we hung up. I had one more call to make, but I was saving it for later. Instead, I went upstairs to talk to everyone.


They were all scattered around the living room, chatting about the surgery and what it would mean. I joined them and explained that I’d talked to Emma about it.


“We figured,” Lana said dismissively. “What did she say?”


“She asked her mother and Dr. Rivers is highly recommended. His clinic is in Beverly Hills so it’s pretty close to their place and they want us to stay there. Emma, Dad and I will fly out on that Thursday and fly back the following Tuesday if there’s no complications.”


They all seemed happy about that. “The other thing I wanted to talk about was this summer. You all know that I was invited out to meet Emma’s parents and spend the summer out there. We just talked about it and decided that it really wasn’t a good time for me to disappear and leave you all alone for two months.”


“We’re hardly alone,” Lana said dryly. “Everyone’s still gonna be here for the summer.”


I shrugged. “Not really,” I said lightly. “I think you’ll find most of us have plans out of town for the summer.”


“Like who?” Beck asked, glancing at Tabby and Collie, wondering whether they were going away for some vacation time.


“Emma’s parents are aware of all of us. Emma’s not really bashful about talking about our circumstances, so we’re all invited out there. And I mean ALL of us, parents included. I know Mom has the summer off, so that means Lilly and her, Patty and Dan are both welcome, Frank Saunders and Louisa and Miguel Morales and their son Hector too.”


“How are they gonna fit that many people?” Mom asked tartly.


“Emma said the house is twelve bedrooms,” I told them. “Her mom’s a movie star. A house in Malibu isn’t likely to be small. I offered for us to rent a beach house for the summer or something and she wouldn’t hear of it. Her parents assumed we were bringing the girls at a minimum and some parents.”


That got everyone excited and the chatter started immediately. I caught Collie’s eye and glanced meaningfully at the basement stairs. She nodded and got up to join me as I returned to the basement.


“What’s on your mind?” she asked.


“Wondering about you actually,” I confessed. “I know you’re not close to your family, but I was wondering if you had plans to visit them this summer.”


She shook her head. “They’re actually foster parents,” she admitted. “They were nice to me and stay in touch, but we’re distant. I wasn’t with them long.”


I nodded. “Sorry,” I told her. “I didn’t know. You never told me you were in the system. I suspected you knew a lot about it when I thought I might end up in foster care.” I went to her and hugged her. I wasn’t about to ask what she’d been through. That was her tale to tell or not tell as she chose.


She hugged me back and kissed the side of my neck lightly. “Don’t be sorry,” she told me. “We never talked about it. My father’s in a hospital in upstate New York. It’s not a great facility, but they’re good to him there. He got hurt on the job and he’s brain injured. He ... doesn’t remember me, so I stopped visiting him. It was upsetting him when I’d visit and for days after. Then I’d drift out of his memory and he’d be fine again. Mom took off and left me with a neighbor. She said she’d send for me as soon as she found a job, but she never came back. After a year, they couldn’t take care of me any more, so I went into foster care. I was about your age.”


“I won’t ask what you went through,” I said gently. “Your reaction when I told you I was gonna end up there was enough to tell me it wasn’t good. I’m here if you want to talk, but I won’t pry.”


She nodded. “The last family was okay, but I was only with them for a year. I still call them and they call once in a while, but it’s more like distant relatives than parents. The ones before them though ... You’re right about how bad things can get in foster care.”


I nodded. “You have an interest in becoming involved with the program when you’re done with school?” I asked.


She looked surprised by that. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I mean, I never really thought about it.”


“Maybe we SHOULD start looking for a bigger place,” I commented.


“That’s a decision for down the road,” she said. “And it’s not one you or I can make alone.”


I nodded. “I know. It just kind of makes me sick to think of how many people are getting hurt in the system.”


“You can’t save them all,” she reminded me gently.


“They shouldn’t NEED saving,” I said softly and she leaned in to kiss me gently.


“You’re a good person,” she told me. “Not everyone is. All we can do is try to bring those people to justice when we find them. Don’t worry about it for now. All you can do is help the people you have here. Let’s go upstairs and see what everyone’s decided.”


It turns out that not a lot had BEEN decided by the time we returned. Cheryl was uncertain about flying with the baby who would definitely be born by then, Dan wasn’t sure he could manage to get that much time off work which made Patty declare that she wouldn’t be leaving him to fend for himself for that long, Mom wasn’t about to leave while Cheryl was here with the new baby and the girls that were here were undecided because of that.


“Okay,” I said, calming the discussion down some. “Cheryl, we can contact the airlines to see if it’s okay for the baby to fly that young, but I don’t see why she wouldn’t be perfectly fine. Dan, if you can’t get the time, that’s cool. If you can only get part of the time off and want to go, also perfectly cool. If you’d rather wait until next year and plan a big family vacation once you have a little more time banked, also cool. We may even decide to spend summers out there as a regular thing, so it’s likely not going to be your only chance to go.”


They all nodded, but it was obvious that there was a lot of uncertainty about who was going and who was staying.


“I can find out about vacation this week. I didn’t take time off this past summer, so I might be able to swing it. I won’t know for sure though until probably Friday,” he told us.


“By then, I’ll have a chance to ask everyone else if they’re interested in going and we’ll have a clearer picture of how many people we need to book tickets for,” I said lightly. “First though, I need to go book some flights and then make a call to thank Scarlett for the referral.”


I retreated downstairs and made the reservation for three round-trip first-class tickets to LAX and back. I paid for them and got the email confirmation a few seconds later.


Once that was out of the way, I called the number I had for Scarlett. We chatted for a few minutes and I thanked her profusely for getting me in touch with Dr. Rivers. I told her when the surgery was set for and she said she was glad I was feeling good about it.


When I hung up, I decided to put a clip on YouTube about it and thanked her more publicly for helping me get in touch with a surgeon. I talked about how the scarring was a little troubling to me and it was a relief to have a solution for it.


“I’ve been really lucky,” I said. “None of the people in my life see the scars. They see me and they’re grateful just to have me back. I’m not doing it out of vanity, but I’m looking forward to the surgery. Getting shot was kind of terrible. Having a permanent reminder of that isn’t something I want. We all want to put this in the past and heal. Me, Vance Waterman’s family, the other people who were here that night and the countless numbers who’ve shown me their support and confidence.”


I signed off with my signature, urging people to hug someone, be young and to tell them you love them.


When I posted it, I took a second to look up the airline policy on infants and nodded to myself, glad I’d looked it up.


I decided now was the time to call Mark and Char. I dialed their number and Mark answered. “Hi Mark,” I said lightly. “It’s Matt Russell. How’s your holidays been?”


“Good!” he said enthusiastically. “It’s good to hear from you, Matt. Hang on a sec.” He took the phone away from his mouth and called out to Char. “Char! It’s Captain America. Pick up the extension.”


A moment later, I heard the line click and she joined us. “Happy holidays, Matt,” she said happily. “How was Christmas?”


“Christmas was great,” I admitted. “I hear you guys had a good one too.”


“We did,” she agreed. “That’s not why you’re calling though, is it?”


“Nope,” I admitted. “I have something far more interesting to talk about.”


“Alright,” Mark said. “Let’s hear about this costume. I’ve been wondering what you needed all that metal for.”


“Iron Man,” I told them. “I think I can mod a couple of pairs of smart glasses to give me a realistic 3D view with the helmet closed. All we have to do is hide a pair of camera lenses. I think with what we have available, we can do computer-controlled servos, loud-speaker, LEDs, external mic so I could talk and hear without taking off the helmet.”


“That’s pretty ambitious,” Mark said sounding unconvinced. “A lot of that suit was CGI. There’s a lot of it that was really hard to work into a practical effect.”


“Impossible, or just impractical for something they could do in a computer lab cheaper?” I asked.


“Probably not impossible, but definitely cumbersome to wear for long periods,” Char jumped in. “They’d have all the plates figured out and make them work in real-time. We’d have to fabricate them and fit them to your specific frame. You’d have to commit to keeping in the same shape until Halloween and it wouldn’t be like this year’s suit where it’ll be useful down the road to you.”


“That’s all fine,” I said. “If I REALLY want to have an Iron Man suit well into adulthood, I’ll have a new one built. I was thinking that we can make the helmet self-contained and connect it to anything on the suit by bluetooth and have a cellphone or something similar control most of that tech. There’s a computer called a Raspberry Pi that’s popular for that kind of thing. They’re cheap and good enough to run what we’d want to put it through. Attach something to communicate wirelessly and it can go in the chest to run most of the computer functions and connect to the smart glasses in the helmet.”


“That’s possible, but I’m no programmer,” Mark admitted. “We’d have to bring in someone else to do that part.”


“I just finished my first semester of Computer sciences,” I pointed out. “I can do that much.”


“Alright,” he said, thinking it over. “What sort of function do you want in the suit?”


“All the light effects that the suit had in the movies so LEDs in the chest, palms and eyes. The chest and palms should be able to emit high intensity bursts similar to the flash from the weapons system. I’d also like to add some current spytech type gadgets. A laser mic, night-vision, that sort of thing.”


“Complete with sound effects, right?” Char asked, amused.


“Of course. I’ll program three settings for the lights. The constant the pulse and a higher intensity one.”


“How high?” Mark asked.


“I was gonna look up the stats on flash-bangs and program a genuine stun setting, so I’d want LEDs that could handle that pulse.”


“Is that safe?” Char asked, concerned.


“Gimme a sec. I’m at my computer.” I took a moment to look up stun grenades and read it and the linked pages through. “Perfectly safe,” I said. “The only recorded injuries from flash-bangs are from fire damage. With an LED, there’s no fire. There was one case of a heart attack, but if I’m using that setting, it’s probably life or death for me anyway. I can program it as a single package that booms through the speaker system at the same time without any explosive.”


“I think we can do it,” Mark said finally. “Everything you’ve talked about makes me think that we can make this work in ways that we couldn’t just a couple of years ago. “Do we want to build this into a solid frame or make it modular?”


“I’d like to stand it up in a corner when it’s not being used to impress. It’ll make a hell of a display piece.”


“So one piece. That’ll make it easier to get into, in theory, but it may make the movement a little clunky,” Char warned me.


“I’m okay with clunky if it’s protective and works like we want it to,” I conceded. “My main concern is whether I’ll be able to even stand up with all the metal.”


“I think we’ll be okay, actually,” Mark told me. “The original Robocop suit was somewhere around seventy pounds when they first started. We might come in close to that since we’re using armor and not fiberglass, but it shouldn’t be unmanageable. We should look into a cooling system too if the weight allows it. I remember Peter Weller was losing about three pounds a day from the heat of the suit.”


We talked about logistics a little more and they assured me that they thought it was a workable project if I was willing to spend the money. I told them I was up to the challenge financially and asked them when they’d need the down-payment.


“Let’s trade emails and hammer out design before we get too far down that road,” Char suggested. “Once we’re ready to start building, we’ll talk money.”


We all agreed and I hung up, gleeful at them being excited about the idea.


I went upstairs and delivered the good news. “So long as the baby’s more than two days old, she’s welcome on board,” I told them. “If she’s more than a week old, we don’t need to do anything special except decide if she needs her own seat or Mommy’s lap. One question answered.”


Cheryl looked more thoughtful and we sat and talked about logistics. “We’ll be gone for about seven weeks,” Mom pointed out. “That means we’re not gonna be able to get by with just a couple of changes of clothes.”


“I can pack quite a bit, but I don’t think we need to. We’ll all want to do some shopping out there. Best to arrive with lightly packed bags and stuff them while we’re out there.”


“It’ll also be summer, so you won’t need a lot of heavy clothes,” Patty said. “Pack a few bathing suits, light shorts and t-shirts and figure out what you need when you get there.”


“I can’t WAIT to shop with Emma!” Lana said with an excited grin. “She has awesome clothes. We’re really going?”


“It looks that way,” I said with a smile. “Patty and Dan get final say, but I think it’s a great family vacation.”


“Thanks, Matt,” Dan said sarcastically. “Make us the bad guys. Dick.”


We all laughed and I shrugged. “You’re not the bad guys,” I told him. “I’m just not taking your daughters across state lines without a parent’s permission.”


We talked about the sorts of things to pack and not to pack and decided to wait on it until Emma returned to give us an idea what we’d want to take.


After that, we split up to go to bed. It wasn’t particularly late, but we were all tired from one errand or another. Tabby and Collie opted to stay the night and joined Cheryl and I. Lana and Beck decided to go next door and look at what they could pack and what they should replace out there.


I counted out the days until Emma and Hanna were back. Six days for Emma, three weeks for Hanna. Then we’d be complete. I itched without them here. I drifted off to sleep thinking fond thoughts of Emma being back here.


Chapter 18


Wednesday turned out to be a strangely normal day. I took Dawn for her walk and decided to detour past Tricia’s house to talk to her and Frank about Malibu. Frank was just getting in his car when he saw me and paused.


“Off to work?” I asked lightly.


“Unfortunately,” he said and told me Tricia was awake inside.


“I wanted to talk to you about something if you have a sec,” I told him and he paused, waiting for me to continue. “Emma’s parents are inviting us all out to Malibu for the summer. She told them about all of us and they want to get to know us.”


“You’re asking if Tricia can go with you?” he asked, considering it. “I usually send her to visit her grandparents in Florida for the summer.”


“Actually, the invitation extends to both of you,” I told him. “I’m told there’s plenty of room.”


He shook his head. “I don’t generally take time off in the summer,” he confided. “I mostly break up my vacation into a few days here and there to match Tricia’s school calendar.”


“Think about it at least,” I suggested. “My mother’s almost certainly going.”


He blushed a little, but looked thoughtful. “It WOULD be nice to get to go on vacation with Tricia for once,” he mused. “When would you have to know?”


“Sooner is better,” I admitted. “Once we have everyone confirmed, I’ll start booking flights.”


He nodded. “Alright. She’ll definitely prefer to go with you for vacation than to Florida,” he admitted. “I’ll let you know by next week.”


“I hope you can come out with us,” I told him.


He smiled and said he hoped so too. Then he really did have to go to work. I waved to him and took Dawn up to the door to see what Tricia had to say.


“Hi!” she said, surprised to see me this morning. “Were you waiting in the bushes ‘til Dad left?”


“No,” I laughed. “I was talking to him in the driveway before he had to go.”


“Oh? Trying to get him to ask your mother out again?” she giggled.


“Not far off,” I admitted. “I suggested that he and Mom go on vacation together this summer.”


“You did NOT!” she snorted in laughter.


“Emma’s family wants us all to go out to Malibu this summer,” I told her. “I told him he was invited along with the rest of us.”


“Really?!!?” she asked, her mouth hanging open.


“Really,” I confirmed. “I told her I didn’t feel right going out and leaving everyone else behind here so I suggested to her that we get a rental property for the summer. She said her parents have a twelve bedroom house, so there’s room for everyone.”


“What did Dad say?!!?” she was frantic with excitement now.


“That you’d DEFINITELY prefer California to Florida, but he’d have to see if he could arrange it so he could go too. I think the fact that Mom’s going is what sold it for him.”


“He’s thinking about it? He hasn’t gone on vacation in years. He always just sends me to my grandparents for the summer. They’re okay, but they live in a retirement community so there’s nothing to do except like shuffleboard and horseshoes. I’m bored by the third day.”


“They don’t take you to Disney or anything?” I asked, surprised.


She shrugged. “Once when I was ten,” she admitted.


“We’re gonna be having a much better time this summer,” I promised her with a kiss. “So what’re you doing for the day?”


“Obsessing about everything I want to do out there!” she gushed.


I chuckled. “Come to the house then. We talked about it last night. I have one other piece of news though. I got a call from a surgeon last night about the scars. I fly out to get the surgery done at the end of next month in Beverly Hills. Me, Dad and Emma are going to leave on the 28th and be back on the 2nd of February.”


“Really?” she asked as she was putting on her jacket. “He just called you up and scheduled you like that?”


“Well, he mostly called to consult and said if I was out there, he’d do it. I told him I’d be willing to fly out if the recovery wasn’t too terrible. He said I’d be fine and that I’d be ready to go home by Monday. We’re booking a flight back for Tuesday though, just so we’re not rushed.”


Dawn had been sniffing around curiously while we had been chatting, but was glad to be back outside when I gave her leash a gentle tug to let her know we were ready to go. I let Tricia have the leash since I was still prone to being pulled off-balance when Dawn lunged in a random direction.


Tricia asked a lot of questions about what to pack on the way back to the house for breakfast. That made me laugh. “You fly to Florida almost every year,” I pointed out to her. “I figured you’d have a handle on what to bring with you.”


She frowned, crinkling her nose at me cutely. “That’s different,” she insisted. “They’re my grandparents. I can just tell them I need something and get them to take me out shopping to get it.”


“Emma and Mom will both be there,” I pointed out. “So will your dad, if he can arrange it. Collie, Tabby, Lana and Gina all drive too. We’ll manage.”


“We’re really all going?”


“Even the baby,” I confirmed. “I looked up the airline policy on children and she’ll be fine.”


“That must make Cheryl happy,” she said with a smile.


“I wasn’t going if she was staying behind with the baby,” I confessed. “It didn’t seem right to me to promise to be there for her and then get on a plane and wave goodbye for the summer.”


“She would have had plenty of help for the summer,” Tricia said, but the tone of her voice said she was pleased with the revelation that I wasn’t going without Cheryl. “So has everyone agreed to go yet?”


“Not yet. Dan and your dad need to find out about taking time off. I haven’t talked to Hanna yet and Gina and her family don’t know. I should call her and figure out when I can talk to her folks about it.” I pulled out my phone and tapped her contact, letting it ring.


“Why are you awake so early?!” she complained sleepily. “We’re on vacation!”


I laughed. “Wake up, Sleepyhead,” I told her. “Are your parents home today or are they gone to work?”


“Mama is home,” she said. I always smiled at how she pronounced that in the typically Mexican way, stressing the last symbol instead of the first. It was one of the only traces of her heritage in her speech.


“Good. I’ve got some things to talk to her about. You want to gather her up and come here or want me to catch a ride over to your place?”


“Uh-oh,” she said, sounding more awake. “What’s wrong?”


“Not a thing,” I promised her. “I want to ask her some things and I want to deliver some news in person.”


“Okay,” she said. “Get Lana to bring you over,” she said. “She knows the way.”


“Alright,” I said happily. “I promise that nothing’s wrong and I’ll see you in a little bit. Your parents know about the Sorority, right? You said they knew what was going on when you stayed the night.”


“Yeah. They know the story,” she said, wondering why that was important. “What’s up?”


“Nothing. It’s just that part of the news requires them to know a little bit about our situation.”


“Now I’m really worried,” she said. “You need to tell me. Otherwise I’m gonna be a wreck.”


“Fine,” I grumped a little. “Spoil my surprise. You know how Emma’s family invited me out for the summer?”


“Yeah. I wish I could go too,” she said wistfully. “We have family out there, but airfare is so expensive.”


“Well, I talked to Emma last night and told her I wasn’t comfortable leaving everyone behind while I went on vacation for the summer,” I told her.


“No!” she said. “You should go! California’s amazing in the summer.”


“That’s what Emma keeps telling me,” I said idly. We were getting close to the house now, walking slowly and giving Dawn a chance to investigate to her heart’s content. “Anyway, she said that her parents have the room and that we were all invited. Parents, siblings, all of us. She didn’t mention pets though so we might have to find someone to look after Oscar and Dawn for the summer.”


“Are you SERIOUS!” she shrieked excitedly. “You’re not joking, are you? I’ll never forgive you if you’re joking!”


“I’m not joking,” I told her. “I was going to look into getting a rental property for the summer and she told me not to bother, that there was plenty of room there.”


After that, the conversation degenerated into excited babbling from her and laughter from me.


“We’re gonna have breakfast and then we’ll be over,” I told her. “See you soon. Love you.”


We went inside and settled Dawn with breakfast before we went next door to talk to everyone. I told Lana that I needed a ride to Gina’s to talk to her mother about Malibu and she laughed. “I can’t WAIT to see you explain this to her mother,” she said.


I shrugged. “She knows about the Sorority already,” I said. “Is there something I should know about?”


She shook her head. “Gina misses California a lot. She talks about it all the time. Her mother’s already screwed.”


“Oh,” I said. “I guess that explains the excited chipmunk sounds coming from the phone when I told her about it then.”


That got some amused laughter and we ate quickly, both of us eager to deliver the good news in person. When we left, Tricia, Cheryl, Tabby, Collie and Beck were all talking about different things they’d like to see and things they were excited for. The two of us drove to Gina’s house wrapped in our own thoughts, the silence in the car reflecting our introspection.


When we got out, the house turned out to be a fairly small one, but immaculately kept. I remember Gina offering her hospitality to me if I ever needed it and I smiled at the generosity involved in making space for one more. We went to the door and Lana rang the bell.


Louisa answered with a curious smile. “Good morning,” she said. “I assume one of you is here to tell me why Gina is so hyper today?” she asked as she showed us in.


“That would be my fault, I’m afraid,” I said with a smile. “We’re here to explain and if necessary, take her to get a sedative.”


“She’s not quite that bad,” she laughed and the three of us went into the living room. Like Gina had said, it was small, but as immaculate inside as out. There was a pleasant smell that was a combination of incense, spices and baking in the house and I thought it made the house seem more welcoming as we sat. Gina was already there, dressed and practically vibrating with excitement.


Lana and I took her hands as we settled onto the couch next to her. “Gina tells me that you know that our relationship is unique,” I started delicately.


“Miguel nearly swallowed his tongue when he found out,” she told us. “If it had been any boy but you, he would have called it disrespectful, but he knows you better than that.”


I nodded, appreciating how much faith they had in me. “Disrespecting Gina is one thing I will never do,” I promised her. “I only bring it up because it’s kind of central to the story. Emma’s family is from California and they invited me to come out this summer. They want to know who’s in their daughter’s life. With everything that’s going on, I told her that I didn’t want to leave the girls and go away for the summer and I suggested that we look for a rental property for the summer large enough for us to all go. Emma scoffed and told me to just bring everyone. Her parents invitation extends to everyone involved. That means Gina and Hector and you and Miguel.”


She looked shocked. “That’s a very generous offer,” she said after she’d had a moment, “but I’m afraid we can’t afford to go. I have clients that I clean for and Miguel uses his vacation time to do anything around the house that needs doing.”


Gina’s hand tightened in mine and I gave it a reassuring squeeze. “That’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.” I paused, knowing that I had to handle this carefully. “I came into a lot of money this year,” I said slowly. “When it happened, it was unexpected and in the end, I decided that there was more money than I could really ever use. So I made a decision to use some of that money to make life better for all the people in my life. That includes Gina.”


Louisa nodded in understanding. “She’s already shown us the new computer you got for her,” she said. “She’s very grateful for that.”


“I’m also sending her to college,” I told her. “It doesn’t matter where she wants to go, how much it costs and it doesn’t matter whether she’s still with us or has moved on by the time she’s ready to go. I bring that part up because once upon a time, I was told that people had expected that offer to be withdrawn when the relationship ended. I want to make sure that she and you both know that her college education is paid for already.”


If Louisa looked shocked before, now she was beside herself. “You would do this for her even if things don’t work out between you?” she asked, stunned.


“I would do it especially if things don’t work out. Don’t get me wrong, either of you. I don’t anticipate us breaking up at all. But if Gina decides that her recovery from September requires that she take a different path in life, I would want her to have the best opportunities to make that life successful. If we can’t be around to help her with every step of that life, the least I can do is make sure that she doesn’t have to struggle.”


“I don’t know what to say,” she admitted. “We couldn’t afford to help her until after her brother finishes his schooling. We talked about trying to get a second mortgage, but the house still needs some repair before we can qualify for it.”


“What else can I do to help?” I asked genuinely. “I meant it when I said I intended that money to help my whole family. That includes taking all of you to California this summer and making sure no one has to struggle to make ends meet, get house repairs or pay for college. We can have a contractor here in the spring to do whatever repairs you need for the house and take care of anything nagging like that without Miguel having to lift a finger.”


She shook her head and I could see some stubbornness in her. “I don’t want you to spend your money on us. It’s not right.”


I grimaced. “Lana, I think I need to tell Louisa and Gina just how much money I came into this year. I know you told me to be cautious, but I trust Louisa and Gina both. It’s time they knew the family secret.”


She nodded and Gina looked at me questioningly.


“Louisa, my parents are in the process of getting a divorce,” I told her. “What finally split them up was a woman my father fell in love with. She was an evil, vile woman. She stole a lot of money from businesses she did accounting work for. She convinced my father to hide it for her at our house, intending to get it later. She knew that if the people who she stole from were to notice the loss, they’d come looking for it and the businesses she stole from were the kind that wouldn’t call police. They’d handle it themselves, harshly. When we found out what she’d done, the danger she put us in, we hid the money and when my father realized that she’d intended for us to take the blame if she was ever caught, we quietly made sure the money disappeared somewhere else and turned all the information over to her bosses. When she couldn’t explain where the money had gone, she was handled ... harshly. I still have that money. I also settled a malpractice suit recently and I’ve made $5 million in advertising revenue from YouTube videos. I barely touch any of the money. There’s enough to send us all to college, take care of our families and still live on for the rest of our lives. You’re family and I want to help. Please, let me do that much.”


She was very surprised by the revelation of the money I’d confiscated from Miranda. “Why didn’t you return the money?” she asked. “If she stole it...”


“She was doing accounting for the mob,” I said bluntly. “They ruined lives to get it, she ruined lives in the process of hiding it and I’m told by people who knew her that she’d have used it selfishly to ruin even more lives. I could have turned it in to the police and had them use it to buy new gadgets for the department and have half of it disappear as the dirty ones dipped into it or gave it back to the mob. I could have returned it to the mob and they would have used it to fund a lavish lifestyle for someone who doesn’t deserve it or I could keep it and try to use it to make life better for people I care about. I chose to make life better for people.”


“How much money did this woman steal?” she asked curiously.


“We recovered just over $100 million and we didn’t end up with all of it. She had other stashes that they were able to retrieve. The money I’d use to help you would be just sitting idle, waiting for someone to need help.”


She looked taken aback, but not scandalized. “I don’t know,” she said uncertainly. “It’s a lot to ask.”


I shrugged. “I do as much for Lana’s mother and father,” I told her. “I help pay for groceries, gas for the cars, household expenses and anything else that comes up. We have to be careful about spending it to a certain extent, but it’s there to help us all. You can give up your clients if you want. I can help take care of the expenses that your salary would pay for. You and Miguel can come with us this summer. I already assume Gina and Hector are coming,” I glanced at her with a grin. “She’d kill us if we tried to leave without her.”


“Damn right!” she growled at me. “You get on a plane without me and there’ll be Hell to pay.”


“That’s another piece of news I’ll have to break to you. I have an appointment in LA in about a month. I’m going for surgery. I talked to the doctor last night. So I WILL be getting on a plane without you next month, but it’s not to go on vacation.”


“For the scars or is something wrong?” she asked, concerned.


“It’s for the scarring,” I confirmed. “He’s supposed to be one of the best.”


“We’ll let you get away with THAT,” she said grudgingly, “but NEXT time, you’d better bring me too.”


I nodded. “Let’s give your mother a chance to decide what she wants to do too,” I suggested.


The three of us sat and waited for Louisa to come to a decision. She was clearly torn between her pride in doing for herself and the relief that such help would be to all of them.


She shook her head. “I just don’t think it’s right,” she said finally. “To take your money like that, it’s not right.”


It was the exact opposite of Cheryl’s parents’ reaction. I frowned in disappointment. “I really do want to help,” I told her. “Whether it’s with household bills or hiring a contractor to fix up the house or anything else you need whether it’s repairs, bills or college for Hector too. Gina’s family. That makes you family. I don’t think of it as MY money, but OUR money.”


She struggled with it and I knew that it would be a Godsend to them, but that they didn’t want charity and I’d have to overcome that pride in order to help.


“I don’t think Miguel would approve,” she said finally.


I nodded. “Well, maybe we can think of something to help you out that wouldn’t be offensive,” I suggested.


“Like what?” she asked curiously.


“Well, if you told me what sort of things he’s going to be taking care of this summer, I can try to come by to help when I’m back in shape. He can’t object to me coming to help like that. I can also have Gina and Hector over to the house for more meals. If we need any electrical work done around the house, I could make sure Miguel gets the work instead of calling around. I also know a couple of households that could use a good housekeeper if you have openings. It’s not as much as I want to do, but it’s a start.”


“I think that’s a better idea,” she said, relief showing now instead of anxiety. “What can you tell me about these households that need a housekeeper?” she asked.


“Well, one is our place,” I admitted. “I’m pretty useless around the house right now, but with all the people coming and going lately, it’s been starting to get a little out of our ability to control. My father was never a good housekeeper either. Now that he’s out in his own place, he’ll likely need someone to keep the place looking presentable. Tricia said her dad doesn’t generally pick up after himself as well as he should either. That’s three places. Four, if Patty wants a break from cleaning next door.”


She looked at me suspiciously. “And how much would these jobs pay?” she asked.


I shrugged. “I don’t know what to even offer for it. I guess it would depend on how often we’d need you,” I admitted. “What do you normally charge people?” I was admittedly out of my depth. I’d been hoping to get her and Miguel to agree to some help so that they wouldn’t have to work so hard. Now I was adding work and hoping I could pay her enough to let her relax some.


“Normally I bill by the hour,” she said. “I charge $12 per hour and usually I book in three-hour blocks.”


I thought about that for a moment and nodded. “How full is your schedule right now?” I asked.


“Not as full as I’d like,” she admitted. “A couple of my clients are cutting back on their cleaning right now. I’m hoping it picks up soon.”


I nodded. “What if we offered you a full-time position?” I asked. “That way you wouldn’t have to worry about clients pulling back on you and if you really want to, you can try to schedule a couple of them for the weekends or evenings if you feel like it.”


That made her blink. “You really think there’s THAT much work at your place?” she asked skeptically.


“Probably not,” I admitted. “But I think that there’s enough work between the four places I mentioned that we could keep you about as busy as you are now and then if we need extra help, you’d be around. I have a dog that’s gotten very used to having people around all day. You could have Hector dropped off at our place and keep him with you while you work so that you don’t need to schedule around Gina’s practices and Hector’s always welcome at our place. There’d be some travel to get to my father’s place since it’s closer to downtown, but I can work out with him how often he’d need someone to come in or if he wants anyone in to pick up after him at all.”


She mulled it over and wrestled with it while we watched. Finally she nodded. “I’ll have to hand off my clients to someone else, but like I said, they don’t keep me as busy enough to make it a living.”


“Good,” I said. “I’d really rather you just let me help you and Miguel out, but if this is what we need to do to make you comfortable with it, then this is what we’ll do.”


She nodded and I was glad she hadn’t asked what I was going to pay her. I suspected it was more than Miguel made, but we’d let her find that out later on.


“Now that we have that settled, I really do want you and Miguel to come with us, but if you feel like you have to stay in town here, Both Gina and Hector are more than welcome to join us this summer. I especially want Gina to go since she’ll kill me otherwise.”


Louisa chuckled a little at that. “Never cross a Latina girl,” she warned me. “We can be fierce. Of course she can go. Hector, we’ll have to see about. He’s a lot younger than you kids.”


“He’s a good kid though,” I said. “We took him shopping and he was as good as gold. So long as we keep him relatively entertained, he should be fine. He doesn’t fight with anyone and he’s even patient if we’re doing something that bores him.”


“We’ll think about it,” she promised. “Gina can definitely go, but Hector’s a little young to go without us.”


“Well, if you decide that he can’t go, I can at least pay him to look after Dawn for me for the summer if we can’t make arrangements to take her with us.”


“He’d love that. How would you arrange to take her though. Shipping pets on an airline is really hard on them.”


“I’m pretty sure my doctor will be willing to classify her as a therapy dog. Service animals are allowed to travel in the cabin,” I explained. “Even if we can’t, Dawn’s a husky. The cold won’t affect her nearly as much as it would another dog. She’d be thrilled with the chance to be out of the heat. I don’t want to leave her in cargo for a flight that long though. I’d leave her here with someone that can take care of her for the summer first.”


She nodded. “Well, we’ll see. If you’re okay with me bringing Hector to work, then he can certainly keep her company during the day. Who’s going to look after her at night though?”


“I’m sure we’ll figure it out closer to summer,” I said certainly. “I hope you’ll consider coming with us though. There really won’t be all that much to do during the summer.”


“You’re all planning to go?” she asked, surprised.


“I’m making the offer to everyone. Emma’s parents have the room and want to meet all the people important to Emma. Gina’s one of them and they expected that we’d be bringing parents with us,” I told her. “I hope everyone can come, but if not, I’d hope it wasn’t because they don’t want to put me to the expense of a flight. I’m booking the tickets for everyone as soon as we know who’s going. I’m not asking anyone for a dime. I’ll pay for the flights, any dining out, shopping and sight-seeing people want to do. This is a family vacation.”


“Well, we’ll see,” she repeated slowly. “For now, we should figure out when I should start working for you.”


“How much notice do you need to give your clients?” I asked lightly.


“I can tell them all this week and be ready for work on Monday morning,” she promised.


“Okay,” I said. “I’ll talk to everyone and get keys for you by then. There’s just one small request I have. If we haven’t made too much of a mess, I’m told you make a chocolate covered caramel apple that’s too good to put into words. I’d love for you to show me how you do it sometime when you have a chance.”


She laughed. “It’s not that hard,” she assured me. “It’s a bit of work, but it’s mostly just expensive.”


“You tell me what to get and I’ll make sure it’s there for you,” I promised her. “Gina raves about them.”


She went to the kitchen and brought back the recipe card for me to snap a picture of. “We’ll go shopping right from here,” I told her.


“Aren’t you forgetting one thing you wanted to ask my parents?” Gina asked sweetly.


I looked at her for a moment. “You’re serious?” I asked. I’d thought she was just teasing me at the time.


“Why not?” she challenged me.


I shrugged. “Louisa, there was one more thing that Gina and I talked about. I wasn’t sure it was something you’d agree to, but Gina’s clearly insisting I bring it up. She wants to know if you’ll let her move in with us. She’s very welcome, but the final say is up to you.”


Louisa looked sharply at Gina who looked a little uncomfortable under that gaze, but didn’t wilt. “You’re asking our blessing to go live with your boyfriend at your age?” she asked. She sounded a lot more serious than she had a few minutes ago.


“Yes, Mama,” she said firmly. “I told you what he’s said to me. He won’t pressure me or treat me badly. I feel safe when I’m with him. Sometimes I can even forget...”


We all knew what she meant and it hung over the room more than I wanted it to. My heart broke for her all over again.


Louisa nodded in understanding, her look softening. “I’ll talk to your father about it and see what he says. If he says it’s okay with him, we’ll have to talk to Matthew’s mother and make sure she’s okay with it.”


I nodded. “Even if you both decide that’s not acceptable right now, I hope you’ll consider allowing her to continue to visit like she has been.”


“I don’t think we could stop her at this point,” Louisa said with a slight smile. “I suspect she’ll get what she wants so long as we don’t see her marks suffer.”


“I actually tutor several of the girls,” I told her. “Gina asked me for help with math at one point, but I suspect that was just to see if I could pick up her book and understand it.”


She arched her eyebrow at that. “You needed help in math?” she asked, her tone hardening a little.


“Not really,” she said sheepishly. “There were a couple of spots where the teacher didn’t explain things very well. I knew Matt was taking math in college, so I asked him to look it over to see if he could explain it any better. He’ll make a really good teacher if he ever decides to try that.”


Louisa nodded reluctantly at that explanation before turning back to me. “So you’d ensure that her homework was done on time?” she asked to clarify.


“Gina’s never struck me as someone that needs to be prodded to finish her assignments,” I said, glancing at her, “but yes, I can make sure she’s getting enough study time in. The last couple of weeks of the semester she was studying with us a lot anyway. We just take over the dining room until dinner normally and study until it’s time to eat.”


“Except you never have homework,” Gina said with a poke to my side. “He’s probably already got this semester done,” she complained to no one in particular.


“Believe me, it’s not as awesome as you think,” I told her. “I can’t buy books any more. It’s a waste of money. I also get bored in class really easily. It’s hard to sit through a lecture that you already know the material for. I get fidgety if I don’t have something else to do. I’m gonna go nuts for the first two weeks of class with nothing to do.”


“Well, we’ll think about it, but I don’t know what her father will say about her moving in with any boy full time, even you,” Louisa said skeptically.


Chapter 19


After that, we went out shopping for what we’d need to make the apples that Gina raved about. I was genuinely curious, but was willing to wait until next week. Gina decided to join us and since her mother was free for the day, she didn’t have to take Hector. She helped us get all the supplies for making the apples. We got a lot more than the recipe called for and I explained that I wanted to make some under Louisa’s supervision so that I had the hang of it.


“Besides,” I explained. “We have a lot more people who’ll want to try them.”


After we got home, I talked to both Mom and Patty about the situation and they both agreed to have Louisa help out around the house. Patty didn’t really think it was necessary, but said she’d enjoy the company while we were all at school and work. I called Dad a little closer to lunch and he said he’d get a key made and drop it off after work. He was delighted at the opportunity to give up housework. That only left Frank and I was sure I could talk him into it with the right motivation.


That afternoon, we went out to get keys made for Louisa and I had the girls drop me off at the hospital for my appointment with Victoria. I was early enough that she was still in session with Stephanie so I sat down across from her door, out of the way of traffic. I pulled out my sketch pad and started to work on something new. I hadn’t been doing a lot of drawing lately and I’d put the pad in my backpack on a whim. I started working on a sketch of Dawn, since she was our newest family member.


I was still working on it when the door opened and Victoria led Stephanie out into the corridor. “Hi, Stephanie!” I said brightly, getting to my feet to greet her. “Did you have a good Christmas?”


“Hi,” she said to me shyly and nodded. “It was okay. How was yours?”


“Mine was pretty good,” I told her with a smile.


“You’re not using your cane,” she noticed. “Are you feeling better?”


“I am, but I’m also trying not to use it when I don’t have a lot of walking to do.”


She nodded in understanding. “Were you drawing something?” she asked, her eyes taking in the pad I had tucked under my arm.


I showed her what I was working on and told her it was my dog.


“She looks scary,” she said uncertainly.


“That’s just the coloring in her fur. She’s really playful and friendly. It’s kind of funny when she’s got her tail wagging and her tongue hanging out with the angry eyebrows.”


“Maybe you should draw her like that then,” she suggested.


We chatted for a few more minutes before Victoria touched her shoulder gently and reminded her that her mother was waiting. She nodded and then seemed to struggle with something, her brow furrowing. She looked at us both and then bit her lip before she stepped forward and gave me a very tentative hug.


I was surprised, but I hugged her very gently back and thanked her for the hug before she beamed at me and scampered away down the hall. Like she had before, she paused at the corner and curled her fingers at me shyly before disappearing off to meet her mother.


Victoria was quiet as she led me inside and we settled into our normal seats. She looked at me contemplatively for a moment before she shook her head. “Some days, I wish I could bottle you, Matt,” she said finally.


“That statement BEGS for a lewd joke,” I said with a laugh, glancing at her over the top of my sketch pad with a smirk.


“Maybe so,” she allowed with a small nod, “but you’ve worked a virtual miracle on that girl. You’ve already gathered that she’s very withdrawn. I really can’t tell you much more than that, but opening up to you is a huge leap forward for her.”


I shrugged dismissively. “I do what I can. It’s just a few minutes of conversation in the hall when I come for my appointments. It’s not that big a deal to me. If it’s a big help to her, then I’m glad to do it.”


“I’ll keep you posted. Her appointments will likely continue to overlap with yours. I’ll talk to her mother about keeping her for a few extra minutes to make sure that you have a chance to say hello. Enough about that now. How has your week been turning out?”


“Good mostly,” I admitted. “I haven’t had any real pain or discomfort from resuming sex. Of course I haven’t tried to take on two girls at once. I feel like that day is coming though. Emma’s due back soon and Lana and Beck should be cleared to celebrate shortly after the end of next week. They can take their final tests on Saturday. Then it’s just waiting a few days for the results.”


“You’re worried about having enough stamina for all of them?” she asked, amused.


“Not really. Gina and Cheryl aren’t ready to be with me that way, so that’s two fewer people looking for a little attention at bedtime. Collie and Tabby are planning on being weekend partners since they have an apartment that works for them really well. Hanna won’t be back until the 19th and even then she only rarely visited during the week. I envision being exhausted by Monday morning, but weekends are definitely going to be my busiest time of the week.”


She nodded. “Anything else happen?” she asked lightly.


“The visit from Patrick, but you already know about that.”


“Any lingering regrets that you didn’t kill him?” she asked.


“No,” I told her. “If I HAD any, they would have evaporated as soon as you expressed your approval of how I handled it. Honestly, I think he was more worried about me than I was about him.”


“What makes you say that?”


“He wanted my agreement not to take the vendetta to his parents. I think he was ready to take the deal, but needed to be sure they were safe from retaliation before he did.”


“Did you feel like that was something you wanted?” she asked.


“No,” I said lightly. “I’ve never met his parents. I’m told they came to the house, but I was here in the hospital.”


“What if they did come to the house?” she asked.


“I guess it would depend on the circumstances,” I admitted. “If they showed up with a gun, I’d get my shield off the wall. If they came to talk, I’d listen. I don’t have anything really against them other than that they raised their sons to abandon any sense of decency.”


She nodded. “How’re you feeling about Vance?” she asked, following the topic.


“Same as the day you showed me that clip for the first time,” I assured her. “There’s no sense of guilt. I KNOW he would have hurt people if I hadn’t ended him. There was no repentance in his eyes, no remorse in him. Whether it was the drugs or whether he was just a terrible human being, I don’t know or care. It doesn’t matter. I had personal contact with the evil he’d done. That makes all the difference in the world between him and Miranda.”


“Does she still bother you,” she asked, drawing me out.


“Nope,” I said. “As much as I’ve recovered from the losses I suffered, I still suffered them. I was miserable to the point of suicidal. Does that make things right? I dunno. Probably not. I think the best that can be said about it was that it threw some dirt over that particular grave. I put it to rest. I don’t even intend to visit her brother. I might call him at some point, but probably not. At this point, I don’t think it serves any purpose.”


“You’re probably right about that much. How are things going now that the Bedtime Mafia are back in your life?”


“Good,” I said. “A little strange, but good. I get the feeling that Lana and Emma bonded a lot while I was in the hospital this time. That felt kind of weird. I guess it’s kind of like when divorced men see their new wife getting along with their ex. I know I didn’t do anything wrong, but it still makes me nervous. I dunno if that makes sense or not.”


“It does,” she assured me. “Lana was the architect of a lot of your misery. Even though she turned out to be a victim too, she was still the face of your torment. Seeing her influencing Emma can leave you feeling a little uneasy. Try not to let that feeling have a full head of steam. Shining a light on it can rob it of a lot of its influence, so we should continue to talk about it if it continues to bother you.”


“I wouldn’t even say it bothers me,” I frowned. “It’s more like a vague awareness of it.”


We talked back and forth over different topics until she turned the conversation toward the study. “I understand you’re getting along a lot better with Dr. Nichols,” she said lightly.


“Julie’s okay,” I said. “She was just a little slow to believe what we were telling her about the reality of the situation.”


She nodded. “Now that she has, the two of you are in a better place to work together?”


“I think so,” I said. “She’s a good fit. Obviously, my preference would be to have Carl’s cancer fuck off indefinitely so that he can see the study published and his name elevated in person, but failing that, I think Julie’s going to help us put the capstone on his life’s work.”


“Carl feels very upset about how he’s portrayed your gift to you,” she told me.


“It’s not the first time he’s worried that he’s damaged me with an unguarded observation,” I pointed out.


“No, and he tells me this came out of the same conversation,” she said.


I shrugged. “It’s not that big a deal,” I told her honestly.


“He left you with the idea that you might be autistic and you don’t think it’s that big a deal?” she asked with her eyebrow arched.


“Yeah,” I said simply. “We’re all at a loss to explain what this actually is, right? A super-rare form of autism is as plausible an explanation as any. It’s never been studied before so there’s no way to chart its course ahead of time, no way to predict the outcome and no way to prevent it taking a wrong turn if it decides my time is up. Whatever it is could cause strokes, seizures and any one of a million other neurological defects. We won’t know until it’s too late, so there’s no point in agonizing over the possibilities. That’s what I tried to tell him. I live my life to the fullest knowing that it might not last as long as I want it to.”


“So you’re trying to cram a lifetime into each day?” she said, concerned. She rarely ever displayed concern like this and it gave me pause.


“I don’t think I’d put it quite so desperately,” I protested. “More like I take whatever opportunities I can. If I had the choice between hanging around the house and going out with friends, I’d go out even if I was exhausted and wanted nothing more than sleep. I’ll have plenty of time for sleep later on.”


“Once the full weight of autism robs you of your functionality?” she clarified.


“That’s one possibility,” I admitted. “I could also just as plausibly be this way for the rest of a long healthy life and find the time to nap a lot more in later years.”


“You don’t believe that though,” she said softly.


“I believe that Carl was being honest,” I told her pointedly. “He was speaking plainly without thought to the implications of what he was telling me. Initially he worried he’d started me on the path to megalomania and now he feels like I’m listening to my own personal Armageddon Clock ticking away in my head. Neither is really true, but both have given me something to think about. They’re exact opposite ends of the scale from each other.”


She nodded. “So you’re not dwelling on either possibility?”


“Honestly, I spend most days so busy that I barely spare a thought for either possibility.”


She nodded. “He’ll be glad to hear that,” she said.


“On the subject of living life to the fullest though, I think we may have a small wrinkle. I intend to spend my summer in Malibu. I’m not planning to fly back once a week to do tests. Is that worked into the study yet?”


She nodded. “Carl and I discussed it and if we can find a university with a neuroscience department capable of running the tests, would you still be able to make some time to stop in and run them once a week?”


“I don’t see why not,” I allowed. “It’s only an hour or so per week and then a few hours once a month. What about UCLA?”


“I’ll mention it to Carl. He might actually have a different suggestion.”


“Yeah, I really don’t know a lot about colleges out there,” I admitted. “Normally I’d be starting to sniff around to see what schools I could get into, but circumstances have sort of outpaced that need.”


“You don’t say,” she said playfully. “Carl will be happy that you’ll make yourself available for testing out there. Speaking of which, he was very pleased with Christmas. He normally spends the holiday alone in reflection or with me or another of the ‘Carl Club’ as you like to call it.”


I nodded. “I was glad you could both be there,” I told her. “I know it’s wildly optimistic, but I sincerely hope he beats the odds and it’s not the last Christmas he’s around for.”


She smiled thinly. “I think ‘wildly optimistic’ is a conservative assessment, but stranger things have happened. He has an incredible will to see this work through. Who knows? It could sustain him for the length of the project and Julie could end up being his assistant for the next several years.”


“I’m perfectly okay with that outcome,” I said firmly. “I know that the best we can probably hope for is that he makes it through to September and even that’s pushing it. Just promise me that if he starts to slip while I’m away, you’ll call me so I can fly back. I’ll want the chance to say goodbye if I can.”


She nodded. “I think we can handle that. I think you should know that I took a look at his medical file and I think June is a generous estimate. The spread is very pronounced.”


I nodded and took a moment to digest that. “So more likely sometime in April or May,” I said flatly.


“That would be my suspicion based on the progress of the disease,” she said sadly. “Not news that either of us wanted to embrace, but at least we know now.”


“True,” I said softly. “How’s he taking things?” I asked gently.


“Better than we are,” she chuckled. “He’s focused on putting his affairs in order and ensuring a smooth transition from his leadership to Julie’s. That’s keeping him goal-oriented while he processes the situation. He’s got a few more things he wants us both to have and then I think he’s done except for his will.”


I nodded. “And the part you all think I’m going to object to,” I brought up lightly.


“You’re worried about that?” she asked evenly.


“Not at all. I have a pretty good idea what it is and I understand why you’d think I’d object. It’s a rather large gift. I’m at peace with the idea though.”


“Oh?” she arched an eyebrow. “And what idea do you have of what it might be?” she asked curiously.


“If I was a betting man, I’d put my chips on property. A house, condo, land, something like that. If it was a car, there’s no reason for him to think I’d object. A piece of property though is far more grandiose a gift than a car.”


“That’s an astute observation,” she said. “What if it was a car that blows that Stingray out of the water though?”


“I don’t think that’s possible,” I said. “He could have the famed lost Aston Martin from Goldfinger and I’d treasure the Stingray more. It was his first car. I can’t imagine there’s anything on wheels that would mean as much to me as that.”


“He’ll be angry that you figured it out,” she said delicately.


“No, he won’t,” I countered. “He’ll be grumpy that the cat’s out of the bag, but he’ll secretly be proud that I worked it out.”


She chuckled. “You’re probably right. Should I tell him or let you see the look on his face?”


“You tell him,” I said with a smile. “Take him out to dinner. Tell him to stop worrying that he’s damaged me by gushing over my abilities and tell him I promise not to object to his Will. I take it that you’ve seen the property in question?” I asked.


She nodded. “Once you get over your initial reaction, you’ll be pleased with it.”


I nodded. “Well, like I said, I’ll be deeply honored that he left it to me. I think I’m past any objections I might have once raised about it.”


“We’ll see,” she said cryptically. That kind of worried me. She knew me well enough to know when I was going to freak out.


We changed subjects after that and talked about Cheryl and things with her parents, the new custody arrangement and Howard’s assurance that the custody arrangement cut them off from legal action on her behalf or the baby’s. We talked some about Gina’s situation.


“You’re right to not pressure them,” she told me. “I’m worried that you’ve collected four of the victims from the Waterman Weekend. Dating one girl recovering from sexual assault can be a minefield of anxieties and insecurities. Dating four?”


“Is like tap-dancing through that same minefield in a blindfold in the dark,” I supplied. “I’ve had several times in the past six months that felt like that,” I said wearily. “I’m honest and up-front about things with them. If they’re not ready for sex, then there’s no sex. I think Cheryl is pushing herself, but I think she’s more torn between her anxieties and her hormones than Gina is or even Lana and Beck.”


She nodded. “So long as you’re aware that they could blow up or lash out and that it’s about what’s going on in their heads and not what you’ve done. At least not necessarily about what you’ve done. I don’t discount the possibility that you could put your foot on one of those landmines in a moment of glibness,” she told me dryly.


“True,” I said. “I try to keep myself in check though.”


We hashed out the topic a little more and then we were done for the night. I packed up and took off to see Diego and do my therapy before walking home. Diego warned me about what to look for in signs of strain on my shoulder and we talked more about my prognosis.


“I don’t see anything holding us back from getting your arm back to normal by mid March,” he admitted. “It’ll still be sore sometimes, but that should fade over time too. We’ll likely hit two plateaus during our rehab where it doesn’t seem like we’re making a lot of progress, like I told you before. Keep with me and then when we get past them, you’ll see a big improvement over a short period of time.”


“I remember,” I assured him. “How long do those plateaus usually last?”


“A week or two,” he estimated. “I think you’ll be past the point of needing me by the time you have to report for your charity event. Even if we’ve still got a way to go, I think we can clear you for the event if you stay aware of your arm’s limitations at the time.”


He asked how the weight felt and changed things a little. He wanted me to keep at the exercises with the single pound, but to add a half set with the two pound weight as well.


I walked home afterwards, feeling better about my recovery and vowing to get better in time to walk into April with both arms working perfectly.


When I got home, I found dinner was waiting on me and we ate in peace, talking about our days and chatting back and forth. Between the shopping and the physio and the walking with Dawn this morning and home after the hospital, I was pretty wiped. I excused myself, skipping dessert and told everyone I was going to finish off the homework I had from Diego and then go to bed. I told all the usual people that they were welcome to join me when they were tired, but I needed to turn in early.


I took Dawn out to pee before I took her downstairs to bed. She watched me do my exercise routine and grimace through the last of it as I hefted the extra weight to build up a little more strength. I finally crawled into bed, feeling like I’d been swinging that arm hard for a week. Sleep rolled me under before Dawn finished settling herself and I slept like the dead.





I woke Thursday to find Tricia and Gina had joined Cheryl and I in bed last night. I rolled out of bed and got dressed to take Dawn out for her walk. I let her frisk a little in the backyard first to answer nature’s call and then put her back on her leash and took her around the neighborhood. My leg was really improving, I was happy to see. By the time we got back, it was sore, but not nearly like it was the week before. I put out food and water for Dawn and then decided that I wasn’t ready to face the day. I went back downstairs and stripped down before getting back into bed, letting myself drift into a pleasant dream about my girls.


I finally stirred when the girls started getting up and we went upstairs to a late breakfast. It was New Years Eve so whatever shopping we wanted to do had to be done relatively early. We went out for nothing in particular and wandered the mall as a group with Lana and Beck. We had a late lunch, picked up a few more snacks for tonight and then returned to the house. We didn’t have practice again today and even physio was off for today. I was sort of bummed about that, but also really happy to have a few days off to rest my arm.


We broke out the board games and started getting them ready to play. They had an unbelievable number of pieces to some of them. Collie and Tabby joined us for dinner which turned out to be Chinese takeout.


“Cheryl, dear,” Mom said partway through dinner, “your phone is switched over to our account. I upgraded your plan a bit so that you’ve got a little more freedom with it.”


“Did you, um, have any problems?” she asked delicately.


“Not really,” she said lightly. “I spoke to your mother and she was civil about it. She called their provider and then I called ours, gave them your phone number and they merged you into our family account pretty smoothly.”


“I’m glad it wasn’t any trouble,” she said quietly.


“your mother DID ask how you were getting along,” she admitted. “I told her you were still settling in, but you had all the help you could ask for.”


She nodded, but any mention of her parents generally made her sad. We changed topics after that and we slowly managed to leave the moment of melancholy behind us. Lilly was spending the night with some of her friends and Mom, interestingly enough had plans to go out that involved Frank. Tricia and I exchanged amused looks and we both told her we hoped she had a good time.


She gave me a look that said to butt-out and we let it drop. I returned an innocent one that protested that I hadn’t said a word. She narrowed her eyes and then changed topics. “Since no one else is going to be home, I expect I’ll need to knock loudly and then give you five minutes to find most of your clothes when I come home tonight,” she said, turning the conversation back onto me. “Try not to have sex in your sister’s room,” she requested of me. “I know she sometimes does things to make it a tempting way to get back at her, but humor me, just this once?”


“Nah, if I really wanted to annoy her, I’d hide her guitar and fill her case with books so she wouldn’t notice until she got to her lesson,” I said with a grin.


“That’s just mean,” Tabby said with a laugh.


“Not as mean as it could have been,” Collie pointed out. “I’d just remove the strings from her guitar and hide them if I wanted to get back at her for something mean.”


“That would suck,” I laughed. “Let’s promise not to do any of that. She’ll undoubtedly escalate if we screwed around with her guitar. We’re better off actually having sex in her room.”


They all agreed that she’d take it personally and then we broke open our fortune cookies to see how the fortunes turned out for us. They were all relatively harmless. Mine though, was a little different.


“A foe from the past has plans for the future,” I read, frowning at the paper. Most of these fortunes were vague snippets of wisdom that could apply to almost any situation. “That’s sort of ominous.”


“They’re just random fortunes,” Cheryl said dismissively. “They don’t MEAN anything.”


I shrugged. “You’re probably right,” I said lightly. “Still, I have two foes from the past. One of them made peace. The other is being dragged back here in handcuffs next week.”


“Forget about her,” Lana urged me. “If she comes within twenty feet of you, the house or any of us, we’ll kill her. I kind of hope she does, to be honest.”


“I doubt she’s gonna get the chance. I expect DA Forbes to declare her a flight risk in light of her trip to Alaska to try to get her out of the line of fire,” I said. “If she makes bail, I don’t imagine she’ll come back to try to haunt any of us.”


There was a little talk among the girls about what they’d like to do to Marlene if she showed up at the house. That sustained us through cleaning up from dinner and putting away the leftovers. Mom went upstairs to get ready for her date and by the time she’d returned, we had the stack of board games out so we could decide which of them we wanted to play. With eight of us, several of them were out of the question, but we finally spread one of them out and started to play. It was a cooperative/competitive game and I was quickly on the receiving end of the competitive part as they ganged up on me.


I kept with it and ended up back at my starting position several times as the girls took every opportunity to slap me down. I can only assume that they wanted to make sure I didn’t dominate the game and I let them have their fun, checking out of the game and just chatting with all of them while they had fun knocking me down a peg.


Eventually Tabby won, having taken advantage of the distraction I presented to make it her game. They all seemed to like this game and wanted to play again. I think they were trying to teach me a lesson about adversity and being a graceful loser because the beatings continued through our second game.


I thought the game was interesting including the hundreds of game cards that came with the game for the events and actions, so I wasn’t too sore at them, but I kind of felt that there was little need to bother since the cards and dice combined to keep outcomes relatively random. Tricia won our second game and then she decided she was just going to sit out and watch for the next game. For the most part, it was a pleasant night. We tried out some of the games that couldn’t support all of us when people started to drift off to do other things. Collie and Tabby decided to use the pool table and Cheryl was more interested in playing something on the video game systems.


We gave up on games after a while and decided to watch a movie. Cheryl and I were put on the couch and Gina and Tricia squeezed in with us while everyone else sprawled around the room and we got lost in the film for a couple of hours.


Tabby wanted popcorn before we started another film so we took a break for her to go make some. I took the opportunity to go record a New Years video for YouTube, again mentioning Mark and Char like I’d promised. I wished everyone a happy and safe New Years and signed off, posting the video and returning to my seat just as the popcorn showed up.


We started the movie and soon were all too greasy-handed to handle the remote. We were in the middle of the movie when the phone rang. I got up to get it, wiping my hands on a napkin before getting butter all over my phone.


“Hello?” I said curious who was calling on New Year’s Eve.


“Hey, Matt,” Jessie’s voice came through the phone. “What are you guys up to for New Years?”


“We’re just hanging out, watching movies at the moment, Jessie,” I told her, using her name so the girls would know who was calling. “I figured you’d have plans for tonight long ago.”


“Not really. There’s a bunch of us just hanging out and watching TV at my place. Dull, huh?” she asked with a laugh.


“That’s pretty much what we’re doing,” I pointed out. “Just hanging out, playing a few games, watching some movies and counting down to Midnight.”


“Yeah, last time I saw you, you didn’t look like you were up for dancing the night away. I know there’s a bunch of us going down to the Commons to watch the fireworks. You guys interested in going?”


“I appreciate the offer,” I said lightly, “but I still get pretty sore when I’m standing for long periods. I’d be pretty miserable before we got back to the cars. Thanks for the invite though. Tell the others I said happy New Years too.”


“Okay. I wasn’t sure if you’d be up for that much standing, but I figured I’d offer,” she said apologetically. “How’s your recovery going?”


“It has its ups and downs,” I admitted. “I’m still pretty sore and my arm’s pretty useless. It’ll take a while to get it back where it’s much good to me.”


“Well, let me know if you need anything,” she told me. “Even if you just need a hand carrying your books to class.”


I chuckled. “I’ll let you know,” I assured her. “I don’t think there’s any shortage of people willing to help me out with carrying my books at school though. Thanks, Jessie.”


“Any time,” she said brightly. “Alright, I’m gonna go, but you have a happy New Years too.”


“Drive safe, Jess. A lot of people are drinking tonight. I don’t want to see any of you girls get hurt because of a drunk driver.”


“You worry too much,” she complained, but she sounded pleased at the same time. “See you at practice on Monday,” she said and we hung up.


“What did SHE want?” Gina asked warily.


“She said there’s a bunch of girls going to the Commons to watch the fireworks. She called to invite us along,” I explained.


“You didn’t want to go?” Tricia asked.


“Not really,” I said dismissively. “Cheryl’s pregnant and I wouldn’t want her to catch a chill. I wouldn’t want to stand up down there, packed in with the crowd. My leg would feel like I’d hit it with a hammer before the display was done. Besides, we’re warm, comfortable and capable of making our own fireworks if we want.” I went to the fridge in the bar and pulled out the Champagne to show them. “We’d also have to leave this home if we went.”


“You got Champagne for tonight?” Tricia gaped. “How?”


“I asked Patty to pick us up a bottle,” I said and carefully eased the cork open, taking a glass from the bar to pour the first sip. I poured out a glass for each of us.


Cheryl shook her head. “It’s not good for the baby,” she pointed out.


“I think we’ll be okay if you have a single glass to celebrate midnight,” I told her gently. “If you don’t want it, that’s fine, but I don’t think it’ll hurt the baby any.”


She thought about it and nodded. “Okay,” she allowed, “But only a sip.”


We watched the rest of our movie and by then it was close to midnight. We watched the live coverage from New York and toasted the New Year before exchanging loving kisses with each other. We all went to the computer to call Hanna to wish her a happy New Year.


“Chloe said to tell you happy New Years,” Hanna said with a smirk, referring to her sister. “She’s on a date tonight. She’ll be back lightly tussled and deeply disappointed. She wants to know when you’ll take her dancing.”


I chuckled. “I still have a few months of rehab before I can perform the kind of gymnastics she’s gonna want,” I said reasonably.


“What does Diego say about your progress?” she asked, interested.


“That he thinks I’m about a month ahead of schedule and that we’re likely to hit a plateau where I don’t make a lot of progress for a while. He expects that to happen soon.”


She nodded. “Hopefully I’ll be back then and I can help you push through the lull as quickly as possible,” she said.


“So why are you home tonight?” I asked. “I figured you’d be out with friends for the night.”


“A couple of my friends invited me out, but they were hoping to set me up with a friend of theirs. I begged off rather than try to make polite first date conversation with a guy I’ll never see again.”


“Shitty deal,” Tabby said as they started joining in on the conversation. “Was he someone you knew when you lived there or a total blind date?”


“Never met him before,” she said with a sigh. “When I asked my friends why he needed a date, they told me that he was shy and had trouble meeting people.”


“Ouch,” I said. “That’s a complete deal-breaker for you. Someone timid about meeting people would fall to pieces before you.”


“Thanks,” she said sarcastically, but smirked. “You’re probably right though. In the end I had to tell them I’d met someone and he wouldn’t take kindly to them setting me up on dates. They wanted to know all about you, but oddly didn’t ask me a single question that would tell them much about you.”


“What did they want to know?” Tricia asked curiously.


“What he was like in bed, where I met him, what he does for a living, is he good looking, things like that. None of them asked how old you were and none of them asked why you didn’t come home with me.”


“Now I’m curious what you told them about all their questions,” Gina threw in. I was curious too, for that matter.


“I told them about the marathon session and they all wished they could find a guy capable of lasting longer than the commercial break,” she smirked and then laughed as a couple of the newer girls asked about this marathon idly. “I told them I met him at work and that he made his living as a guerrilla journalist, which is essentially true,” she pointed out to me. “All the footage on your YouTube channel is actual news and you’re getting paid for it. I told them that you were very good looking too and that you’d picked up a few scars that make you even better looking. They asked about it and I told them that your last story had gotten you shot up pretty bad, but that you were recovering.”


“And they ate it up” I said dryly, with a smile on my face. “You painted the perfect picture of a tall, dark and mysterious war correspondent forging bravely through rebel-infested jungles and desert terrorist camps for the latest news story. Imagine their disappointment when they find out that I’m actually a fourteen year old with a YouTube channel.”


She shrugged with a grin. “If they call me on it, I’ll point out that your YouTube feed is picked up by every major news outlet and rebroadcast and your shield was the front page of every paper in America for Thanksgiving. Your bank account is a fortune that you’ve made from those videos, you were shot, you’re good looking and if they seriously question your ability in bed, I may have Chloe inform them how you managed to turn her into a whimpering pool of desire.”


“Not planning on bringing me down to Stamford to rampage through the skeptics?” I asked in mock-disappointment.


“Most of my old friends can’t keep their mouths shut,” she said sourly. “I’ve had four calls today asking about you from people I haven’t talked to since high school.”


“We can think of a way to plug those mouths,” I assured her.


“That’ll just teach them to open wider so they can talk and suck cock at the same time. You really want to create THAT kind of nightmare?” she asked.


“I’m indifferent. They live far enough away that I won’t be able to hear the blah-blah-blah.” We all laughed.


“Be that as it may,” she said, “everyone seems to be interested in who I’m dating. I’m waiting for one of them to ask to see some of your journalistic work. That’s when most of them will REALLY start drinking heavily.”


“Why’s that?” Collie wanted to know.


“Most of the girls I went to high school with married someone older than them,” she told us. “A few of them have wealthy husbands, but they’re bored, unsatisfied and frustrated. I didn’t date a lot in high school, so they all tried to give me good advice on ‘finding a man before it’s too late’.” she rolled her eyes and used air-quotes. “You have no idea how many times I heard the phrase ‘before all the good ones are taken’ before I left for college.”


“Gotcha,” Collie said, wincing slightly.


“Anyway, that’s not why you called,” she said, changing the subject. “I hope you guys are having a lot of fun tonight.”


“We’re all still dressed, so not as much fun as we could be,” Beck said with a lewd grin.


Lana smacked her in the back of her head. “Two more weeks,” she told her. “Then you can have him wreck your ass to your heart’s content. ‘Til then, keep it in park.”


“I know, I know,” she groaned. “Geeze!”


We chuckled a little, but I sympathized with them. I got up and hugged them both. I knew this was hard on them both. “We’ll make it,” I promised them.


We chatted with Hanna for a while longer and then signed off so we could call Emma. She still had a couple of hours to go before midnight on the west coast, but we could celebrate with her.


She took her laptop on a short tour of the house before stopping for all of us to say hello to the family. Her sister, Danielle, popped up like a jack-in-the-box when she saw us on the laptop and came over to see us. “Hi, everyone!” she gushed, looking us over. “Wow, you were right, Ems,” she said to her sister. “He IS cute. He needs to grow his hair out though.”


“You know he can hear you, right Danny?” Emma reminded her.


She blinked and glanced from her sister back to us. “Let your hair grow out,” she said finally. “I don’t like it that short.”


“Yes, Mother,” I laughed. “It actually was longer, but they shaved part of it for surgery so I cropped the rest to match so it wouldn’t look funny. “You must be Danielle,” I said playfully, reminding her she hadn’t introduced herself. “I’m Matt. You’ve clearly heard lots about me.” I introduced all the other girls and then Emma shooed her away.


“Shameless,” she laughed. “She’ll take anything of mine. You have no idea how many times I caught her wearing your hoodie around the house since I’ve been home.”


I laughed. “I wondered where that had gone. Thanks for leaving me the fuzzy pink one.”


“You wearing it?” she asked sweetly.


“Of course,” I told her.


“Good. Everyone else wants to say hi, except Barry. He’s still sulking about last time, but he’ll say hi anyway.”


“I am NOT sulking!” came a protest from out of camera range. She showed us off to her mother and father who were both charming.


“Did you talk to Mark and Char?” he asked.


“I did,” I told him. “They’re excited about it and we’re working on ideas to make it flashier.”


“What about weight?” he asked, now in his element.


“Mark gave me a rough estimate of about seventy pounds. I think I can live with that.”


He whistled. “That’s heavy. Maybe you should think about ways to cut the weight.”


“Al,” his wife said gently, putting a hand on his shoulder. “No more work talk tonight.”


He glanced at her and apologized. I followed his lead and we chatted with the family for a little while.


“I understand that you’re seeing Dr. Rivers in about a month,” Caroline said, changing the subject. “He’s very good. I haven’t been to see him, but I know some people who have and he’s worked with some of the biggest names in the business out here. You’ll be in good hands,” she assured me.


“Thanks,” I grinned. “I’m looking forward to it. Emma said you guys are willing to put up with us for that and next summer. I really appreciate you taking care of us like that.”


She looked off camera at Emma and smiled. “I get the feeling that it was the only way Emma was going to come home this summer. She’s referred to Boston as home several times this week. I think that has more to do with the company than the landscape.”


“We feel the same way about her,” I assured her. “We’ve missed her a lot the past week and a half.”


“She’s missed you too,” she assured me, glancing at Emma and smiling. “She only mentions you about every fifteen minutes.”


Emma took the laptop away from her and stuck her tongue out before turning back to us. “So that’s everyone,” she said impishly.


“Hey!” her brother protested loudly. “What am I? Part of the furniture?”


“Not for much longer,” she teased him. “We’re putting you to the curb for Goodwill,” she laughed and then relented. “Okay. You can say hello. Just try not to drool on my laptop.”


She handed him the computer and he said hi to all of us. He didn’t take quite as much time to get to know us as the rest of the family, but that could have been because of his sister’s teasing.


“Don’t let him fool you,” she said when she took the computer back. “He’ll be sniffing around all summer, hoping to get invited to go surfing with us or just pop in for dinner or looking for something he says he left behind. It’s all an act so he can spend time trying to seduce you.”


She laughed and ducked as he threw a crumpled up napkin at her. “You notice he’s not saying I’m wrong?” she pointed out.


“Emma, sweetie,” I said gently. “Don’t be mean to your brother,” I said lightly.


She sighed dramatically. “Yes, Dear,” she said wearily and we all laughed. After that she took us back upstairs and we chatted some more before her sister came in wanting to spend some more time with us.


“So it’s true that you’re all together?” she asked, leaning over Emma’s shoulder.


“That’s what Emma told you, right?” I pointed out. “Sounds like the truth to me.”


“How?” she wanted to know.


“Easy,” I said. “Whenever we have a decision to make, we make it together. If we don’t agree on what to do then we decide to do whatever keeps us from making someone uncomfortable.”


“Yeah, yeah,” she said dismissively. “That’s not what I meant.”


“You meant how does it work out with me being the only guy with this many girls?” I asked knowingly.


“Yeah. Sex has to be difficult to manage.”


“It helps that I’m young and until this past month, I was in shape. But mostly if the girls are in the mood and I’m near death, they turn to each other.”


“Really?” she asked, surprised. “So they don’t just have sex with you?”


“No,” I told her. “Some of them haven’t even had sex with me. That’s their choice. I try to make time for all my girls, but lately I haven’t been doing a good job due to the injury. That’s starting to change though as I’m starting to recover.”


“Well that’s a relief. I’d hate to think I’d have to depend on my sister to help me out this summer,” she said.


The look on Emma’s face was priceless. It was mixture of sourness and rage. As much as it amused me, I needed to head this conversation off before it started.


“That’s a little presumptuous, isn’t it?” I asked delicately.


“Why’s that?” she asked.


“You’re assuming that Emma’s okay with you having sex with me or that the rest of the girls are willing to share. Get to know them first and let them get to know you before you start making plans. You’re on step two and you’re already planning for step forty. A lot can happen between now and then.”


She shrugged. “We’re sisters. We share everything,” she argued.


“That’s fair,” I said, “but you don’t even know all my girls and they all have a vote too. For that matter, I have a vote of my own.”


“You’d seriously turn me down?” she asked incredulously.


“If there was the slightest chance that Emma or any of the other girls wouldn’t approve? Believe it. I don’t make a move without them.”


“Told you,” Emma said smugly. “She’s got it in her head that she can get her hooks into you for herself.”


“I see,” I said. “Well I wish her the best of luck, but I’m not optimistic. With all of us out there, I think it’s gonna be just the Sorority.”


“We’ll see,” she said. “I’m tempted to tell you to punish her and let her decide whether she’s in Heaven or Hell by the time you’re done.”


“We have six months to discuss that,” I told her firmly, shutting the door on the topic for now. “For now, we were calling to wish everyone a happy New Years.”


“I know and believe it or not, so does Danielle even if she wishes it was an obscene phone call,” she giggled and then complained about the punch in the shoulder she got for it. “Go fantasize in your own room,” she growled, pointing to the door. Danielle left with a dirty look and then we were alone. “She’s really got it bad for you, Slugger,” she said with a laugh when she returned from closing her door.


“Well, I’m kind of spoken for,” I pointed out. “At this point, I’m only looking forward to taking care of you girls and Hanna. Anyone else is on their own as far as I’m concerned.”


“Once your physio is done, we’ll talk about it,” she promised and there were a few murmurs of agreement from a couple of the others.


“Fair enough. For now, you should spend time with your folks,” I told Emma. “We miss you and Hanna both. I know I’m counting the days ‘til you get back, but I’ve been kept entertained enough not to be counting down the minutes ... yet.”


She laughed and told us that she’d see us in a few days and to have a happy New Years then we logged out and settled down to finish the rest of the Champagne. With eight of us, the bottle didn’t live long, even if Cheryl did restrict herself to a single glass. She said she enjoyed it though.


We were finally winding down the party when Mom came in. She looked like she’d had a pleasant evening and we spent a few minutes talking before she gave us each a kiss on the cheek and a hug before going upstairs to bed.


We went down to bed and Collie slipped in with me, looking at me with an intensity that told me she had her sights set on me tonight. I smiled and kissed her deeply. She pulled me to her and rolled me on top of her, wrapping her legs around me and holding me close.


She clearly didn’t want to waste time with preliminaries and showed it, hunching her hips at mine urgently, trying to impale herself on my cock. I sank into her suddenly as she got the angle right and we both gasped. I pushed forward until I was fully buried, making her shudder and clench my arms. I could feel her pussy contract around my length and knew she’d cum for me. I kissed her again and the world became just her and I moving together.


She cried out again as I started to move and her hands reached for me, tracing my body, touching me tenderly as I loved her. She was slick and hot and tight and I was in Heaven, thrusting into her with more and more abandon as I approached my own orgasm, her own coming every few thrusts as we made love together for the first time in months.


I was breathing hard and I knew that I wasn’t going to last much longer when she tensed up beneath me. I could see in her eyes this was going to be a big one and I took a deep breath, pushing hard toward my own release, wanting us to cum together.


I don’t know whether the first contractions of her orgasm started mine or if the first spasms of mine triggered hers, but we cried out and gasped for breath and held each other through the disorienting waves of pleasure so intense that we lost track of time, of where we were and even who we were for the moment.


I trembled in her arms afterwards as she trembled in mine and we were eventually pulled apart for our regular trip to the shower. Tabby washed me lovingly, whispering that I’d done exactly what she’d needed, while Tricia washed Collie. It was the first time she’d touched one of the other girls other than kisses and I wondered distantly if she was interested in the other girls that way or was just helping out as she’d seen other people doing before.


As usual, we gathered around the kitchen table in robes for a late-night snack before we returned to bed, this time to sleep. Collie curled up with me and Cheryl cuddled up on my other side as we all settled down to sleep, Dawn whining at the reduced amount of space for her as we all climbed in.


Chapter 20


Friday started early since Dawn wanted out. I carefully disentangled myself from Collie and Cheryl and took her to the back yard and then for her walk. Mercifully, I wasn’t feeling too bad after taking her for her full walk. I even picked up the pace a bit and let her frisk a little more. We got back and I put her out in the yard while I returned to bed, not really ready to be up yet and suspecting that breakfast would be ready sometime later or skipped in favor of lunch.


When I next woke up, I was aware of the bed shifting. A moment later, I saw Lana silhouetted in the door, naked except for a pair of panties as she went to the bathroom. That started a chain reaction and soon we were all up. Tabby, Collie, Tricia and I got dressed while the other girls went to get showered and went upstairs.


Mom was in the kitchen, reading and sipping on coffee as we came in to greet her. Tabby and Collie each wanted coffee, so they went to pour themselves a cup while we started an early lunch. I was famished, but left the kitchen to them long enough to go bring Dawn in. She went to say hello to everyone and then settled down to eat and drink at her water dish.


We ate sandwiches and I noted that we were going to need to plan almost daily trips for groceries if everyone moved back in. A new place was starting to sound more and more like a necessity. I’d have to speak to my owners about it eventually. Just for the sake of a bigger kitchen alone, we were in need of a new house.


For now, I kept it to myself. I wanted Emma’s input before I started going crazy on planning and I had Carl’s mystery property to consider too. It might be ideal for what we needed, but I doubted it. Collie and Tabby were headed back to their apartment after lunch and Tricia was headed home to talk to her father about Louisa coming in to tidy the house. We’d copied her key just in case he’d said yes, but we wanted him to have the option to turn her down in case he wasn’t comfortable.


Cheryl, Lana, Beck, Gina and I bundled up and walked her home, taking Dawn with us just because we were going for a walk. She frisked back and forth as much as forward, coming to us often for affection. She really was getting spoiled on attention. She seemed to bask in it almost as much as the snow.


When we got back, I took Dawn out to the back yard and then went next door to talk to Dan. They were surprised to see me alone since everyone else had gone inside, but I quickly explained what I was looking for.


“Dan, I was wondering if you could find out something for me,” I said lightly. “I want to find out if there’s any rinks that keep ice all summer long. I figured if there was any, someone on the team would know.”


He seemed surprised. “Thinking about staying for the summer after all?” he asked.


“Nope, but I figured that if there was a place that kept ice, then I could get whoever was taking care of Dawn for the summer to take her down to play in the Zamboni shavings a few times a week. It’d keep her cool and happy enough to get through the worst of summer.”


“That’s a pretty good idea,” he admitted. “I’ll ask around. I also asked about vacation for the summer. It’s a pretty slow time for us, so I’ll be able to take a big chunk of time. Maybe not the whole summer, but probably the first half of what you’re planning.”


“That’s great news!” I enthused. I was glad they were gonna get to go even if it was only for part of the summer. “I was thinking about celebrating Independence Day here and then leaving later that week on the 7th so we avoid the holiday travel. Just let me know when you guys want to book return flights and I’ll get it done.”


He took out his phone and looked at the dates, nodding as he checked them. “The 24th looks like the best date then. I’ll book the time off Monday and we’re good.”


“Perfect. Once I hear from Frank and Louisa and Miguel, I can book the flights. Hopefully they can give me an answer next week.”


“So if everyone’s going with you, who’s going to look after Dawn?” Patty asked pointedly.


“I’ve given that some thought,” I admitted. “I think I have two workable options. First, I’m not enough of a moron to invite my father to come on vacation with his ex-wife. That’s the setup for a bad romantic comedy. The other option is to bring her along.”


“Air travel for pets isn’t exactly pleasant,” she warned me. “pets freeze in those compartments.”


“Really?” I asked her flatly, the sarcasm flowing in my voice. “Huskies are bred for the Arctic Circle. I think she can handle the chill. I’m not planning on having her fly that way though.”


“They don’t allow pets in the passenger compartment,” she returned dryly.


“But they DO allow service animals. Who do we know who suffers from anxiety disorders and can qualify for his very own therapy dog?” I asked sweetly. “I already printed the form.”


“Cheeky little bastard,” she laughed. “That’s for seeing-eye dogs.”


I shook my head. “Emotional support animals are legitimate service animals,” I told her. “The form is specifically for emotional support animals. I have to fax it in and contact them at least 48 hours before the flight to confirm. I looked it up. If Emma’s folks are okay with her coming, I’ll get Victoria to fill out the form and she can travel with me.”


“I guess that solves that then,” Dan said before turning to Patty to tease her. “And you thought he’d overlooked something. Ha!”


“Shut up!” she said and hit him with one of the throw pillows from the sofa.


I laughed and left them before they got too playful, letting myself out and returning next door.


“Hey,” Beck said when I came in. “Where’d you go? We looked outside and Dawn was out there, but you weren’t.”


“I wanted to ask Dan about what rinks in the area kept ice down all summer,” I told her.


“Why?” she asked, frowning. “We’re not gonna be here.”


“No, but I figured depending on what we do with Dawn, whoever’s looking after her can take her down to the rink on days when they clean the ice to play in the snow-piles.”


“That’s a really good idea,” Lana said. “She’ll like that.”


“I think so too.”


“Okay, what did you mean by ‘depending on what we do with her’?” Gina asked. The four of them were sitting around the dining room table playing one of the games from last night, but it was mostly forgotten as they looked at me.


“I’ve been thinking about it a little bit,” I admitted. “If your mom and dad decide that they don’t feel comfortable going and don’t want Hector to go without them, then I was gonna let him take care of her for the summer and pay him some to walk her and keep her fed, watered and comfortable. If he’s coming though, I can either get my dad to look after her or we can take her with us.”


“I didn’t think they allowed pets on planes,” Cheryl said, confused.


“There’s paperwork I can get Dr. Spencer to fill out, declaring her to be a service animal so she can travel with me.”


“I thought that was just for blind people,” Gina said.


“There’s actually a type of service animal called an emotional support animal. They help provide comfort and stability for people that suffer from anxiety disorders. As much as I keep my symptoms under control, I do suffer, so she does qualify for the title.”


“I didn’t know it was that serious,” Gina said, concerned. “Is there anything we can do to help?”


“You’re already doing it,” I told her. “Some of it is just gonna take time, like the fears I told you about. Others are deeper than that. I still suffer from anxiety attacks after this summer.”


“That’s how you knew I was having one!” Cheryl piped up, her eyes wide in realization. “That sucked! Do you get them a lot?”


“Not as much, lately,” I admitted. “I used to get them a lot though. Almost every day.”


Lana looked up at me, frowning. “Since when?” she asked.


I touched her collar. “Since those came off,” I said softly. That was another admission I’d kept to myself until now.


She looked at me in anguish and I leaned down to kiss her reassuringly. “It’s okay, hon. It’s gotten a lot better.”


“We caused them?” Beck wanted to know.


“Actually, Dr. Collins caused them. They just seemed to get worse after that.”


“Who’s Dr. Collins?” Gina asked.


Lana’s face turned hard and she explained about my first brush with death and the malpractice and surgery.


“Damn!” Gina breathed. “You’ve had some shitty luck this past year.”


“I dunno,” I said lightly. “It hasn’t ALL been bad. We all came together this year. If things had gone differently, that might not have happened. I think what I’ve been through was a small price to pay to have all of you in my life.”


“Do you always look on the bright side?” Cheryl asked curiously.


“Have to,” I told her. “There’s too many dark things in my life to dwell on them. I’d drown in pain if I didn’t cling to the good. I almost did once, but that’s not gonna happen again, so I don’t have to dwell on it.” I smiled at her and then kissed Lana and Beck on the cheek since I knew they were thinking about the day I finally broke under the strain. “Back to the original point though. Dawn qualifies with some minor training to accompany me everywhere. So long as I can get her to sit, stay, come and walk beside me on a leash, she’s good. We can have her curl up in front of my seat and maybe make arrangements to put down a dish for her to drink at some point during the flight.”


“I think we should talk about some of these dark things in your life,” Gina said, fixing me with a look that said that she wasn’t going to let me get off topic. “We need to know the whole thing. ALL of it. Every bad thing that happened to you. Otherwise, how can we help?”


I grimaced at that prospect. No one knew all of it. Not Lana, not even my mother. They all knew pieces, but even if they all compared notes, there were pieces that only I knew. I didn’t want to start the new year with that particular narrative of pain. “I’d rather not go into it all,” I said quietly. “There are some truths that do no good.”


“So you’ll bury them and wait for them to explode like you did with the guilt this summer?” Lana asked pointedly.


I frowned again and put my head down. She had me there. “I just don’t want to spread upset,” I told her. “You and Beck already feel guilty enough about that and we’re all trying to put it in the past. I don’t want YOU to dwell on it.”


“If you’re going through it, we have to know about it,” she argued determinedly, folding her arms over her breasts while she looked at me sternly. It was a posture that told me I was being stubborn and that they were going to get their way the hard way if necessary.


I sighed and had one more card to play that might stave off this discussion. “I thought the four of you would understand why I wouldn’t want to talk about this in particular. Do you feel particularly like telling me all the details of what happened at Marlene’s that weekend? I don’t want to put you through it, so I don’t ask what they did to you.”


I got slightly softer looks from them after that, but the topic wasn’t going to go away that easily. “I can talk about it,” Beck said. She’d gone back and forth between the adventurous girl she’d been and the desperately suicidal wreck she’d become in the wake of the revelations. Today, she was the fearless Beck and my resolve crumbled before that onslaught.


“No, Beck,” I said gently, but firmly. “That’s something for you and Alice to talk about. I’ll listen to anything you need to tell me, but that’s not something I want you to feel compelled to share with me. Sometimes it’s better to let things stay in the past. You know I hate secrets, right? If there’s things I don’t want you to tell me or things I don’t want to tell you, I hope you trust me enough to know I have reasons for that.”


She grimaced at that, but reluctantly nodded. “We just want you to talk about it and not bottle it up,” she assured me.


“I talk to Dr. Spencer all the time. I don’t want to talk about all of it, because I know you’re still recovering too. If I told you something that happened to me at school because of that lie, you’d hold a certain amount of that guilt to heart even though you didn’t have anything to do with that particular day.”


“So there ARE things that happened to you?” Lana wanted to know.


I nodded. I could tell them that much. “Some of them you know, because they were public. I had to replace the contents of my locker several times because people kept pouring stuff into the vents. Sometimes it was piss, sometimes it was worse. Animal blood, vomit and diarrhea were the worst. There were a lot of pranks that happened that I’m sure you had nothing to do with.”


They both looked terribly guilty at the revelations. “Yeah. We saw you cleaning up your locker a few times with the janitor yelling at you,” Lana admitted. “I know who did it a couple of times if you want to get even.”


I shook my head slightly. “Not really. Just do me a favor and tell me if one of them tries to make friends with me down the road. I don’t need specifics of what they did, but if they were doing shit to me, then I probably don’t want them in my life.”


All four of them nodded. “There were a lot of pranks though,” Cheryl pointed out. “Does that mean that anyone that did anything to you is unwelcome?”


I thought about that and shook my head. “I’m sure there’s at least a few pranks that came from some of our girls and I’m not gonna cut them out of my life for that. If they aren’t a friend of mine now, I don’t think I want them being a friend later on unless they own up to what they did.”


They all nodded about that. Each of them knew some of the siege I’d been under at school and we talked about it in vague terms, each of them citing people that they would recommend avoiding as future friends. We broke for lunch and then Gina reluctantly decided to head home for the evening. We all hugged and then spent a quiet afternoon together playing games and talking quietly.


We went next door for dinner and Cheryl ate like a starving woman, much to Patty’s delight. I’d noticed that Patty seemed to have pulled out all the stops since Cheryl moved in. I figured it was a way to let her know she was a welcome addition, but probably also because she knew that Cheryl was pregnant and her appetite would be varied and ravenous.


After dinner, Lana and Beck decided to stay home for tonight, leaving Cheryl and I alone. Mom and Lilly had been suspiciously absent from dinner too and when I asked about it, Mom was having dinner with Frank and Tricia and Lilly had gone to a friend’s place for the night.


I was just putting my boots on when that revelation came out. “Mom went to Frank’s place?” I asked, shocked.


“Yeah,” Patty told me. “Why? What’s the big deal?”


“Uh, nothing,” I said, still feeling a little unsettled about it. “It’s just ... she’s Frank’s first girlfriend since he lost his wife. Tricia and I thought it would take him a lot longer to be comfortable having her there.”


She nodded and shrugged. “You’re worried they’re moving too fast?” she asked.


“No, not really,” I said, putting my feelings under the microscope. “I WANT things to be good for them. Hell, if Frank moved in with us next door, I’d be fine with it. It’s just a little unexpected, that’s all. I wasn’t sure they were ready for it.”


“It’s dinner,” she said dryly, “not two weeks in Cancun.”


“Two weeks in Cancun would be a less personal step than inviting her into the house that was his wife’s home,” I pointed out, shrugging into my coat. “That’s like asking for her approval. Maybe he’s ready for that.” I shrugged and zipped up my coat before taking Cheryl’s hand.


She’d been listening to the conversation quietly and squeezed my hand affectionately. “Thank you again for having me, Mrs. Powers,” she said sweetly. “Everything was so delicious.”


Patty beamed back at her and gave her a hug. “You’re welcome any time, dear,” she told her affectionately. “But you’ve been told before to call me Patty.”


We said goodnight to everyone and crossed the lawn. She kept stealing glances at me as we stepped over the fence and I caught on. “I think I’ve been ambushed,” I told her with an amused smile. “Your doing or are people conspiring to leave both of us alone?” I asked.


She blushed. “I, uh, MIGHT have mentioned wanting to, um, try to...” she stammered her way through it, shy and uncertain all of a sudden.


I smiled at her and nodded in understanding and in agreement. “If you’re ready for this step, then I will be THRILLED to make love to you tonight, but only if you’re sure you’re ready.”


She blushed and nodded, looking at me nervously as we stood on the front lawn, gazing at each other. “I want to start the new year off right,” she told me. “I love you Matt. I want you to make love to me tonight. I’m ready.”


Her voice trembled, but her eyes told me that she was telling me the truth when she said she was ready.


I smiled at her and took her hand in mine, strolling the rest of the way to the front door. Once we were inside, I took her coat from her and hung both our coats up while she took off her boots, gloves, hat and scarf that we all insisted she wear to keep her from catching a cold. I took them from her and put them in the closet with the rest before kicking off my own boots and taking her in my arms gently.


“I love you too, Cheryl,” I told her, gazing into her eyes and reaching up to stroke her hair slowly. I kissed her softly, our lips parting unhurriedly as we savored the moment. Our tongues slid against each other, as we embraced more passionately, my hands sliding through her hair while she ran hers across my back lovingly.


When we broke the kiss, we were both a little breathless. I took her hand and led her downstairs to our room, closing the door behind us even though we had the house to ourselves. I turned back toward her and took her into my arms again, both of us taking our time to settle into what we were doing. We kissed more heatedly this time, our tongues playing fiercely as our lips moved against each other, our panted breaths competing with the wet sounds of our kiss.


Our hands were busily exploring while we kissed passionately, pawing at our clothes and finally Cheryl couldn’t wait any longer. She broke the kiss and started pulling her clothes off so hurriedly, it was like they were on fire. I did the same, flinging them aside as I struggled free of their confines, wanting desperately to feel her body against mine.


We reunited, naked now, her baby bulge pressing against my stomach as we hugged tightly again. She was very obviously pregnant now that her clothes were discarded and I was aware that she was even more arousing because of it.


“You’re so beautiful!” I whispered in her ear before nibbling on her earlobe, like I knew she loved. It drove her wild and I could feel her fingernails raking my back as she gasped, clutching at me urgently.


“I love you so much!” she gasped back and then I felt her repeating my actions, sucking my earlobe into her mouth and nipping it with her teeth while she played her tongue over it passionately.


I groaned and steered her back toward the bed, wanting her desperately. She pushed back and I pulled my head back to look at her quizzically. “Let me do this,” she whispered with a touch of uncertainty. I nodded and she smiled at me gratefully before sliding to her knees, taking my cock in her hand and examining it in detail.


She stroked it slowly and used the other hand to lift and feel my balls. I spread my legs a little to give her more room and she glanced up at me before she started planting small kisses on the head of my cock, stroking it gently and rolling my balls in her hands. She kissed her way down the shaft, covering my whole length in sweet, gentle kisses. I was glad that I was freshly shaved and groomed as she kissed her way around the base of my cock, feeling the shaving stubble on her lips. She lifted the shaft out of the way and continued kissing, covering my balls with the same kisses she’d used on my shaft. I squirmed a little when she snaked out her tongue to tickle them with the tip and felt as much as heard her giggle at the reaction before she opened her mouth wide and gently suckled on them, stroking my cock with agonizing slowness while she pulled on my balls gently with her mouth, managing to get both of them in at the same time. She made obscene slurping sounds that turned me on even more as her hand moved up and down my length and she finally pulled her mouth away with a hollow pop as my balls pulled free. She grinned up at me with obvious delight and tilted my cock down again to point at her mouth, opening wide and wrapping her lips around it without hesitation.


I groaned and reached down, running my fingers through her hair, feeling the incredible hot wetness of her mouth loving my member as her tongue worked over the head. Her head bobbed slowly and I raggedly breathed as I let myself get lost in the feel of her mouth on my length. She couldn’t take very much of it, her gag reflex stronger than most of the other girls I’d been with and I touched her head again to get her attention.


“Don’t do more than you’re comfortable with,” I reminded her gently. “Don’t push.”


She nodded slightly and sucked harder, letting her hand stroke the rest of my length. I was still stroking her hair and moaning softly as she sucked on my cock lovingly. I finally stepped back a bit, pulling my cock reluctantly from her mouth. She looked up at me questioningly, a line of saliva still connecting her bottom lip to the tip of my cock.


“I think it’s your turn,” I told her and took her hands, lifting her up and guiding her backwards to the edge of the bed where I gently pushed her to lie back and slid down to my knees between her parted thighs. I kissed my way from her knee to the top of her thigh, feeling the heat from her pussy as I pulled my head back to kiss my way up her other thigh. I finally started to lick around the outside of her pussy and she groaned, arching her back in approval. I quickly swiped my tongue up and down her slit a few times, making her squeal and quiver as I settled in to eat her pussy seriously. I speared my tongue into her pussy, wriggling it as deep into her channel as I could. I could feel her muscles ripple as she contracted her pussy around my tongue as I fucked her gently with it, licking every part of her that I could reach.


I finally lifted my head and concentrated on her clit, licking it and sucking on her whole clit hood while I mashed it between my lips. She writhed and screamed through her first orgasm of the night, then another and a third before I showed her some mercy and raised my head from between her thighs. She was gasping and whimpering from the aftershocks of her last cum as I crawled up onto the bed with her, holding her while she came down from the heights I’d pushed her to.


We stayed like that for a while as she calmed down and enjoyed being close to me before I moved on top of her, starting to kiss her as I carefully supported my weight so as not to push too hard on her stomach. My cock was nestled at her entrance and she paused, putting a hand on my chest to stop me. I looked at her questioningly and she got into a more comfortable position, with her head on the pillows and spread her thighs, holding her arms out to me, beckoning me to join her again. I smiled and sank into her arms, kissing her deeply as the head of my cock parted the petals of her pussy for the first time. I flexed my hips slowly and she purred softly as she felt me pressing against her a little harder.


“I’m ready,” she whispered in my ear reassuringly and I nodded in response.


I lifted off her and held my cock steady, sliding the head up and down her slit a few times before settling it at her entrance and pushing forward a little, sinking into her for the first time. She groaned and I slowly pushed a little further into her before pulling back, using short strokes until I was completely inside her and I could feel her outer lips mashed around the base of my cock.


“That feels so good!” she told me, reaching out to touch me, running her fingers over my arms and chest as I slowly thrust in and out of her, setting a slow pace that would let us savor the buildup to our orgasms.


“I love you so much Cheryl,” I told her as we moved together, my eyes locked on hers even as tears appeared at the corners of her eyes and a smile of total bliss made her look even more radiant. I made love to her with total abandon, making her my world while we climbed toward the sweetest oblivion. I could feel her pussy clenching around me as she came again and again, crying out and writhing in pleasure each time as I took my time to make both of us feel as good as possible.


I was finally close to my own orgasm when she started whispering encouragement to me. “Cum for me,” she breathed. “I want your cum in me.” Her hands glided over my body and her legs wrapped around me, pulling me tighter as she thrust her hips up to meet my own hips. We were moving faster and faster until we were practically thrashing against each other and I couldn’t take any more. I threw my head back and screamed, my cock swelling inside her before exploding in jet after jet of hot cum. My orgasm triggered another from her, making her scream out in ecstasy with me as I filled her with my cum, bucking my hips as the feeling overwhelmed me.


When it was over, I fell into her waiting arms, careful not to collapse onto her stomach as I lowered myself to the bed beside her. We trembled and gasped together as we hugged in post-coital bliss. I was exhausted, sweaty, slimy with our mingled juices and sated. My head spun as I came down from my orgasm and we cuddled together, riding that feeling.


“How do you feel?” I asked softly when I could think again.


“SO good!” she gushed. “It was exactly what I thought it would be like.” She pulled me closer and squeezed me as tight as she could. “You made me feel loved and wanted and ... clean for the first time.”


I held her as fiercely as she squeezed me, ignoring the complaints from my shoulder for the moment and kissed her deeply. “You ARE loved and wanted and clean,” I told her. “If you ever doubt that, I’ll be the first person to tell you that it’s true, but I’m not the only person in line. We’re all here for you.”


She nodded and smiled. “I know. I knew you were here for me from the first time you brought us all here to talk about what happened,” she assured me. “You’ve been here for all of us. No matter what else is going on in your life, you make time for all of us and make everyone feel special.” She giggled. “You’re in for it next semester though. Now that you have double lunch, there’s a whole new crop of girls that don’t see you much that’ll love to get a little attention from you.”


“They’re all welcome to join us at lunch” I told her with a smile. “You and Tricia are my focus though.” I stoked her back and basked in the feel of her in my arms.


“Yeah, but there are several of the girls from that party that are still getting shit on at school especially at lunch,” she told me.


“Who’s harassing them?” I wanted to know. This had been a sore point of mine for a while since I’d heard that it was a problem.


“Some of the jocks, there’s a couple of religious kids and a lot of the girls. We’re all labeled as sluts,” she admitted.


“That’s about to come to a sudden stop,” I predicted with a hard look on my face. “Who specifically is giving you a hard time?”


“Mostly Justin Philips,” she admitted. “A few of the jocks tried hitting on me earlier in the year, but Justin’s been the worst.”


“Hitting on you?” I asked. “You mean like trying to get you to have sex with them?”


She nodded. “They keep mentioning that they’d heard about the party and talking like they wanted me to do the same for them. That kind of thing.”


I nodded. “Well, I’ll be around this semester,” I assured her. “I’ll take care of anyone who gives you a hard time.”


“I’ve dealt with most of them,” she assured me. “Justin won’t go away though. He keeps talking about how I’m going to Hell for fornicating and he won’t leave me alone.”


I nodded. “I think I’ll remove a couple of his teeth and we’ll see how much he likes to talk after that,” I mused aloud.


She swatted me on the chest which hurt a lot more than she intended because of the scars. “I don’t want you to get into trouble,” she said sternly. “Talk to him if you have to, but stay out of trouble.”


“Okay,” I said, relenting a little. “I promise to talk to him. If that doesn’t work, then I’ll try to figure something out.”


She gave me a look that said she didn’t want me to go past talking and kissed me again. “Talk to him and then if that doesn’t work, we’ll go to the principal,” she said firmly. “I don’t want you getting into fights over me.”


“Fair enough,” I said with a sigh. “That’s a problem for next week though. For right now, let’s go get showered and look for a snack.”


She giggled a little. “I thought I was supposed to be the one who was always hungry,” she pointed out, getting out of bed with me.


“Sex with my girls always works up an appetite,” I told her with a grin.


We took our robes across the hall into the bathroom and started the shower where I pampered her by washing her completely. I shampooed her hair, conditioned it, rinsed it and repeated the process before gently washing every inch of her body lovingly. She returned the favor, washing me completely, paying special attention to my cock, getting a slight rise out of it before we finished the shower and dried each other off.


We went upstairs, clad in our robes, with her hair wrapped in a towel and Mom was sitting at the kitchen table, sipping a cup of tea lost in thought. I came and kissed her on the cheek before going to the fridge while Cheryl gave her a big hug and thanked her for the evening.


She smiled at us and chuckled. “It’s the least I could do, Sweetie,” she said happily. “I’m glad it went like you wanted it to go.”


“It was perfect!” she gushed, blushing at the same time. I looked over from the fridge and smiled, glad that we’d been able to put her attack behind her for tonight at least. I couldn’t find any leftovers, so I started making fried cheese sandwiches and spaghetti for the two of us. The spaghetti was canned, but it was a quick, easy meal for us that wouldn’t leave us too full at bedtime.


“So, you went to dinner at Frank’s place,” I asked Mom, figuring I’d ask how that went while I was cooking. “How was it?”


“It was nice,” she said with a smile. “I got to see the picture you painted for them for Christmas. It was very nice. They both told me how much they loved it.”


“I’m glad,” I said with a smile in her direction. “I was surprised when I found out about your dinner there. I figured it would be more of a big milestone for him to be able to have you in the house there since that’s the home he built with his wife.”


She nodded. “He WAS a little tentative when I first got there,” she admitted. “It turned out good though. I think he was relieved that I understood how important she’d been to him and how much she lingered in his thoughts. Tricia being there probably helped a lot since she spends so much time here.”


“Does this mean that things are starting to get more serious between the two of you?” I asked, putting a plate in front of Cheryl and kissing her on the cheek before returning to the stove to finish taking up the rest of the food. I shut off the stove and returned to the table and put a sandwich in front of Mom before I put my plate on the table and went to get drinks for me and Cheryl. Dawn was following me around dutifully, until I sat down and then she put her head in my lap and her tail thumped happily on the floor as I scratched her ears. She raised her head, sniffing the food in the air and looked at me questioningly, her ears twitching as she licked her chops hopefully. I smiled and ignored the request. She wasn’t getting people-food.


Mom had been slow to answer my last question, thinking about it as I dished up our late night snack and settled myself. Finally, she nodded. “I think it does,” she admitted. “Is that going to be a problem for you and Tricia?” she asked pointedly.


“Not at all,” I told her with a smile. “We talked about it when we noticed that you two were interested in each other and our only concern was that if you married would that cause legal problems with the two of us being step-siblings. Once we found out that it wasn’t a problem, then our only consideration was whether you two made each other happy.”


She nodded. “Well, I think we’re both taking things cautiously,” she said primly, picking up her sandwich to take a small bite. “Besides, we’re more worried about you kids than we are about pushing things forward too much.”


I shrugged, but it was Cheryl that spoke first. “I don’t think you two need to worry about us,” she said. “We’re taking care of each other pretty well. Besides, You deserve to be happy as much as we all do. You’ve all done a huge amount for me since Christmas. I’d hate to think you were holding back because you thought you needed to be there for us.”


I nodded in agreement. “She’s right,” I told Mom. “You need to look into what’s best for you. Besides, if Frank and you end up together permanently, then we definitely need a bigger house. If all the girls move in and he does too, then we have thirteen people living in the house. The kitchen alone is tiny for the number of people that we have living here.”


“Are you suggesting that I move in with Frank and leave you here with the girls?” she asked dryly.


“Not exactly,” I smiled slightly. “I was thinking more about looking for a bigger place or building something custom to suit our needs. I’ve flirted with it in the past, but we’re all moving a lot closer to one household in separate buildings. If we were to build a house with a kitchen big enough to house everyone, then we could sell the house here, Frank could sell his, Patty and Dan could sell theirs and we could make things more comfortable for all involved.”


Cheryl gaped at me, incredulously. “You’re serious?” she asked, flabbergasted.


“Why not?” I asked. “I have more than enough money to build one, there’s land available near here and we’re pushing the house here way past capacity. When things got bad last year, I’d considered looking into getting a place of my own. When Emma and I got serious, it came up again, but we’ve always put it off.”


“You’re assuming Patty and Dan would be comfortable giving up their home to move in,” Mom pointed out, taking another sip of her tea.


I shook my head. “I’m not assuming anything,” I assured her. “I’m factoring them into my plans because they’re important. If they decide that they don’t want to leave the neighborhood here, then it gives us an extra room that we can use for something else. It’s a complete change from the way things were at the end of October. Back then we were talking about splitting up the household. Now I’m talking about bringing all of us under one roof.”


Mom nodded. “Things have certainly changed a lot,” she admitted. “We’ll give it some thought and see how we think it might work. For now though, I think it’s a little premature. Keep it in mind, but let’s wait a while before we run out and buy up land.”


After that, we chatted a little more and then turned in. We spent a couple of hours kissing and cuddling while Dawn curled up on the other bed before we drifted off to sleep in each others arms. My Journey, Book 3: Bows


Chapter 21


I woke up Saturday with Dawn nudging me gently to let me know she needed to go out. I reluctantly got up and took her out, putting her on her tether for a while so I could go back to bed. Cheryl made a purring sound as I slipped back into bed, spooning up to her comfortably. She snuggled in and we drifted off together, blissfully ignoring the world for a while longer.


I woke again with my hand on Cheryl’s breast, both of us resting peacefully. She was gently pressing my hand against her, so I took the hint and gave it a gentle squeeze. She sighed contentedly and turned her head, looking for a kiss. I covered her lips with mine and continued to play with her swollen breast as we woke up together.


“This is nice,” she whispered dreamily, sighing with pleasure as I teased her nipple gently. “If you keep this up though, we’re gonna spend the day in bed.”


“That doesn’t sound so bad, does it?” I asked playfully.


She squirmed a little and laughed. “Maybe not, but it seems kind of selfish to keep you all to myself. I’m sure everyone else is waiting for us to show up for lunch.”


I scoffed. “When they start to get worried, they’ll send someone in to turn on the lights and rip the blankets off the bed,” I told her. “Until then, the least we can do is make some noise and let them know we’re still alive.”


She giggled a little and then turned onto her back so she could look at me in the dim light of the room. “Thank you so much for last night,” she said solemnly. “It meant so much to me.”


I smiled at her and kissed her softly. “It was special for both of us,” I told her. “I love you, Cheryl.”


She grinned at me and pulled me on top of her, spreading her legs and wrapping them around me as she pulled me in for another kiss. I moved against her, reaching down with one hand and coaxing the head of my cock into her entrance before delicately sliding forward. She was already wet and moaned softly into my mouth as our tongues intertwined. I flexed my hips and she broke the kiss, groaning and gasping my name passionately.


We were deeply involved with what we were doing until the light came on. Cheryl shrieked in mortification and tried to cover up, but we’d lost the blankets when we started fucking. I was less inclined to stop what we were doing and merely glanced over at the door to see Lana and Beck smirking back at us. They came to join us, giggling a little at Cheryl’s attempt to hide.


“Hey,” I said to get her attention. “Relax. It’s okay. It’s Lana and Beck.” I punctuated the notice with another particularly enthusiastic thrust, making her squeak as embarrassment battled with lust in her mind.


I resumed making love to her, letting our audience watch in peace. She was tense about it and didn’t seem to be enjoying herself so after a few minutes, I gave her a knowing look and leaned down to kiss her softly before disengaging and pulling up the blanket to cover both of us.


“Don’t stop,” Beck urged us. “We didn’t come in to interrupt. Well, maybe to remind you to get up sometime today, but we came to see how you two were doing.”


Lana nodded her head in agreement. “Lunch is in about a half-hour, but it’s no big deal if you miss it. We really did come to hang out. We didn’t want you to stop having fun because of us.”


Cheryl shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she apologized to all of us. “I’m still getting used to everything. I know it’s stupid, but I don’t think I’m up to being watched yet.” She looked really sheepish about it like she’d done something wrong.


“That’s fine,” I said gently. “If you’re not ready for the other girls to see you making love to me, then we’ll arrange things like we did last night. There’s never any reason for anyone to feel uncomfortable here.”


“I’m sorry!” she repeated, her face anguished. “I know you must be frustrated with me right now.”


“Cheryl honey, even if I was on the edge of cumming, I wouldn’t be frustrated with you. Sex isn’t important enough to make you uncomfortable to get it,” I told her. “You’ve had a lot to deal with this past week. I want you to take things at a pace that makes you comfortable. If that means no sex with you unless we’re alone, then that’s what we’ll do. If it means that you need us to dress up in clown suits and spray each other with squirt flowers, that would be really weird, but okay. We’ll do it if that’s what you need to feel comfortable. Just tell us what you need and we’ll move Heaven and Earth to do it for you.”


She laughed in spite of her obvious anxiety at the clown remark, but she was still worried. “I dunno,” she admitted finally. “It just kind of reminds me of that night when everyone was everywhere. There were people watching all the time. I remember someone pushing my legs open while I was on the toilet so they could watch me go. There was always someone else there. You know?”


I nodded. “I understand,” I told her solemnly. Her reminder of that weekend had the side effect of destroying any interest in sex I had. My erection had wilted to the point of being non-existent. That decided me on the next course of action, so I got up and kissed each of the girls before I went to get a quick shower.


Cheryl seemed a little down when I came back and I gave her a gentle hug and told her I loved her before I got dressed and went out for Dawn. She went straight to her dish and drank like she was dying of thirst while I put out her food. I refilled her water and paid her some attention while I waited for the girls. They were having girl talk while Cheryl showered and dressed. Then we all went next door for lunch.


Patty put out extra for Cheryl and me and gave me a knowing look, but I really wasn’t as hungry as I’d been the night before. I managed to finish everything she set in front of me, but I’d felt off since Cheryl mentioned her ordeal. I was distantly aware that it bothered me immensely to have it brought up while we were in bed together. I didn’t like the thought that sex with me reminded her of the rape she’d suffered and I couldn’t help feeling a little unclean at the comparison. I also didn’t like the slightly cold vibe I was getting from her since the light had been turned on. She chatted pleasantly with everyone else, but her responses to me were best described as polite.


“So what are your plans for the rest of the day?” Patty asked the four of us as we finished up.


“I was hoping to spend some time on my laptop,” Cheryl admitted. “I want to get it set up just the way I want it and transfer my files since school starts this week.”


“Want a hand with it?” I asked, hoping for a chance to spend some time with her and hoping that I could shake the uneasy feeling I had.


She shook her head. “No, thanks. I just need a few hours to figure things out and get all my files off the old one.”


I nodded, accepting the dismissal for what it was. “Okay. I think I’ll take Dawn out for her walk then and keep out of your hair.”


That seemed to satisfy her and I excused myself, to go get her and take her out. I got my coat and boots on, walking next door and Dawn met me at the door, feeling frisky now that she’d been fed and watered. I clipped her leash on and put on my hat and gloves before we set out down the street.


I turned the problem over in my head and the longer our walk went, the worse I felt about it. I KNEW I hadn’t done anything wrong. The problem was that what I knew and what I felt didn’t always get along with each other. Today was one of those days. I felt like shit. I didn’t know who I could even talk to about this. Victoria would certainly give me good advice, but I didn’t feel like wrecking her afternoon with this. I walked until Dawn stopped frisking around and stayed with me. I noticed that her tail was drooping a little and then I realized that she was tired and it was getting dark. I blinked at that. I’d been out for a couple of hours. My leg ached and I could feel it start to stiffen now that I’d taken a moment to stop.


I crouched down to check Dawn’s paws before we turned back to make sure we hadn’t done any damage to her. She licked my face affectionately while I did it and her tail wagged a little. Thankfully, her paws were fine, she was just a pooped pup. I took her home and when we got in the door, she went to drink and then went downstairs to rest, probably with one of her chew-toys.


I slipped back outside as soon as her tail disappeared down the stairs and started walking again. I didn’t want to be home right now and pushing my leg seemed like as good a use of my time as anything else. I took out my phone and called Tricia, thinking she might be able to help.


“Hi, Babe!” she said happily when she answered the phone. “How did it go last night?”


“Bad,” I said truthfully. I told her what had happened and how Cheryl had been toward me all day today. “Can you go over there and make sure she’s okay?” I asked her.


“You’re not there with her?” she asked, surprised.


“Nope. I wanted to talk it out, but she didn’t want me around. The last real conversation we had was her comparing sex this morning to the guys that hurt her that weekend. After that, she shut down on me.”


“Oh SHIT!” she breathed. “I’ll go right over and see what I can do for her. Where are you?”


“Out walking,” I told her. “Just give me a call later and let me know how it went.”


“Are you okay?” she asked gently.


“She compared the situation to the weekend where the guys raped her while we were in bed together,” I pointed out. “I feel unclean on a level I’d never thought was possible before. No, I’m not okay.”


“Where are you?” she asked again. “I’ll meet you and we can talk about it. You didn’t do anything wrong. She told all of us that she was ready for last night. It’s not your fault.”


I ignored that, feeling like I should have talked to her more about what she wanted and what she was ready for. “Can you please just talk to her about everything?” I asked instead. “I’m worried about her.”


She was quiet for a minute, but then sighed. “Okay. I can do that. She’s my best friend, but you’re my boyfriend. You’re important too. Where will you be when I’m done talking to her?”


“Probably still walking,” I admitted. “Call me later and let me know how it went?”


“I will,” she promised. “Then we’ll get together and talk about you.”


“All I care about right now is that she’s okay,” I told her. “Thanks for this.”


“She’s my best friend,” she said simply. “Thanks for telling me that she needed my help.”


We hung up and was about to put it away when it rang. I looked at the caller ID and it was Lana.


“Hello,” I said dully, suspecting that this conversation was going to be more of the same.


“Hi,” she said warily. “Where did you go? We thought you were back when Dawn came into the bedroom, but when I went upstairs you weren’t here.”


“I just dropped her off,” I told her. “She was tired so I let her in and went for my own walk.”


“You’re staying away from the house?” she asked knowingly.


“Cheryl doesn’t seem to want me around today,” I said. “I figured I’d give her some time and space and see how she felt. Tricia’s on her way over to talk to her. That was the only thing I could think to do that wouldn’t make things worse,” I admitted sourly.


“Tell me what’s going on in your head,” she demanded.


“She compared what we did to her rape right after we had sex,” I told her. “Curled up in bed, she spits out that she felt like she did that weekend. Then when I tried to make time this afternoon so we could talk about it, she shut me out. I feel pretty awful right now, but all I really care about is getting her the help she needs. That’s why I called Tricia. If anyone can get her through this, it’s her best friend.”


“What about you?” she asked. “Who’s taking care of you?”


“All of you are by taking care of her,” I told her truthfully. “Either she can get through this and be able to be comfortable in a room with me or she won’t. Until we know which, then I’m probably going to be in an increasingly bad mood.”


She sighed. “I don’t know if she’ll ever be able to have sex comfortably,” she warned me. “She admitted that she thought a lot about that weekend while it was going on.”


“That’s not what I meant,” I said softly, looking up at the sky in despair at that revelation. “I got a deep chill off her at lunch. If that’s how she feels about me from now on, then what does that mean for our relationship together? I don’t know that we can even HAVE a relationship with that hanging over us.”


“Give her a chance to settle down,” Lana suggested. “She’s kind of a raw nerve today.”


“Yeah, I get that. I kind of feel the same way,” I admitted. “Look, Tricia should be there soon. Between you, Beck and her, Cheryl’s in good hands. I trust you to make it right for her.”


“Come home, Matt,” she urged me. “I know your leg’s got to be killing you right now. Come home, sit down, eat something and get warm. We’ll work it out.”


“Just focus on her,” I said, ignoring the plea to come home. “Tricia said she’d call when Cheryl was calmed down and talked out. We’ll see how things turn out from there.”


We said goodbye and I realized that I was close to the mall. I headed there and got something to eat while I warmed up and rested my leg. It was sore and likely to be stiff when I got up, but for once, I didn’t care. I got something to eat and sat in a corner by myself, studying my tray while I picked at some of the greasiest KFC I’d ever had. I’d just finished when someone dropped into the seat across from me. I looked up and suppressed a groan at the grinning face across the table.


“Hi, Jessie,” I said without a lot of enthusiasm.


She blinked and her smile faded. “What’s wrong? You look like someone kicked you in the stomach.”


“Not a bad analogy, but it was a little lower than that,” I admitted. “I haven’t had a good day. People keep trying to get me to talk about it and I really wish I could stop thinking about it.”


She nodded. “Alright. Let’s not talk about it then. You look like you could use a friend though. You wanna hang out here or go for a drive and take a look around town for something to pick up your spirits?”


I thought about that and shrugged. “We can hang out and walk the mall for a while,” I said slowly. “I warn you though, I’m probably not the best company tonight.”


She shrugged dismissively, grinning at me and bouncing to her feet, waiting for me to gather up my trash and carry it to the garbage can. “You don’t need to be good company tonight,” she told me. “If you want to talk about your bad mood, we can. If not, we can go window-shopping and I can try to take your mind off it.”


“Thanks, Jessie,” I said, meaning it. She’d consistently listened when I needed a sounding board since we’d first met and I was coming to really value her input. She took my arm and we strolled down the mall aimlessly.


She noticed the limp I’d developed and glanced at me. “You walked to the mall, didn’t you?” she asked and tsked when I nodded. “You’re gonna kill yourself if you don’t take it easy, Buster.”


I sighed and decided to tell her what was going on. “Well, like I said, it’s been a bad day. Cheryl and I had the house to ourselves last night. I thought everything was fine until this morning, she brought up that weekend while we were in bed together. Then she shut me out all day. So I decided I needed to back off and get out of the house until the girls can figure out how fucked things really are. From the sounds of it, things are pretty close to absolutely burned to the ground.”


She winced and hissed through her teeth at that. “She really brought it up while you were...” she cringed at the thought of that. “Yeah, I can understand why you look like you want to hit something now, but, Matt, Darling, she didn’t MEAN it like that.” She hugged my arm in sympathy and steered me toward a shoe store where she looked over a few pairs that looked like they’d be really uncomfortable to wear. She glanced at me often and talked to me a little more about it. “We’re all thinking about it,” she admitted. “There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think about how bad it was. That’s kind of why I wanted you to help me out. I’ve never had anyone treat me nice. Lana sometimes talks about how good you were to her and I don’t just mean in bed. After the dance in November, she told us that the foot massages were nothing, that you used to shampoo her hair and wash her from head to toe. It’s really romantic. I kind of want that just for the comparison.


I nodded, knowing that she’d talk to Gina and Lana eventually. “I know,” I said softly.


“Bear with me, Honey,” she said, patting my hand. “I’m getting to the point, I promise. If she was talking about what happened, do you think it was because what happened was so similar or because it was different?”


“I don’t honestly know,” I admitted. “If she’d acted normal for the rest of the day, I’d have said that she was trying to tell me that it was different, but she acted really normal to everyone else and barely polite to me. Lana told me that her mind was wandering back to that weekend while we were together. That makes me feel even worse than her mentioning it right after we were finished.”


“Oh fuck!” she breathed. “She brought it up RIGHT after? Really? Okay, that’s not good. If Lana said she was going back to that weekend while the two of you were doing it, then that’s even worse. I hate to say it, but you might not have a future together.”


I nodded, limping along with her. “I’ve already come to that realization,” I told her. “It sucks, but there’s nothing I can do at this point. It all depends on what’s going on in her head. If she’s too traumatized by it, then we’re done no matter how much I don’t want it to be over.”


“I’m sorry you’re having such a shitty time,” she said softly. “I wish there was something I could do to help, but some girls shy away from men, even ones that they know they can trust.”


I nodded miserably. It had all been going so well last night. I couldn’t figure out how it had gone askew so fast. “I take it there are a few of the other girls that I shouldn’t expect to see much of at my new lunch period?” I asked gently.


“There are a couple that don’t feel comfortable with you,” she admitted. “They come to the meetings when everyone else is there, but they wouldn’t want to be alone with you.”


“Gotcha,” I said flatly. We ended up wandering into half the stores in the mall and finally returned to the food court where we sat down with hot chocolate and talked some more. She asked about Christmas and I told her about it distractedly.


“Wait, your friend GAVE you a Corvette?!!?” she gushed. “Just like that?”


I nodded. “He’s dying of cancer,” I reminded her. “It was his first car and he wanted it to be my first car too. She’s beautiful.”


“I can imagine,” she breathed. “Can I see it some time? I’d love for you to take me out in it once you’re licensed to drive.”


I nodded. “We have it stored in the garage right now,” I admitted.


We talked about the rest of our holidays and then my phone rang. I’d been waiting for this call and dreading this moment at the same time. I closed my eyes and braced for the worst. Hello?” I answered the phone.


“Hi,” Lana said quietly. Bad news then otherwise she would have led with it.


“Alright, how bad is it?” I asked woodenly.


“She’s pretty messed up,” Lana admitted. “We called Alice a while ago. She deals with a lot of this. She came over and they’re talking now.”


I raised my other hand and rubbed my forehead with it. “I see,” I said, holding myself together by a thread. “I take it we’re going to have some difficulty with sleeping arrangements going forward then.”


“Um, not exactly,” Lana said uncomfortably. “She’s decided to go back to her parents.”


I sat there and shook my head. “Please repeat that?” I asked her.


“She, uh, said she can’t be here with you so the only place she can go is back to her parents,” she said sheepishly.


“Tell her not to. She doesn’t have to worry about it. I won’t come back if it’s that important. Tell her the room is hers. I’ll send someone for my stuff.” I put down the phone and hung it up before burying my face in my hands.


My phone immediately started ringing again. I didn’t look at it. I just let it ring while I let my mind reel from the shock.


After a minute, the phone stopped ringing as voicemail picked it up. “What happened?” Jessie asked gently, touching my arm like she was afraid I might bolt if she startled me. I just shook my head and ran my hands over my short-cropped hair while I stared at the table. My phone rang again and Jessie picked it up and answered it.


“Hi, Lana,” she said as I hung my head, hearing her side of the conversation distantly. “Yeah, it’s Jessie. I ran into him at the mall. He told me a little bit about what happened. No, he’s kind of a mess right now, but he’s not doing anything stupid. I have no idea what he meant by that. Hang on, I’ll ask him.” She took the phone away from her ear and looked at me. “Matt, Lana wants to know what you meant when you said you weren’t coming back.”


I raised my head and looked at her. “I’ll find some other place to stay,” I told her. “Once I figure it all out, I’ll make arrangements to get my stuff. Cheryl doesn’t have to go back to her parents’ place. I’m the one she’s uncomfortable with. I’ll stay out of her way.”


She looked at me with pity in her eyes and nodded, lifting the phone back to her ear. “He said he’ll find another place to stay so she doesn’t have to go home to her parents. Yeah, I know it’s terrible. He looks miserable. Is there any chance they can fix it? I see. No, I understand. I think he does too. I have no idea what he’s thinking right now. I know he walked to the mall, so that’s what? Six or seven miles. Between you and me, Lana, I don’t give a shit about how bad her day was. You and I were both at that party. I couldn’t live with myself if I treated Matt like that especially right after sex. Yeah, I’ll keep an eye on him. See you soon.”


She hung up and slid my phone over to me. “Lana’s on her way,” she said. “She wants to talk to you.”


“Yeah, I caught that,” I said and groaned a little. The chicken wasn’t sitting well. I shrugged out of my coat and excused myself to go to the bathroom. Once there, I sat down and it poured out of me, another addition to my great day. At least Samantha had prepared me for the reality that foods would affect my digestive system differently now.


I sat while my bowels clenched and clenched and seemed to wring every drop of moisture out of my body as I felt more and more miserable. When it was finally over, I cleaned up and washed my hands before returning to the table, feeling weak and shaky and a little embarrassed on top of everything that had happened.


“Are you okay?” Jessie asked, looking concerned. “You look like you’re sick.”


I shrugged. “Since the surgery on my bowel, foods affect me differently. I forgot that when I sat down to eat,” I gasped feeling drained. “I dunno if it was the grease or the spices, but one of them doesn’t feel good.”


“Man, you’ve had the worst day ever,” she declared sympathetically.


“The day Lana and Beck left was worse,” I admitted. “Not by a lot, but still holds the grand prize.”


“Well, you’ve lost a girlfriend, walked until you were half dead, feel like shit because Cheryl compared you to the guys that threw that party and now your dinner made you sick. If this is second, It’s got to be a tight race.”


“I lost four girlfriends, the day Lana and Beck left me,” I told her. “It was also the start of my six week nightmare. For that matter, the Friday I blew up at Lana was worse than this. I haven’t had to check myself into the hospital so far today.”


“Well, the day’s not over yet,” she pointed out.


“You’re just a fountain of sunshine, aren’t you?” I asked dryly.


“I do my best,” she treated me to a smile. “Is there anything I can get you?”


“A gallon of vodka doesn’t seem like a bad reaction to the day so far,” I muttered sourly.


“Sorry, I don’t think they sell that here at the food court,” she said with a shrug. “Can I give you a piece of advice without sounding mean?”


I nodded. “You’ve never given me bad advice,” I told her gratefully. “That’s pretty much earned you a free pass to speak your mind.”


“Okay,” she said and took my hand in both of hers. “Take a deep breath. Then take another one and when you’re done, say ‘fuck her’ and walk away.” She squeezed my hand harder and shook her head when she saw my reaction. “Wait! Before you get pissed off, let me tell you why.”


She waited for me to nod tightly and then she continued. “You put her at the head of the line. You agreed to be her baby’s father. I still can’t BELIEVE you did THAT, by the way. You took her in when her parents threw her out. You accepted her for who she was. I know you well enough to know you didn’t put any pressure on her to have sex last night or any other night. For one thing, you’ve got enough people that would fuck you any which way you wanted that you don’t NEED her shit. For another, you KNOW what we’ve all been through. You’d never do anything to make her feel like she needed to step over that line. That means it was her idea, right?” I nodded and she smiled. “So she made the decision to have sex last night that now she can’t handle the reality. That’s not your fault. That’s on HER and she spent today making you feel like shit and now she’s chasing you out of your house.”


I nodded. She was right. I KNEW that in my head, but what I felt in my heart was a different matter. “The only problem is that I actually love her. She’s fucked up because of what the Watermans did to her and she’s scared, confused and traumatized.”


“Who cares?” she said harshly. “I’m traumatized too. You’re JUST as traumatized by what they put you through all September and October, right? Neither of us is leaving a trail of broken hearts behind us. What makes her special? She got pregnant? You would have paid for her to get an abortion. You’d have helped her adopt the baby out and you gave her the best advice possible. You made it her choice and fought for her right to make it, right? You’d have done the same for Gina too or any of us. You’re my friend and you spent all day today hurting because of her. She doesn’t DESERVE you.”


“I agree,” Lana said from behind me. “I don’t think I’d be quite so angry about saying it, but today hasn’t been fair to you.” She sat down and kissed me on the cheek.


“Hey,” I said glumly and took her hand. “How are things at the house?”


“She’s been talking to Alice for a while now,” Lana said. “She’s pretty messed up, but hopefully talking to Alice is going to help her some.”


I nodded. “You said she was messed up when we talked before,” I reminded her. “How’d she take the news that she didn’t have to go back to her parents’ house?”


“She’d already called them,” Lana shrugged. “She said she couldn’t stay in the house where it happened. Beck’s helping her pack. Your mother knows. She tried to reason with her, but she wouldn’t listen.”


I nodded. “How’s Tricia’s mood? She’s caught firmly in the middle of this.”


“She’s pissed. Cheryl told us all that she was ready to be with you and flipped out about it this morning. She didn’t give you any indication that she was uncomfortable last night?”


“No!” I said sharply, frustrated at the situation. “She said it was exactly what she’d hoped it would be. The first time she said anything negative was when you and Beck came in and she started talking about that weekend. Then it was like someone flipped a switch in her head.”


“Fuck her then,” Jessie said. “Look, I know you got advice that you should be wary of me because I wasn’t falling in love with you, but I kind of want to go knock her teeth in for this. She doesn’t need teeth to squeeze out a kid. You’ve been an absolute fucking SAINT to all of us, but to her especially. The worst I can say about my motivations is that I wanted you to treat me like I know you treated her last night. When you told me that it wasn’t happening, I didn’t turn into a psycho-bitch. She GOT the best of you and she fucking wrecked it.”


Lana nodded. “Beck and I talked to her all afternoon and Alice was still with her when I came here. She’s a mess. She’s not making the distinction between what they did and what you did. It’s unfair to you, probably not that fair to her and she’ll probably end up regretting it when she realizes just how bad she screwed up with you. Just promise me one thing. When she realizes that she screwed this up, make sure she’s in the same category as Zoe. Don’t take her back.”


I nodded. “That’s up to all of us,” I reminded her. “My vote is no, your vote is no, I know you’re gonna tell Emma about this, so her vote is no, I’m guessing Beck’s as revolted by this as you are?”


“Oh her vote is no,” Lana confirmed. “She probably wants to string her up and start opening the toy boxes, but we didn’t discuss it in much detail.”


I nodded. “Did you call the rest of the girls?” I asked.


She shook her head. “I wasn’t sure if you felt like they should know or not.”


I nodded. “Yeah, they probably should,” I admitted.


Jessie cleared her throat and smirked a little. “I wanna hear more about these toy boxes,” she said slyly.


I looked at Lana and Lana looked back at me and gave me a shrug and a wink, letting me know she was okay with it.


“We have an extensive collection of sex toys and fetish gear. Some of it is bondage stuff,” I told her.


“Really?” her eyes lit up. “That sounds hot. Can I see it some time?”


“That’s up to the girls really,” I told her with a small smile. “Now might be a good time to talk to Lana about what you asked me about though since it’s just the three of us. I’m gonna go get something to drink. I’m still a little drained from getting sick.”


“You’re sick?” Lana said, concerned all over again.


“I’m still getting used to what foods I can eat and what foods give me intestinal problems since the surgery,” I told her. “Tonight I picked wrong.”


“Let’s leave that detail out when we tell Cheryl,” Jessie suggested. “Just tell her that after you told him the news, he was physically ill.”


I shrugged and got up, leaving the two of them to talk for a few minutes while I got a sport drink from one of the kiosks. I returned, limping a little more now that I’d been off my leg for a few minutes. I dropped into my chair and listened as they talked it out. Jessie had already explained what she wanted from me by the time I got back.


“Matt’s my friend,” she said to Lana. “I don’t think we’ll ever be more than friends, but you always described what he does as so breath-taking that I want it, even if it’s just once. I was a virgin when I got to that party so I’ve never had that experience of a guy treating me like that.”


Lana looked thoughtful and then looked at me. “What do you think about it?” she asked.


“I think Jessie’s a lot more in touch with her feelings than Cheryl is. We all picked wrong with Cheryl, so it seems. I think she knows what she wants and she’s willing to play by the rules that you girls set forth. She told me that she wasn’t interested in me romantically, but she wanted to know what good sex could be like even if it only happened once.” I paused and took a drink while I thought. “I’ve already agreed, so long as you and the other girls are okay with it.”


She nodded. “Okay. We’ll talk to the others and see what they say, but I’m okay with it.” She turned toward Jessie and fixed her with a serious look. “You’re on birth control?”


Jessie nodded. “I’m using an IUS,” she said. “It’s supposed to be the most effective birth control. I’ve got the paperwork on it at home if you want to see if it’s right for you. It’s kind of awesome. I don’t have to think about it or do anything with it and it’s good for years.”


“Wow,” Lana said, impressed. “Beck and I were taking the pill, but we ended up switching to the needle after that weekend.”


I let them talk back and forth about birth control and stayed out of it for now. I knew I had to let people know about things with Cheryl, but I wasn’t doing it in public. I toyed with my phone, pushing it back and forth when I realized the conversation had stopped. I looked up and they were both looking at me with small smiles.


“I think we’re boring him,” Jessie said to Lana.


I shook my head. “No, I’m just preoccupied. I have to tell people about Cheryl. I’m not sure how or what to say. Hell, Gina doesn’t know yet. Emma and Hanna are in the dark. Tabby and Collie haven’t heard. There’s all the girls from the support list that knew we were together last week. Not looking forward to that.”


They looked at each other and that changed the topic. “Let’s get out of here and start making calls,” Lana suggested. “We’ll help.”


I nodded and the three of us went out to the cars. Jessie followed us back home and the Anders’ family car was parked in the driveway with the trunk open.


Chapter 22


The three of us went inside and I could feel another panic attack starting. I dreaded this confrontation. My mother was in the living room and so were Cheryl’s parents.


“There’s the deviant now!” her father sneered. “Not so smart-mouthed now, are you?”


I looked at him and blinked. “Get out,” I said dispassionately. “Get your car off our property and get out. You can park on the street and we’ll send out your daughter and everything she owns. You’re not welcome here. If you’re still here in two minutes, you’re an intruder in my home. You KNOW what happened to the last intruder in my home, right? Run.”


He blanched visibly at that. “Are you threatening me?!!?” he demanded, getting to his feet.


“You’re not welcome in my home. If you feel intimidated by the consequences of refusing to leave when told to, that’s a function of your own cowardice. You now have ninety seconds.”


“And if I won’t leave?” he snarled.


“Then I call the police. When I tell them who I am and that there’s an intruder in my home, they’re likely to come in here and taser you until you have a heart attack and we’ll all swear you were resisting arrest. Your choice. Sixty seconds.” I delivered the explanation with a complete lack of emotion and stared at him unblinking.


He finally stormed out and we heard the car start as he moved it out onto the street. Cheryl’s mother tried to speak to me. “Look, can’t we put all this in the past and try to get along for the sake of the baby?”


I arched an eyebrow. “Do you have any idea what’s even happened here since last night? Has Cheryl told you ANYTHING?” I asked.


She shook her head. “Just that she wanted to come home,” she admitted.


I nodded. “Well, maybe she has the good grace to feel ashamed of the way she treated me today,” I said with a shrug. “I take it she’s downstairs getting packed?”


Mom nodded. She hadn’t heard what had happened, so it was news to her that I was upset.


“We’ll be upstairs. Mrs. Anders, you should join your husband in the car. Once Cheryl’s out I don’t want to see or speak to any of you again. If there’s a reason that we HAVE to talk, Mom will give you the information on how to contact our lawyer. For what it’s worth, I hope the baby is healthy and has a good life.” I turned and walked up the stairs, followed by Lana and Jessie.


Lilly’s door was open and she came out to join us in the hall. “What’s going on?” she asked. “Mom told me to go upstairs when those people showed up.”


“Cheryl’s leaving us,” I said quietly. “She’s too traumatized by what’s happened to her to be comfortable around any male apparently. I have some calls to make to tell people what happened.”


She looked stricken by the news. “But she seemed so normal yesterday! What happened?”


“She was wrong when she told everyone she was ready for sex,” Lana supplied. “She freaked out and started comparing it to the party in September. It started with comparing everyone being around when Beck and I walked in, but the longer she talked, the worse it got.”


The four of us went into Mom’s study and I sat in the chair while they curled up on the bed. I sighed and picked up the phone. I needed to call Gina and Tabby and Collie, but Emma was first.


I dialed and put the phone to my ear, waiting for her to answer.


“Hi there, Husband-in-Training!” she said in a perky voice that said she was glad to hear from me. “Are the girls keeping you worn out?”


“Hi, Ems,” I said, feeling a little better for hearing her voice. “I’ve had kind of a rough day here.”


“What’s wrong?” she asked, all business.


“Cheryl’s leaving,” I told her. “She told everyone last night that she was ready to have sex with me, but she was wrong and this morning, she started comparing what we did to what happened to her in September. She called her parents and she’s packing now.”


“Fuck!” she swore. “How are you handling it?”


“I got advice from Jessie to take a deep breath and say ‘fuck her’ and walk away. It’s a lot like your advice about people that throw me away. I’m taking it. I told her mother that I didn’t want anything to do with any of them ever again and to call my lawyer if they have anything to say to me.”


“Good,” she said. “If she wasn’t pregnant, I’d beat a bitch when I got home on Monday.”


“Jessie suggested she doesn’t need teeth to give birth,” I told her with a ghost of a smile.


“Well, I like Jessie more and more. How’d she get involved?”


“I ran into her when I walked to the mall,” I told her.


“You walked to the mall?!!? That’s a long way on your leg the way it is,” she said, concerned. “Are you okay?”


“I think so,” I admitted. “It’s sore, but not so bad that I think I’ll suffer too much tomorrow.”


“Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked. “I wish I could be there for you right now, but God only knows if I could get an earlier flight.”


“Don’t worry about it,” I told her gently. “I have Lana and Beck and Tricia and Jessie’s here too. I have to call Hanna, Gina, Tabby and Collie and then send an email to the girls from that party to let them know that Cheryl and I aren’t together and won’t be getting back together. She’s going into the same category as Zoe.”


“Damn right she is. If you really want preggo sex, we can find someone who’s not gonna turn psycho afterwards.”


“Thanks, Hon,” I said, smiling a little in spite of myself. “I’ll let you go back to surfing for now and I’ll be at the airport on Monday to meet you. I love you.”


“I love you too, Slugger,” she said sweetly. “We’ll be okay. She’s crazy to give up what you have to offer. I’ll see you Monday.”


We said goodbye and I hung up the phone, putting it on the desk. “I don’t know how many more times I can explain this to everyone,” I admitted. “Lana, can you ask Tabby and Collie to come over? I’ll do the same with Gina and get it done at once.”


She nodded and made the call for me. I reluctantly picked up my phone and called Gina.


“Hey!” she gushed when I called. “We were just talking about you. Your ears must have been burning.”


“Oh?” I asked, distracted for a moment. “What’s up?”


“We were just talking about the summer and whether we can all go,” she said happily. “I think we’re all going to be able to go.”


“That’s great news, Hon,” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could muster. It was the first piece of really good news I’d had all day. “I’m really glad your parents are gonna be coming. That’s not why I called though. I’ve had kind of a bad day and there’s some bad news that I have to deliver. Can you slip away for an hour or so? Tabby and Collie are on their way over. So I can explain it to you all at the same time.”


“Sure,” she said faintly, not knowing what was going on. “Is everything okay?”


“Cheryl’s leaving,” I said. “I’ll explain why when you get here.”


“I can probably guess,” she said after a moment’s pause. “I’ll be there soon. We’ll be okay.”


“Thanks. See you soon.”


She hung up and I looked at the three of them. “I guess that only leaves emailing the rest of the girls,” I said and got up.


“You’re going downstairs?” Lana asked, surprised that I wasn’t going to wait until Cheryl had left.


“Yup. I don’t have to like it, but I’m not gonna hide from her. You coming or would you rather not have the temptation to rattle some teeth?” I asked. I was okay with going it alone, but I much preferred the idea of having them with me.


The three of them got up and we went downstairs. Cheryl, Tricia, Beck and Alice were in the room when we got there. Beck and Tricia were sitting on the bed and Cheryl was emptying her things out of the dresser into a tote bag, packing haphazardly while Alice sat on the foot of the bed.


I decided to greet her first and crossed the room to shake her hand. “Dr. Gionetti, thanks for coming on short notice,” I said gratefully. “I really appreciate you being here for Cheryl.”


She took my hand in a firm grip and smiled. “You’re welcome, Matthew,” she said lightly. “I’m kind of surprised that you didn’t call Victoria today given what I’ve heard.”


I shrugged awkwardly. “I don’t like to bother Victoria unless I have to. I already take up so much of her time that I frequently feel more like a boyfriend than a patient.”


“You certainly speak to her more like a boyfriend,” she commented with an arched eyebrow.


“Part of that is because of what happened with Dr. Collins. She knew that her normal professional distance would only alienate me further in the aftermath of that disaster.”


She nodded. “The two of you are also very close to Carl Saddler,” she pointed out gently.


“That’s true. He’s been a mentor to both of us. I only wish his prognosis was better so he could live to see me graduate and see how much of an influence he’s been to me.” We were both avoiding mention of Cheryl and I was okay with that. Cheryl wasn’t any of my business any more.


She patted my shoulder and nodded in understanding. I smiled at her with a little more effort than it normally took and then went to hug Beck and Tricia. “Thanks for being here,” I told them both as we held onto each other.


“I’m surprised you came downstairs,” Tricia said softly.


“I need to email the girls and let them know how things are,” I said, knowing they understood. “Gina, Collie and Tabby are on their way over. Emma knows and I’ll call Hanna when they’re here so I only have to explain it once.”


They gave me knowing looks. This was ripping the guts out of me and I was doing a fair job of holding together, but it didn’t hurt any less for it.


I sat down at my computer and started typing the email I had to send.





Dear girls,


It hasn’t been a good day for me. Cheryl and I have split up. Her recovery hasn’t progressed far enough for us to pursue a relationship together, so she’s moving out and going back to her parents. For this reason, I won’t be able to be a father to her baby. I assign no blame for this and hope you don’t either. It’s just poor timing that put us in a situation that’s led to both of us feeling deeply uncomfortable moving forward together. I hope you all continue to be a friend to her and I wish her well in the future. I hope she comes to a place where she can be healthy and happy and put what happened behind her. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. I’ll see you all next week, but I hope you’ll understand if I’m not eager to talk about the details of what happened between Cheryl and I. It hasn’t been a good day for me.


Matt





I looked up and saw Cheryl still stuffing clothes into her tote bag. “Cheryl,” I said softly and she froze. “I wrote an email to the girls to tell them they don’t have to try to convince people that I’m the father. Do you want to read it before I send it or would you rather wait until you get home?”


She came and stood next to me wordlessly, reading the email and she nodded, avoiding looking directly at me. “That’s fine,” she said. “What are you going to say when they ask you for details?”


“I’ll tell them the same thing. Something happened that made us both uncomfortable with each other and leave it at that. Anything more is for close friends and my girls.”


“You call all of them your girls,” she pointed out, referring to the girls that had been there at the party that weekend.


“I do, but you know which girls I meant,” I chided her quietly. I clicked send on the email and closed my email program. I got up from the chair and went to my floor safe, pulling up the plug and tapping in my code rapidly before fishing out my key and unlocking it.


Jessie looked shocked that I had a floor safe and Alice gave me an appraising look when she saw the contents consisted of mostly money and a few letters and cards. I pulled out the folded letter Cheryl had given me just over a week ago and closed the safe again, replacing the plug and getting back to my feet.


I held the letter out to Cheryl and she looked at it like she didn’t understand. She finally looked me in the eye and her confusion was evident. “Why?” she asked softly.


“These are your words to me,” I said, my voice sounding hollow in my ears. “They’re the words that made me fall in love with you. With what happened today, I’m not sure you still mean them. If not then there’s no reason for me to hold onto them. You should have them back if they’re not true any more.”


She looked down and nodded. I’d secretly hoped she’d insist that she still meant them and want me to keep them, but she took the letter out of my hand. Jessie and Alice were the only two people in the room who hadn’t heard those words spoken. The rest of us knew what kind of knife to the chest it was for her to admit they weren’t true any more.


“I’ll leave you to your packing. The girls will help you make sure you don’t leave behind anything you might miss,” I said and left the room.


I went upstairs and asked Mom where Dawn was. She told me that she was in the backyard since Mr. Anders wasn’t fond of dogs. I put on my things and went outside through the back door and went to play with Dawn. She came over and whimpered with her tail between her legs when she saw me. I was concerned that she wasn’t doing so good, but she licked my face tentatively when I crouched down to check her and after finding nothing wrong, I guessed that she was in tune with what I was feeling and her heart bled with mine.


“It’s okay, girl,” I said to her softly. “You’ve still got me. I’ll take care of you.”


She gave a short bark and her tail wagged some as I ran my hands through her fur. I heard the back door open and expected Lana or Jessie to come out to talk to me.


“What was in the letter?” Alice asked softly, approaching us.


I recited the letter from memory, word for word, my voice hitching on the word ‘love’. “It was her hopes for the future and her regrets for the past,” I told her.


“And you remember it in that much detail?” she asked, surprised.


“I remember ... EVERYTHING,” I told her, my voice trembling. “I remember every bad moment that’s happened to me like it was happening right now. That’s the part of having my memory that sucks. I can commit entire textbooks to memory and spit it out with perfect recall. The flip side is I can remember the exact feel of each of the bullets Samantha Forester pulled out of me. I can still see all of my wounds packed open. I can still hear the sound of Cheryl reading those words back to me after she melted my heart. I always will. I told her there was no reason for me to hold onto those words, but the truth is that I can never let them go.”


“Have you talked to Victoria about this?” she asked gently.


“She’s aware of how my mind works. I haven’t called her about this yet, but she’s aware of the fact that I sometimes obsess about negative experiences.”


“I think you should consider calling her,” she advised. “You’re not my patient, but if you were, I’d class this as an emergency. I’d want to know about it.”


I nodded. “Are you going to continue to see Cheryl?” I asked.


“I’m not certain,” she said. “It’s possible that treating Lana and Becky creates a conflict of interest where they’re back together with you.”


“I don’t see it that way,” I said, standing up and turning to face her. “They’re all victims of the same tragic event.”


“They are indeed,” she allowed. “Are you sure this doesn’t create anxiety for you or Lana or Becky?”


“Victoria started seeing one of my girlfriends this summer. When we split up, she didn’t stop counseling her. I trust your judgment. If you feel like you can keep her case separate from Lana and Beck’s, then I don’t see a problem with it.”


“Fair enough,” she said.


“Just help her get well, that’s all that’s important.”


“Well enough to fix things with you?” she asked leadingly.


“No,” I said firmly, maybe even harshly. “She compared me to her rapists. I can forgive that and can attribute it to her trauma, but I can’t forget it. I don’t see there being a road back for her. I believe in forgiveness, but I don’t want her back if she can think of me in the same terms as those pieces of shit. I wish her well, but there’s no part of me that wants her back now.”


“Taking that letter from you was the last test of whether there was anything left to save?” she asked.


I nodded. “And she failed that test. Taking the letter meant that it wasn’t true to her, at least not any more.”


She nodded. “Well I think I’ll set up an appointment for her and then call it a night. Call Victoria,” she urged me.


“Thanks for giving up your Saturday for us,” I said to her again. “It means a lot to us. I’ve got some other people to talk to first and then I’ll probably give her a call if it’s not too late.”


“No, not probably. Do it,” she said firmly. “The girls told me what happened this morning and you’ve got to be revolted by the comparison.”


I nodded. “I am. That’s why there’s no way I’d ever take her back.”


She left me to my thoughts and I played with Dawn a little more and then took her off her tether and brought her in. She went downstairs and Mom asked me if I was okay.


I shrugged. “You remember the year they let Uncle Stewart host the family reunion?” I asked her sourly. She cringed and nodded. “Yeah, today has been like that experience, only all in one day instead of over the course of a week. I’m getting through it, but I’ve been told more than once that I should have already called Victoria.”


“You want me to call her?” she asked hopefully. “I know you’ve got a lot going on, but she said to call her day or night.”


“Honestly, I’m not in crisis at the moment,” I said. “I still have people to inform about what happened and then I can sit down and figure out if I need her.”


She nodded and sighed. “I’m sorry this happened, Matt.”


I shrugged. “I’m not. If she can’t handle a relationship, better to find out now than in a year when we’re all attached to the baby.”


She looked at me sadly and nodded. “I know how much you were looking forward to holding that baby,” she said knowingly and I closed my eyes, fighting a massive wave of sadness that threatened to break through my resolve.


I held on, but only just, filled with sadness of the little girl’s life that I couldn’t be a part of now. I breathed hard and nodded. “Maybe you SHOULD give her a call,” I allowed grudgingly. “Have Tabby, Collie or Gina arrived?”


“Gina went downstairs while you were outside with Dr. Gionetti,” she said and went to her purse to get her phone.


I went downstairs and when I returned to the bedroom, Gina barreled into me with a massive hug, making me groan as my scars screamed in protest. I hugged her back just as tightly though.


When we separated, she looked at me, her eyes searching mine. “Are you okay?” she wanted to know.


“Not really,” I admitted. “I was doing okay until Mom said something upstairs. She’s calling Dr. Spencer for me.”


“What did she say?” she asked, worried.


I shook my head and looked significantly in Cheryl’s direction. “I’ll tell you later,” I promised. “It just refocused me on how bad today really was.”


We were interrupted by Mom calling me to the stairs. “Dr. Spencer wants to talk to you,” she told me gently.


I came upstairs and took the phone from her. “Hi,” I said, figuring Mom had filled her in some.


“Hi,” she returned. “Your mother tells me you’re not having a good day. Care to tell me about it.”


I gave her the details and told her I was mostly handling it, but that I started having difficulty coping after Mom had mentioned the baby.


“I’m sorry that things didn’t work out between the two of you,” she said sympathetically. “Do you need me there?”


“I don’t think so,” I told her honestly. “I seem to be managing okay. Everyone’s been supportive. I was really looking forward to the baby though. That’s the biggest let-down of all.”


We talked back and forth about the day and how I’d handled it for another few minutes until Collie and Tabby showed up. I told her I had to go and tell the rest of the girls what had happened, but that I’d see her Wednesday as usual. She reminded me that I could call her any time and she’d be there for me night or day.


I led the girls downstairs and Tricia was on the stairs, helping Cheryl carry the last of her things upstairs to the car. Cheryl glanced at me with a look that was part shame, part fear, part anguish and part regret. I returned it with a small sad smile and then she was gone. There was no fight, no goodbye, no parting words, just a lingering look that tried to say it all. I led the girls downstairs to the bedroom without saying a word until we were all seated between the beds and the office chair.


“What’s up?” Tabby asked nervously. “Lana just said you needed to see us and it was urgent.”


I nodded and sighed. “Give me a sec,” I requested and turned on Skype, hoping to catch Hanna.


She popped up on the screen a few moments later and greeted us. “Hi everyone,” she said lightly. “What’s up?”


“Family meeting,” I said seriously and she caught the tone.


“Okay, what’s up?”


Tricia came back into the room and I rolled over to one side so that I wasn’t in the way of her seeing everyone. “Cheryl’s gone,” I said simply. “She packed her stuff and went home to her parents.”


Chapter 23


“What?!” Collie blurted. “What happened?!!?”


I sighed and sincerely hoped I wouldn’t have to tell this story again. “She told everyone she was ready for us to make love last night and that turned out not to be true. She told me it was perfect after the fact, but this morning, she compared Lana and Beck coming into the room while we were having sex to the same feeling she had that weekend with people watching. Over the course of the day, she got worse and worse, shutting me out and then deciding to move back in with her parents. I’m told by the girls that she was more and more direct in comparing me to her rapists. She won’t be back.”


There was a moment of silence around the room and I decided to close the door on the idea of forgiving her. “I offered her the letter she wrote to me. I told her that if those words were no longer true that there was no reason for me to hold onto them any more. She took the letter, telling me that she doesn’t love me, at least not any more. Maybe she never did and fooled herself into thinking she did. Either way, she’s gone and she’s not coming back. She can get in line behind Zoe if she wants a reprieve.”


“That bad, huh?” Hanna winced in sympathy.


“They both compared what we were doing to rape. Zoe said you were raping me, Cheryl was comparing me to her treatment at the hands of the Watermans. Of the two, I have more sympathy for Zoe. She was at least speaking from a standpoint of laws that she wasn’t comfortable breaking, not accusing one of us of traumatizing the other. Cheryl took an act of love that she asked me directly for and warped into something filthy and vile. It still twists my stomach.”


Hanna nodded and sighed. “Well, at least we won’t have to change diapers now, right?” she said, trying to look on the bright side.


I frowned and put my head down. “The baby is actually the part of this that bothers me the most. I was looking forward to having the chance to teach her about the world.”


That lowered the mood in the room greatly. “You’ll get your chance again,” Tricia said certainly. “It’ll be when we’re all ready to face it.”


I nodded and sighed. “I’m sorry to bring everyone down with such shitty news,” I said finally. “I just don’t have it in me to explain it more often than I have to.”


“Do you need me to come home early?” Hanna asked, concerned. “I can cut things short here and be back first thing in the morning,” she offered.


“No, Love,” I told her, smiling tenderly at her. “You take your time and come back when you’re bored and your sister starts getting on your nerves. I’ve got plenty of support here and Emma’s going to be home on Monday. You’re greatly missed, but I want you to enjoy the time with your folks.”


She nodded finally. “Okay. Call me if you change your mind. I can be packed and on the road in an hour and it’s only a three hour drive. I can be there in a hurry.”


“You just work on how you’re gonna get me that steak dinner. I want a three-inch thick T-bone. Grilled would be nice with potatoes. Pan fried would be okay, but it needs mushrooms with it if it’s done that way.”


She smirked. “Keep dreaming. You still need to make Chloe squeal for mercy.”


“Name the time,” I told her with a smirk. “Does she even suspect what you’re putting her through?”


Hanna gave me an evil look and then picked up her laptop. “CHLOE!” she yelled. “Matt wants you.”


We could hear her running upstairs. “Matt’s already spending his steak dinner,” she told her sister before handing her the computer.


Chloe peered at us and grinned. “Are they the medical team that’s gonna do CPR on you when I run you into the ground?” she said sweetly. “You know you have to buy Hanna AND me a steak dinner when I make you tap out.”


“I hope going hungry was part of your plan then,” I told her. “I rode your sister until she ran out of gas and she does cardio for a living. You don’t stand a chance.”


“Yeah. She told me she passed out. Pussy,” she giggled as Hanna threw something at her.


“Oh, that’s not gonna stop the train, Chloe,” I told her. “We keep smelling salts by the bed. You’ll howl for mercy before I’m done with you.”


“Care to make a side wager on that?” she said with an evil grin.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked, curious what she’d come up with.


“Hanna told me about her collar,” she said. “Loser has to be the winner’s slave for a year.”


“That’s a sucker bet,” I told her. “We live in different cities. There’s no way either of us can live up to the obligations of a collar at this distance.”


“Loser has to move to be with the winner,” she said simply.


“Hanna said you own your dance school. You’d lose your business if you moved. There’s no way I’m doing that to you.”


“Well, I’m gonna make you move when I win,” she goaded me.


“Big talk from someone who’s already lost,” I told her. “You could just ask me to collar you. You might as well be betting that all Boston sports teams will win all their respective championships this year. Let’s say I do agree to this, what’s really in it for me? I have five people under collar right now. What do I need a sixth for? What do you bring to the table for us?”


She blinked. “Seriously? You’d pass up a ballet dancer as your personal fuck-toy for a year?”


“None of my other collars come with a countdown,” I pointed out. “If the rest of my girls think you’d be fun to bounce around between us, we’ll consider your side-bet. Hanna gets first vote. If she thinks you’re worth hanging onto then we’ll discuss it and let you know.”


She smirked like I’d given her ammunition. “Big man needs permission from his owners? Sounds like you’re pretty whipped. This is gonna be easier than I thought.”


“Oh, I’m easy,” I confirmed, “but I’m not cheap. You’re gonna pay a steep price once the bell rings.” I smiled. “My girls look out for me. If they don’t like you, then they won’t put up with your shit. Play nice or they might tell me to collar you just to give them something to kick when they’re angry about something.”


She laughed. “We’ll see. I’m willing to back up my bet. Some of us don’t have to answer to anyone.”


I shrugged. “We’ll let you know. Have Hanna measure your neck though, just in case.”


She laughed and handed me back to Hanna. “I’ll enjoy making him lick my feet clean after a long day dancing,” she told her playfully. “Maybe that’s not all I’ll make him lick clean.”


“You should be careful,” Hanna said. “He could damage you to get what he wants. My hips didn’t feel right for two days afterwards.” She looked at the camera. “She’s serious,” she warned. “She’s making a list of all the disgusting things she intends to make you do if she puts a collar on you. She’s been talking about making this side-bet for a few days. Licking her feet clean after dance isn’t near the worst.”


I paused, considering that and shrugged. “Well, she’s got NO hope in Hell of making me give up and you know I can short-circuit her. She might make me break a sweat to do it, but I’ll break her. Once I do, that list might come in handy. Get us a copy of it.”


Her eyes lit up and she grinned. “Your wish is my command,” she said and signed off.


The girls had been quiet while I’d bantered with Chloe and when I turned around, they were all watching intently.


“We’re seriously gonna punish her when she gets here,” Beck said with a grin of anticipation on her face.


“Beck votes for me to collar her then,” I announced, taking her enthusiasm as agreement. She nodded in confirmation.


“I want to see her take on Bad Matt and see what condition she leaves in,” she said with an evil chuckle.


“Do it,” Lana agreed. “We all know you’re gonna leave her half dead. Might as well make it worth the effort. Besides, after today, you could use the laugh.”


Collie nodded her vote too. Tabby chewed on her lip for a moment and then nodded. “You’re sure you’re gonna be able to put her down?”


“I ran Hanna until she dropped of exhaustion,” I told her. “A hundred and four minutes. I think I can make two hours. I don’t think she can.”


“You can seriously go for nearly two hours?!!?” Jessie blurted out in shock. “No one’s that good!”


I shrugged. “I did once. Afterwards, I felt like I was dying, but I made it.”


She flicked Lana on the arm. “You’ve been holding out on me, girl.”


“Lana wasn’t there for that. Emma, Hanna and Zoe were,” I told her. “That’s a tale for another day though. Talking with Hanna and Chloe managed to put me in a better mood. For that, I’m grateful to both of them.”


They all nodded. “Well, I think we should chat about Cheryl a little bit before we let the topic die,” Tricia said gently. “Are you gonna be okay seeing her at school?”


I nodded. “I think so. I don’t have any classes with her so I only really see her in the halls occasionally and I’ll see her at lunch. I somehow don’t think she’s gonna want to sit with me now. I’ll still keep an eye out for anyone bothering her, but I don’t want her back in my life.”


She nodded. “That’s what I figured,” she admitted.


“Sweetness, if you want to sit with her at lunch, I’ll understand. I really won’t mind,” I told her. It wasn’t precisely true, but Cheryl was her best friend. I didn’t want to take that from either of them.


She smiled and came to kiss me sweetly. “Maybe sometimes,” she said in a tone that told me that she wasn’t planning on sitting anywhere but with me.


“I think I’m talked out about Cheryl for now,” I said softly. “Her situation gives me something to think about when it comes to other girls who were there that weekend, but no two people recover the same way, so it’s just something I’m keeping in the back of my head.”


“What do you mean?” Gina asked, her brow furrowing.


“Well, Cheryl was convinced she was ready,” I said softly. “She was SO convinced that she asked all of you AND my mother and sister to leave us alone in the house so she could have me all to herself for the evening. We all believed her when she said she was ready. It turned out that she wasn’t. I have to be careful we’re all sure when the time comes. I don’t want to lose any of you like we just lost her.”


“You’re not gonna lose any of us,” Gina said certainly. “You’ve already told me that you’re fine waiting until I’m sure. Knowing how much Cheryl hurt you, I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t absolutely sure.”


Beck spoke up next. “Lana and I are both in counseling to make sure we’re dealing with it like we need to,” she said. “Honestly, once my test results come back, you’re not getting out of this bed except to shower, use the bathroom or eat and we might just have meals brought in for the weekend.”


We all laughed about that. When we calmed down some, Lana added her thoughts. “Beck and I know what it’s like to be loved by you,” she explained. “We know what it’s like to be used like we were at that party. We know the difference. Physically, the motion is the same, but you care. You want us to have the best time of our lives every time you make love to us. That’s what we want. I’d take you right now if my tests were done. We want you to love us completely,” she said and then glanced at Beck. “Even if Beck’s gonna ask you to put it in her ass and pull her hair,” she added with a giggle.


That made us laugh again and I felt a lot better about it now that we were talking about the future and their certainty that we’d avoid this pitfall.


“I know I’m not one of the girls,” Jessie said tentatively, “but I know that you’re about the best person I’ve ever met. You’re nice, generous, funny, considerate, brave, handsome, compassionate, gentle, selfless and loyal. I know you’d never hurt me. I KNOW it. I also feel it. I feel like I can trust you with my heart and with my body and with my recovery. I have no doubt that if you thought it was wrong for me or for anyone else, you’d turn down sex, no matter how tempting it was. If you thought for a second that it would trigger the kind of meltdown that Cheryl had, you’d say no and you’d stick to it.” She paused and took a deep breath. “I’ve asked if you’d have sex with me like that just once so I’d be able to feel cared about like Lana and Beck talk about. I still want that. I trust you with all of me because I know you’d take a bullet to keep any of us safe. You already have. Hell you’ve got dozens of girls that would do anything you wanted them to do for you and you hold us at arms-length. I know it’s not because you don’t find us attractive. It’s because you don’t want to take advantage of us.”


The girls listened closely to what she said and nodded in agreement.


“How many girls gave you something sexual for Christmas?” Lana asked, knowingly.


“Almost all of them,” I admitted sheepishly.


“They love you, Matt,” she said with a smile. “Maybe not to the extent that we all do, but if you called any of them up, they’d take you to bed in a heartbeat. You’ve treated us all better than anyone else in our lives. You cried for our pain and bled for our mistakes. I know I’d give my life for you and I’m not the only one.”


“That’s incredibly humbling,” I said, looking down. I was touched because I knew she meant just exactly what she said. She’d go to her grave for me if she could save me. “I only hope none of us ever end up in a situation that makes that choice necessary.”


“Me too,” Lana said brightly. “I’d miss the sex while I was waiting for you to join me.”


She grinned and came over to kiss me deeply. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her down into my lap. My leg hurt, but I was ignoring it and enjoying the closeness of having her here with me.


Gina looked at Jessie in that moment of silence and asked her about wanting me to have sex with her.


Jessie shrugged. “Matt and I are friends. We’re not gonna end up together, I don’t think, but he’s ... special. I want him to help me feel good about sex so that I don’t have this hanging over me when I meet the guy I can spend the rest of my life with. I don’t want to have THAT be my only experience when I go to date a guy I really want to be my everything, you know? I wondered about how you guys all worked with dating as a group and that would have been cool, but I know that you didn’t think I was right for Matt. We make pretty good friends, but probably not the best long-term lovers. So I asked him about helping me see what it’s like to be treated better than we all got treated at Marlene’s. I was planning on talking to you and Lana at school about it. I know Matt doesn’t do anything without you all agreeing.”


She nodded and looked thoughtful at the moment. “I think I’m okay with that, so long as it’s not dating, it’s just the sex.”


Jessie nodded. “I like Matt a lot. He’s done a lot to earn my trust and he’s given me a lot of trust too. I don’t want to screw up that friendship, so yeah, it’s just sex between friends. I can’t think of anyone else that I’d trust to have sex with right now and I feel like the longer I put it off, the harder it’s gonna be to shake off what they did to me.”


Tabby put a hand on Jessie’s arm and looked into her eyes. “Speaking as someone who was abused for a long time, Matt’s the best choice you could make. He’s the first person to make me feel clean since my abuse started. He’ll do the same for you.”


Collie didn’t speak, but she nodded her agreement and took Jessie’s hand in hers.


Tricia shrugged. “I don’t see why not,” she said to me before looking at Jessie. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but if you have a reaction like Cheryl did then he’s out a friendship. It’ll hurt, but it won’t be as bad as losing a girl he loves and a baby he was looking forward to.”


Jessie nodded, understanding. “I can’t imagine I’d ever shut him out like that. That was just mean. I think the worst that might happen is that I wouldn’t enjoy it and we’d be completely platonic friends. I’m hoping that the experience is so good that I can let go of what happened before or at least put it in the background where it’s not in my way any more.”


“And be not so platonic friends?” Collie asked knowingly.


Jessie shrugged. “I guess that’s a question for after,” she admitted. “If it’s as good as I hope, then I could see wanting to repeat the experience as friends.”


“It’s better,” Lana said. “If Emma and Hanna are okay with it, I think everyone here is comfortable with it. Just stay out of the way when Beck and I get medical clearance. We’re gonna try to kill him.”


I chuckled. “Well, at least the end of the day is turning out a lot better than it started,” I admitted.


They all nodded and then Collie looked around. “Okay, who’s gonna put him to bed?” she asked slyly.


“Beck and I are out,” Lana said, pouting in my lap. “We still have a week before we can run the test and then a few days to get the results back.”


“I’d love to, but I think I should wait until I get cleared by everyone,” Jessie admitted with a shrug.


“I’m not particularly in the mood tonight,” Tricia said and I understood. “Cheryl’s my best friend,” she explained. “She just hurt the man I love. I’m really angry at her for that, worried about what sort of shape she’s in, worried for Matt and most of all worried that I’ve got to choose between the two of them.”


“You do not have to choose between us,” I told her adamantly. “I don’t want you to be caught in the middle of this. If you ever feel like I’m putting pressure on you, tell me and I’ll stop, but I swear, I won’t put any pressure on you knowingly. I hope she won’t pressure you either. I meant it when I said I was okay with you sitting with her at lunch. If you want her to sit with us at lunch, I’ll deal with it. I won’t be comfortable and I probably won’t make much conversation, but I won’t be rude or do anything to make matters worse.”


She nodded. “I know. Just like I know that you called me to come here to help her today. It would have been easy for you to keep me occupied so that she couldn’t reach me if she wanted my help. I think if things are gonna go bad, it’ll be her that puts the pressure on.”


“I hope she doesn’t,” I said quietly. “I guess we’ll know next week.”


They all nodded. Gina took the opportunity to answer Collie’s question. “I think I’m ready for it,” she said brightly and then looked up at me. “I understand if you’re not ready to take a chance on having sex with me so soon after Cheryl freaked out, but I’ve been sincerely ready for a few days. I really want my first time to be just the two of us though, if that’s okay.”


I nudged Lana and she bounced up out of my lap instantly so I could get up and go to Gina. She stood and wrapped her arms around me, looking me in the eye as I hugged her. “I’m ready,” she said with a smile. “I’m sure.” There was no fear in her eyes, no hesitation, no question.


I nodded and kissed her softly. “Alright,” I said quietly, reaching up to stroke her cheek with my fingers. “So long as you’re sure you’re ready.”


“I am,” she said with a certainty that Cheryl had lacked and then she kissed me back. “Talking with Jessie tonight only confirmed that I was making the right decision.”


With that decision made, the rest of the girls got up to leave. They hugged us both and wished us luck before they each filed out of the room. When Jessie reached me, I hugged her extra tight. “Thank you for today,” I said to her. “You really helped me get through this.”


She squeezed me back and kissed my cheek. “I’m glad I spotted you there,” she said with a grin.


We all headed upstairs while they got ready to face the cold and went home. Gina ducked out to her car to get her overnight bag. “I told Mama that I was staying the night,” she said with a smirk. “I kind of had a feeling about tonight.”


Mom was reading in the living room and looked up at us. “Are you okay?” she asked delicately.


I nodded. “I’m doing a lot better than Cheryl is,” I said simply. “She should have gotten counseling as soon as we figured everything out, but we didn’t know how deeply she was holding onto the worst of it.”


She sighed and cocked her head to one side, looking at us with a sad expression on her face. “You tried to get help for all the girls,” she reminded me. “How many of them are actually talking to someone?”


“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’ve made strong suggestions, but I try to remember that part of their recovery has to be reclaiming their lives and making their own decisions. When they tell me they don’t want to talk to a counselor, I respect their decision.”


“Even if it’s a decision you don’t agree with?” she asked with an arched eyebrow.


“Especially then. It’s not respect if I argue the decisions I don’t like,” I pointed out.


She barked a laugh and nodded. “I suppose that’s true. So what are your plans for the rest of the night or should I just start making you something to eat so it’s ready when you get out of the shower?”


I smiled. “My dinner didn’t sit very well, so I will probably be ravenously hungry later,” I told her.


“Did you manage to eat anything?” she asked, assuming that I’d had an upset stomach from the day’s fiasco.


“Actually, I’m still trying to get a handle on which foods I should avoid after surgery,” I admitted reluctantly. “KFC seems to be a great way to cleanse everything out of my digestive system. Don’t know if it was the grease or the spices.”


“You’re still having problems from your surgery?” Gina asked, surprised.


“Sort of,” I told her. “When you have surgery on your bowel, one of the side effects is that foods that you were fine to eat before now have unexpected effects. I found out tonight KFC turns everything to liquid. It wasn’t fun, but I’m a few pounds lighter now.”


“I’ll poke around the kitchen and make something up,” Mom promised, then got a thoughtful look on her face. “Or maybe I’ll put Lilly to work on that. She seems to be doing a lot better in the kitchen since Patty took her under her wing.”


I chuckled and nodded. “That works too. She knows a good bit about what happened today, so she might be inclined to make something because of that. I think I need a shower though.” I looked at Gina and winked. “Join me?” I asked her.


Chapter 24


She blushed and nodded taking my hand. I led her downstairs and into the bathroom where I kissed her again. “I want to pamper you tonight,” I told her. “I want you to feel loved and spoiled and I want this to be perfect for both of us.” She nodded and started to get undressed. I took her hands in mine though and shook my head. “Let me,” I said and took the hem of her shirt in my hands, lifting it slowly as I gazed lovingly into her eyes. She smiled shyly and lifted her arms for me to pull it up over her head, leaving her in a lacy green bra and her jeans. I turned her so I was standing behind her and wrapped my arms around her, holding her against me and leaning in to kiss her neck and nip at her earlobe.


She purred contentedly and her hands found mine clasped over her stomach. She sighed and whispered my name as I kissed her neck delicately, whispering that I loved her in response. I slowly moved my hands down to her jeans and unzipped them. She trembled slightly against me, but it wasn’t with fear or nervousness. She turned her head toward mine, looking for a kiss and there was nothing but anticipation and passion in the look she gave me as our lips met. She moaned eagerly into my mouth and her tongue played with mine as I slowly pushed her jeans down inch by inch over her hips.


She helped me get her pants off, wriggling her hips as I pushed them down. When I was able to work them down as far as her knees, I broke the kiss and started kissing my way down her back. I pulled her jeans down to her ankles, lifting her feet one at a time to pull off her jeans and socks while I gazed lovingly at her ass, clad only in a skimpy pair of panties to match her bra. I leaned in and kissed one perfect cheek, making her look over her shoulder at me with a giggle.


“Kiss-ass,” she said with a smirk, wiggling her butt at me lewdly.


“Yes, Ma’am,” I agreed and started nibbling and kissing her cheeks in earnest. Her ass was a perfect bubble-butt, round and just slightly thicker than the rest of her frame would suggest. There wasn’t a blemish or dimple on it and I ran my lips over it lovingly, feeling how smooth her skin was.


“That feels nice,” she admitted, part turned on, part surprised that she liked it. She was pushing her ass back against my lips now, wanting more contact. I reached up with both hands and grabbed her ass, kneading the cheeks between my fingers gently as I continued to kiss her passionately.


“That’s nothing,” I told her with a chuckle and put my hands on her hips, guiding her to turn around to face me. She looked down at me and bit her lip, wondering what I was going to do next. I grinned up at her and kissed her thighs from the very top, where my cheek brushed against the front of her panties, down to her knees and back up.


She sighed quietly, her eyes closing as she reached down to run her fingers over my short-cropped hair, encouraging me to keep going. I hooked my fingers in the waistband of her panties at her hips, pulling them down and revealing her pussy to my gaze bit by bit, planting soft kisses on her mons as I lowered the panties out of my way. She looked down at me, her eyes watching me as I bared her to my inspection. I planted one last kiss directly on her pussy. I noted that it was freshly shaved and I realized that she really must have been prepared for tonight.


I looked up at her and slid her panties the rest of the way down her legs, holding them while she stepped out of them and then I tossed them aside before returning my attention to her pretty pussy. Her skin was darker than the other girls and I wondered idly if she’d taste different. I wrapped my arms around her waist and filled my hands with the twin globes of her ass, drawing her closer as I lowered my mouth toward her pussy, kissing it more firmly and slipping my tongue out to swipe at her clit playfully.


She jumped and gasped at the contact, looking down at me wide-eyed as I smiled up at her in delight. I dipped my head between her thighs again and licked her slit wetly, making obscene slurping sounds as I ate her pussy. She gasped again and trembled as her hands tightened on the sides of my head, pulling me against her pussy urgently as she lost herself in the feel of being kissed like this.


“I’m gonna...” she gasped and trembled, hunching her hips forward against my invading tongue. She groaned loudly and I could feel her channel clenching around my tongue as I switched between fucking her with it and flicking her clit, letting her ride my face through her orgasm. She whined and grunted as her hips worked unconsciously, grinding against my entire face.


When it was over, she took a step back unsteadily, her eyes glazed and her expression one of awe. I rose to my feet and went to her, wrapping my arms around her as she floated on a cloud of pure bliss. She closed her eyes, cuddling against me for a few moments before she looked at me again, adoration in her eyes. The next thing I knew, her hands were clutching the sides of my head, pulling me against her again, this time to kiss me as thoroughly as she could, smearing her juices across our cheeks and lips and tasting herself on my tongue.


She finally pulled back and looked me in the eyes. “I love you, Matt Russell,” she said solemnly.


“I love you, Gina Morales,” I told her as solemnly, my hands stroking her back before I casually flicked the catch for her bra, letting it spring open, held in place by our bodies pressed together. I drew the straps off her shoulders and she drew back to shrug out of it, leaving her deliciously naked and me horribly overdressed.


I drank in the sight of her, telling her she was beautiful and meaning it with all my heart. I finally remembered that I needed a shower and stripped off my clothes quickly before I started the shower and adjusted the water temperature.


She followed me into the shower and I steered her under the spray, starting to wash her lovingly. I shampooed her hair and massaged her scalp while she purred appreciatively. Then I conditioned her hair, rinsed it and started over. “This is like the best spa treatment ever,” she moaned, relaxing into the feeling of being spoiled completely.


I chuckled and leaned in to kiss her while I took the hand-held nozzle to rinse the second round of conditioner out of her hair, careful not to spray her in the eyes. “Maybe I should just give up on college and open my own salon,” I suggested playfully.


“Don’t you dare!” she admonished me with a smile. “I think we should keep this a secret or I might never get another appointment for this kind of treatment.”


I kissed her neck again and hung up the shower head. “Well, I could always charge a huge fee and make it a very exclusive salon,” I pointed out. I carefully lathered her body, massaging every inch of her skin as I washed her, from her neck down to her toes, running my fingers through the folds of her pussy and the crack of her ass, even sliding my fingertips over her anus playfully.


“Lana wasn’t kidding when she said Beck would want you to fuck her ass, was she?” she asked directly as my finger played against her back door wetly.


“No, she wasn’t kidding. Beck really loves having her ass played with and penetrated,” I told her. “We’ve had some really scorching hot sex that way.”


She looked at me seriously. “I’ve never done that,” she said, biting her lip. “I guess that’s one way you can be my first.”


“I told you, you’re still a virgin in my eyes,” I reminded her gently, my fingers still massaging her ass while I held her, gazing into her eyes. “I will never see it any different. When we make love, it will be your first time. I will be honored to be lucky enough to accept that gift from you.”


She hugged me tightly and I could feel her trembling against me. I could feel the mood about to turn somber and decided that there was only one way I could stop that from happening. I slipped my fingertip into her ass, moving it gently, but deliberately into her, making her squeak in surprise. I chuckled and bit her neck gently, making her gasp again and purr even as her butt clenched around my hand, getting used to my finger sliding in and out of her ass.


She started getting into the feeling, pushing back against my finger as I slid into her, her breathing becoming a little uneven as she rocked her hips. I smiled and nibbled on her earlobe, making her moan harder and started to wiggle my finger inside her. She squirmed and didn’t quite cum, but she definitely enjoyed it.


I finally withdrew my finger and helped her rinse off before I picked up my shampoo to start getting cleaned up.


“No,” she said, taking the bottle from me. “Let me do that.” She took it from me and poured a generous drop into her hand before closing it and putting it back on the shelf. She rubbed her hands together and lathered my short hair, massaging my scalp and returning the favor of all the attention she’d gotten from me when I washed her. She conditioned my hair, rinsed it out and then repeated the process before she picked up my body wash and started cleaning me completely, her hands tracing over my body lovingly as she lathered every inch of my skin. She paid particular attention to my ass after the way I’d treated hers and slid her finger into me while she crouched behind me, watching her finger disappear into my ass as she played with me the way I’d teased her. I was painfully hard from the stimulation and she reached around with her free hand, stroking my cock while she invaded my ass. I moaned and moved my hips slowly, bouncing back and forth between her invading finger and the soapy fist she had wrapped around my cock.


“Gina!” I said urgently. “If you keep this up, I’m gonna cum.”


She let go of my cock and I could feel her finger slip out of my ass. I was both grateful and disappointed. I wanted to cum, but I didn’t want to do it in her hand. She turned me around and rinsed off my cock before she wrapped her lips around it and I felt her finger wiggling against my ass again. I groaned and held on as long as I could, but the feel of her finger sliding into me and her mouth sucking on me was too much. I clenched my hands into fists and tensed as I felt my orgasm coming.


“Gina! Cumming!” I gasped and then I was over the edge. I felt her tongue tickling the bottom of my shaft and I grunted and groaned with each pulse of it against her tongue. I leaned back against the wall of the shower and came hard in her mouth, her finger wiggling against my prostate and her lips sliding up and down my shaft, mercilessly milking me dry.


I held her head gently, not pushing or pulling, just stroking her wet hair as my mind reeled with pleasure. I rode the orgasm until the feel of her tongue against my cock was too much. I was over-sensitive for the moment and shuddered as she kept bobbing up and down on my shaft. Finally it was too much. I gently lifted her off of my cock and then I sank down to the floor with her, wrapping my arms around her and kissing her deeply. She stiffened at first, not expecting me to kiss her with my cum in her mouth, then she melted into my arms, the two of us kissing frantically as the shower sprayed water over both of us.


We separated when it started to turn cold and we finished rinsing before the hot water ran completely out. We got out and I patted her dry with a thick towel before she did the same for me. We kissed again and she looked at me with the same adoration she’d shown me before. I put the lid down on the toilet and got her to sit while I combed out her hair and started blow-drying it, taking my time and enjoying the chance to pamper her like she deserved. She sat patiently and looked up at me with the hugest grin on her face while I dried her hair. When I was done, I ran my fingers through it and kissed her on the top of the head.


“I love you, Gina,” I told her with conviction.


“I love you too, Matt,” she said. “Take me to bed. Be my first,” she said with just a hint of a question in it.


I took her hand and we crossed the hall, wrapped in towels. I noticed that her hand trembled slightly in mine and I squeezed it reassuringly. I led her back to the bedroom and unwrapped her towel and mine before guiding her to the bed, laying her head on the pillow and kissing her sweetly before I joined her, my hands roaming over her back as I kissed her lips, her cheeks and her neck.


She mewled and kissed me back, whispering encouragement when my lips wandered to other parts of her. I slowly worked my way lower and nipped softly at her collarbone before I started kissing and sucking at her breasts. She cooed and her hands stroked my hair, encouraging me to keep up what I was doing. I sucked on her nipples, held them with my teeth and lashed them with my tongue by turns, delighting at how hard they turned in my mouth as I showered them with attention.


She was moaning and tossing her head from side to side when I started moving lower, kissing my way across her stomach before I settled between her thighs. She looked down at me, questioningly.


I smiled back. “Just relax, Gina honey,” I said and went to work on her pussy. I’d eaten her in the bathroom, but had backed off to make sure she didn’t collapse on the hard tile. Now I settled between her thighs where she could relax and enjoy the best I had to give. I attacked her pussy like a man starving, licking and sucking on her clit, mashing it between my lips and wriggling the tip of my tongue against it even as I sucked on it to coax it out of its hood.


She went wild, swearing at me in Spanish and writhing like she was being electrocuted. She howled as her orgasm took her completely by surprise and I didn’t let up, pushing her higher as I flicked my tongue relentlessly over her sensitive clit, making her cum harder and longer until she bucked her hips trying to throw me off. “Too much! Too much!” she babbled, her hands pulling at my head urgently, trying to get me to stop.


I relented and raised my head. I could feel her juices slicking my cheeks and chin as I slid up her body to kiss her passionately. She responded enthusiastically, tasting herself off of my face as she licked at my chin before pushing her tongue into my mouth like she was trying to force it down my throat. She wrapped her legs around me and held me to her body, her intentions obvious.


“Fuck me!” she begged me, hunching her hips up at me. She was turned on beyond all reason and I was in no mood to try to deny her. I settled between her thighs and pressed the head of my cock against her entrance. She trembled and then nodded again, telling me she was ready.


I sank into her depths, burying myself in her tight pussy in one smooth thrust as both of us groaned in our passion. She wrapped her arms and legs around me and we kissed frantically, joined at the mouth too. I moved slowly, sinking into a light trance as I thrust into her, wanting this to last as long as I could. I wanted it to be perfect for her. It already had been for me. We kissed hard, panting through our noses as we moved together in a perfect symphony of carnality, her passion matching my own.


She broke the kiss and threw her head back, groaning as she came again, her pussy clenching around my cock, pressing in on the trance I was using to keep myself from cumming too quickly. She whispered her love to me in Spanish and English and I did the same, telling her how precious she was to me and how much I loved her. We moved together, each of us picking up the pace together like we were following the same unspoken choreography.


She mewled in ecstasy again and again as she came for me repeatedly, each orgasm taking her longer and longer to recover from until we both knew that she was close to the end. I settled my attention fully back in the moment, wanting to cum with her when she had this last one. We were both close, touching and kissing and babbling our love to each other and then I couldn’t hold back any more. I tensed up and felt my cock swell inside her, signaling the approach of my orgasm. “Gina! I’m cumming!” I managed before I shouted wordlessly, the first spasms of my orgasm overwhelming me. My thrusts turned ragged as I could barely control my hips.


She was screaming with me, my orgasm setting off hers. Her pussy squeezing my cock made my own orgasm intensify almost painfully and I saw black spots in my vision as I sucked air as fast as I could. My whole body trembled with the shock of how intense it felt and I slowly lowered myself on top of her, my heart hammering against hers as we both reeled in the aftermath of that eruption.


We slowly floated back to reality and I rolled over onto my back with her on top of me. I was still hard enough to be buried inside her and I could feel how wet she was inside from our combined orgasms. I rocked my hips slowly and she cooed, her head on my chest. I stroked her back as I moved again, our cum making her pussy so slick it felt completely different.


“You’re not human!” she protested as I started fucking her more seriously. I chuckled and wrapped my arms around her, holding her close while I planted my heels in the mattress and thrust up into her fast, making her squeal and writhe against me, cumming again on my cock. She moaned and trembled and bit my neck hard as her orgasm overwhelmed her. I gasped at the sudden bite, the feeling inflaming my passion. I reached down and grabbed a double handful of her ass and pounded up into her, the bite making me lose any sense of patience. I was chasing my own release and she was cumming again, screaming against the side of my neck and thrashing against me. Suddenly she released me and sat up, her hair flying around her head like a wild mane as she bounced up and down on my cock, getting seriously into it now.


Distantly, I was aware that Samantha had warned against this particular position, but right now, I didn’t care. I wasn’t feeling any pain or discomfort and watching Gina slam herself down on my cock was a sight worth any damage it caused me later. She was magnificent, a portrait of carnal lust worthy of immortalizing. I gazed up at her in awe and slammed my hips up at her as urgently as she pounded down against me. We weren’t making love this time, we were fucking and fucking hard. The room filled with the slapping sounds of flesh on flesh, mingled with both of us panting with exertion as we sped toward an oblivion we both craved. I reached up and palmed her breasts, pinching the nipples a little between my fingers and that set her off again, making her cum, swearing in Spanish as she dove at me again, lunging for the other side of my neck as her ass kept bouncing on my cock. Her teeth sank into my neck again and she had my chin cupped in one hand, holding my head out of the way while she mauled me, marking me as hers.


She bit and sucked at my neck all the way through her orgasm and then kept it up as we fucked like we were trying to kill each other, destroy the bed and wake the dead. When she sat up again, she had a wild look in her eyes and she raked her nails over my chest, leaving red marks all over my body. I threw back my head, the pain pulling my focus off of my impending orgasm, but somehow intensifying the pleasure. I responded by lifting my hand and bringing it down on her ass with a loud crack. She shrieked in rapture, cumming again and lunging at me again, biting my nipple hard until I gave her a spanking on the other cheek.


“FUUUUCK!!!” She wailed, thrashing through another orgasm. This time, I couldn’t hold out even having cum twice already. I grabbed her ass with both hands and pounded up into her pussy, spraying her insides with cum for the final time tonight. I sat up and seized her nipple in my mouth, biting her breast even as I sucked on it hard. She shrieked again, dwarfing all the other sounds we’d made so far and shuddered, her nails clawing at my back and shoulders as she came again and again, each orgasm setting off the next one like a string of firecrackers.


We both collapsed back to the bed together, exhausted. I was spent, holding onto consciousness by a fingernail, but she’d lost the fight to hold on and had passed out, trembling softly in my arms as she slumbered. Her pussy was still fluttering with small orgasms as my cock slowly deflated. When it slipped out of her pussy finally, a small river of our cum followed with it, pooling on my stomach.


I pulled the blankets up over the top of us so she wouldn’t wake up cold and held her gently as I watched this passionate goddess slumber in my arms. I thought about the smelling salts, but I wanted to let her drift and wake up on her own. I held her contentedly and waited about a half hour before she stirred slowly. I started whispering to her that I loved her and when her eyes opened, she had a sleepy smile on her face. She kissed me and then tears started spilling down her face as she wept.


I held her and kissed her tears gently as I waited for her to calm down. “Hey,” I whispered soothingly. “What’s wrong?”


She shook her head, not able to talk yet and just clung to me, burying her face in my chest as she cried herself out. “Nothing’s wrong!” she managed finally. “I’m happy! It was amazing! You made me feel SOOOOO good and SOOOO loved and SOOOOO beautiful!”


“You ARE loved and beautiful and perfect,” I told her. I took her hand and pressed it to my heart. “This is your home now,” I told her softly. “I’ll keep you in my heart forever, my Gina.”


She tightened her arms around me and wept all over again. “You really don’t care what they did to me!” she wept, holding me as tightly as she could.


“Of course I care,” I said. “I care that they hurt someone I love. What they did can never stop me from loving you though and it can never make me feel like you’re anything less than breathtakingly beautiful. I love you Gina. I’d die to protect you.”


She gave me another rib-cracking hug and then propped herself up on her elbow to slap me lightly. “You’d better not die on me!” she said sharply. “I’m Latina. We’re fierce. If I have to drag you back from the land of the dead, you’ll be sorry, Mister.”


I chuckled and held her tight. “If I die on you, you’ll kill me?” I asked playfully.


“Something like that,” she admitted. She moved against me and got a strange look on her face. “I think we need another shower,” she confided. “I feel like I may be leaking.”


I nodded. “You missed most of the flood,” I told her.


She giggled a little. “Is it a big mess?” she asked.


“Probably,” I shrugged, unconcerned. “We’ll get cleaned up and then go see what there is to snack on upstairs.”


We got up and we were both a gooey mess. I had a pool of our cum on my stomach and leaks off to either side. When I sat up, it ran down into my crotch and pooled under my ass, making her laugh hysterically. I got up and we pulled the sheet off the bed, putting it in the washer before we crossed back to the shower. She had one hand cupped beneath her pussy because it was still leaking slightly.


We showered quickly this time, kissing and touching occasionally, but focused on cleaning up for the moment. We got out and she went to her overnight bag which she’d left here in the bathroom. She pulled out a thin robe and shook it out before putting it on. She wrapped her hair up in a towel this time and I grabbed my robe from the back of the door. I was about to throw it on when I felt her touch my back.


“Oh, Matt!” she exclaimed. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to scratch you that hard.”


“Scrapes?” I asked.


“Um, a little deeper than just scrapes. Hold still. I’ll disinfect them and put something on them,” she promised. She went to the medicine cabinet and dabbed peroxide on the scratches before she spread ointment on them and massaged it in. She washed her hands and apologized to me again.


“You really want to make it up to me?” I asked, holding back the smirk for the moment.


She nodded eagerly, her face stricken. “What can I do?” she asked without hesitation.


“Brag about it,” I told her and cracked a smile. “I think it’s kind of hot that you came so hard that you went that wild so don’t worry about it.”


She blushed hard. “You really don’t mind?” she asked uncertainly.


“Gina honey, I recall giving your ass a spanking or two in the middle of everything. I’m sure as Hell not gonna complain about you scratching me,” I assured her. “I love you. If you get a little wild and out of control, that just means I’m doing things right for you.”


She beamed at me and threw her arms around my neck, giving me a huge kiss. “I was really worried you’d be mad,” she confided.


“I’m not mad,” I told her certainly. “I’m told Latina women are fierce. That’s a good kind of fierce. Let’s go see what we can find for a snack and find out who was listening upstairs.”


She blanched visibly. “They can hear upstairs?!!?”


I nodded. “We were both screaming like it was the end of the world. We might have set off some car alarms in the neighborhood. Don’t worry about it though. They’re used to it. If Lilly kicks up a fuss, she’s just teasing.”


She looked like she was starting to get anxious about facing everyone upstairs so I shrugged into my robe and took her hand. “I promise it’ll be fine,” I said to her and opened the door.


She reluctantly let me lead her up to the kitchen where Mom was waiting for us. “No hecklers tonight?” I asked brightly.


She smiled and shook her head. “Not tonight,” she said, amused. She saw the look on Gina’s face and got up from the table to give her a hug. “Don’t you worry your pretty head, dear,” she said with a comforting smile. “You didn’t make any noise that Lana and Becky haven’t made before you.”


“Really?” she asked, feeling more relieved. “You’re not mad?”


“Not at all,” she said and guided her to a chair where there was already a plate waiting. She put a tray of sandwiches out between us and got us drinks from the fridge. “As a matter of fact, let me tell you about the first time we heard screaming from Matt’s room,” she offered, smiling at me as she told the story of Lana collapsing on top of me during oral sex, told at my expense.


Gina laughed as we ate, both of us ravenous. “So you couldn’t get out from under her?”


“Nope,” I confirmed. “Mom unlocked the door and came in to see which of us had murdered the other one. She was talking to Lana’s mom on the phone and describing what she’d found.”


“I had to hit him with the phone to get him to pull his face out of the poor girl’s vagina,” Mom told her. “She was already passed out and he just went back to working on making her scream herself unconscious again.”


“She never told me that story,” Gina giggled uncontrollably as she thought about it.


“Yeah, it’s a great story,” I agreed. “Mom’s leaving out the part about how Lana nearly DID kill me. When she started to cum, she sat straight up. When she finally passed out, she collapsed forward and face-planted into my balls hard enough that I nearly threw up all over her ass.”


That sent her into fresh peals of laughter as she covered her mouth, turning red all over again.


I looked at Mom and smiled. “Thanks,” I said. “Gina was feeling a little mortified that she’d been overheard. I’m sure she feels better now.”


She nodded. “Yeah. Finding out that it’s normal helps a lot. So all the girls have been heard up here?”


“Most of them,” I admitted. “Mom and Patty used to help us clean up and dump us in the shower. All three of us have woken up in the shower with no idea how we got there. Sitting around the table like this after sex used to be a big family gathering.”


“How come it stopped?” she asked quizzically.


I shrugged. “We had some rough patches as a family back through September and October. We’re still getting everything back to normal. I’m sure that we will though. I know I miss it, even Lilly bitching that she wants to move out so she can sleep at night.”


“Maybe you should ask everyone to come back,” she suggested. “Now that I know it’s not making anyone angry, I’m okay with it. I kind of wish I could talk to Lana about it right now,” she admitted.


I nodded and got up, leaning over to give her a kiss. “That’s a good idea,” I told her and picked up the kitchen extension, dialing next door.


“Hello,” Patty answered the phone.


“Hey, Mamma,” I said lightly. “What’s everyone up to over there?”


“Hi, Champ,” she said, amused. “We were all just doing our own things. The girls said you were having a bad day today, but that you were wrapped up tonight.”


“Yeah, it wasn’t a great day until a little while ago,” I admitted. “Gina, Mom and I were just sitting around the table and I noticed how much I missed having everyone around in the evenings. Gina was hoping Lana would come over so they could talk and I was hoping that we’d see the rest of you too.”


“It’s one of THOSE nights, huh?” she asked playfully.


“Isn’t it usually one of those nights?” I shot back with a laugh.


“Not always,” she pointed out. “I’ll send the girls over,” she promised. “I think Dan and I are going to take the opportunity to have some quiet time though. You’ll see more of us. It was kind of dicey arranging it for a while. Now that we know you miss having us around, we’ll start making ourselves available.”


“I missed you all along,” I told her. “It was hard as Hell not having you and Dan around.”


She paused and sniffed. “We missed you too, Champ,” she said and we hung up so she could send the girls over to see us.


Mom looked at me questioningly as I kissed Gina and sat down again. “Sounds like you had a deep conversation with Patty,” she said with a hint of a question.


“I just told her that I missed having her and Dan around,” I said. “She promised we’ll see more of her from now on.”


She nodded and the three of us chatted until the front door opened and Lana and Beck joined us in the kitchen.


Gina got up and went to Lana, throwing her arms around her neck and hugging her tightly. They whispered to each other for a few minutes before they took seats. I grinned at Gina and at Lana.


Beck sat herself beside me and grabbed one of the sandwiches from the tray. “Mom was a little weepy when she told us you guys wanted to see us,” she told me. “What did you say to her?”


“I told her I missed her and Dan and our late night talks around the table like this,” I said leaning over to kiss her cheek.


She grinned and her eyes sparkled. “Yeah, she was in a good mood. We all miss it too.”


“Then there’s no reason not to have them,” I said simply. “When we were sorting things out in the Fall, it was kind of awkward. Now that things are good, we should start doing it again.”


Beck nodded. “So how did everything go?” she asked, looking back and forth between the two of us.


I caught Gina’s eye and we exchanged a loving smile. “It was perfect,” I said certainly.


“It was better than perfect!” Gina corrected. “It was everything I could have hoped for and more. He treated me like a million bucks.”


Lana took her hand and looked really happy for her. “You should get used to it,” she said. “He’s like that all the time.”


Mom smiled and looked around the table at the four of us before pushing herself to her feet. “I’m going up to bed myself. You kids make sure to put any leftover sandwiches in the fridge if you don’t eat them all.” She kissed each of us on the cheek and then she left us alone to talk.


“Mom said that you had stuff you wanted to talk to me about?” Lana asked Gina after we’d been sitting for a moment, basking in the closeness.


Gina blushed a little, but nodded. “Yeah,” she said slowly, clearly not expecting the topic to come up while the four of us were sitting together.


“Would you feel more comfortable talking if Beck and I went down to make the bed?” I asked gently, knowing that girl talk wasn’t for my ears.


“You don’t mind?” she asked, surprised.


I got up and kissed her softly. “Not in the slightest,” I assured her. “You’ve just made love for the first time. You want to talk that out with a sister or a best friend. Lana’s both. Beck and I will hang out while you talk. I love you.”


“I love you too!” she gushed and then bit her lip. “I’m not like Cheryl. I’m not gonna freak out on you. I promise.”


I beamed at her and kissed her again. “I knew you wouldn’t,” I assured her and then I gathered up Beck with a look and we went downstairs to change the wash and then put fresh sheets on the bed.


Beck laughed and lit a candle. “Two weeks and someone else can light candles for us,” she said with a smirk. “You look like you’re doing better than you were earlier. How’re you feeling?”


“I’m okay. Cheryl hurt me, but I put her out of my head to focus on Gina. She deserved all of me. That helped to have her here. It kept me from brooding,” I said as we relaxed and talked.


“That’s good, but it’s not what I meant,” she told me. “I was talking about your body. You did a LOT of walking today. You feeling any pain or anything?”


I stopped to think about it and flexed my leg a little bit before shaking my head. “Not really,” I admitted, surprised myself that my leg wasn’t giving me more trouble. “I even defied doctor’s orders a little bit and had Gina on top for a while.” I touched my stomach and smiled, feeling no discomfort. “If I’m still good tomorrow then I think I’ve turned the corner on everything but the shoulder. That’s still gonna take some work.”


Her eyes lit up. “That’s great news!” she enthused, grinning. “Once you get the shoulder done with rehab, you’ll be able to get back into the gym for real. I know you miss that.”


I nodded in agreement. “If my leg feels okay tomorrow though, it means I can start on cardio hard and that’s a huge help.”


Dawn wandered into the room while we were talking and came to me for attention. I grinned and petted her affectionately. “She’s such a sook,” I told Beck knowingly.


“She loves you,” Beck said, watching her bask in the attention. “You think Gina’s really okay?” she asked, glancing toward the door.


I nodded as I ran my fingers through Dawn’s fur. “I do. After what happened this morning, she knows how much that busted me up. If she wasn’t feeling good, she’d have told me. She wouldn’t wait ‘til it blew up like Cheryl did. She’d have stopped in the middle of sex and told me she wasn’t ready.”


“Yeah, she would have said and you would have stopped right away and made sure she knew you weren’t angry about it,” Beck said simply. “I know. You always put us first.”


I nodded. “I’m glad we didn’t stop,” I said. “Not just because it was perfect for me too, but because it means that she’s at the point in her recovery that she can let it go. That’s as important to me as anything, that she’s well on her way to recovering completely.”


“Give it two weeks,” Beck smirked at me. “I’m gonna want a long talk with Bad Matt.”


“You sure you want that for your first time back?” I asked her skeptically. “I’d think if there was a time you’d want gentle, sweet and soft, this would be the time.”


She considered it and shrugged. “No. I want all of you. I still want a little of what we put on those lists. Hell, who am I kidding? I want it all,” she laughed. “I want you to paddle my ass red and then fuck it ‘til it gapes.”


I laughed at her declaration. “Fair enough,” I said with a smile. “Whatever you want. It’s your night and you get anything your heart desires.”


“All of you,” she said certainly. “I want so much of Bad Matt that I might not be able to walk the next day. I want you to work me over so hard, I have to wear long sleeves for a week. I want you to fuck me so hard and so often that I ache for days. I want it all. I want the filthiest, dirtiest, sickest fuck imaginable.”


I arched an eyebrow. “Really?” I asked, surprised. “Sounds like you want more than Bad Matt,” I said my focus completely on her. My hands stopped moving on Dawn’s fur and she complained, hooking her paw over my arm to get my attention again until I started petting her. “After what happened that weekend, I just figured you might not want to jump back into that.”


She shrugged. “Honestly, there wasn’t anything like that going on that weekend,” she said. “I know you told me that you didn’t need to know what we went through, but there wasn’t a lot of imagination that I recall. It was all blowjobs and missionary sex. Physically, sex with you has always been more extreme. I can also tell you that your cock is bigger than anything that was at the party that weekend.” She smirked a little at that, delighting in telling me that I was better equipped than the people that were there.


I laughed and shook my head. “Well, I’m glad that they didn’t ruin that for you,” I said. “I’m also glad that they didn’t do anything that would hurt the other girls more than they did. Now I know that they weren’t getting kinky with the fetishes so I don’t have to worry about which ones might be triggers.”


She nodded. “They were mostly just hopping on whatever girl they could and hammering away for fifteen seconds and then blasting off and walking away.”


I nodded, that image souring my mood. “Every time I think about it, I kind of want to be on hand to deliver a beating to the guys that were there.”


She nodded. “Yeah, me too. Any word on when the arrests are going to be made?” she asked, changing topics slightly.


“Mr. Forbes said that he didn’t think that it would happen before school. He sort of hinted that he expected the arrests to be made publicly at school,” I told her. “I guess that’s sort of his gift to all of you, letting you watch while they’re led away in handcuffs.”


“We have handcuffs here,” Beck reminded me suggestively.


“Are you thinking of your wrists or someone else’s?” I asked with a smirk.


“Well, mine mostly,” she admitted. “I can think of a few people we might want to consider using them on though.”


“Care to share?” I asked curiously.


“Marlene,” she said with a predatory look on her face. “I want to hear that cunt scream. Maybe Cheryl. The way she was talking today was offensive.”


I arched an eyebrow at that. “What was she saying that was so bad?” I asked in spite of myself.


Beck shrugged. “Every time she opened her mouth, she was getting closer to calling you a rapist. If she’d actually crossed that line, I would have kicked her ass. She was close enough though that I wish I had.”


I nodded. “Did she back off once Tricia got here?” I asked gently.


“Nope. She got worse then, like she was trying to warn Tricia before it was too late.”


“Well, that’s on her,” I said wearily. “I hope she doesn’t try to poison Tricia against me, but if she tries, she’s gonna end up losing her as a friend. I think Tricia’s already seeing the attempt on the horizon.”


Beck shrugged. “Tricia’s pretty smart, but she’s also innocent. She might not see it coming.”


I nodded. “I know you girls are gonna be able to keep her from falling into trouble like that if I’m not around.”


She nodded. “We will. You have second lunch open so she won’t be able to get her alone to work on her. After school though, they’ll probably hang out together. That’s when we really have to watch out for what she might tell her. That’s how Marlene got to Lana. She picked at her any chance she got when they were alone.”


THAT comparison got my attention and I stopped petting Dawn again to run my hands through my hair. “That’s a pleasant thought,” I said dryly.


She shrugged. “I know and I’m sorry to draw that comparison, but if she does start trying to pry Tricia away from us, then we need to be aware of what she’s doing.”


I nodded. “Well, I sincerely hope that Cheryl has the decency to not put her through that,” I said, closing the topic. I glanced at the door and there was still no sign of Lana and Gina. “We might as well throw on a movie or something while they talk,” I suggested. “They might be a while.”


“Well, we could always talk about what you two did since I know that’s what they’re talking about,” she shot back. “I don’t want to be the only one who doesn’t know.”


I chuckled a little and nodded. I started telling her about taking a shower with Gina and washing her hair and body. I told her about playing with Gina’s butt and her curiosity over whether Beck would want me in hers.


“Oh! She has NO idea!” Beck interrupted with a groan of frustration.


“Maybe she does,” I said playfully. “She was starting to get turned on when I slipped a finger into hers and she took a good long time playing with mine when it was her turn to wash me.”


I told her about Gina stroking me with her hand while she slid a finger into my ass and about how she’d finished me off with her mouth.


We talked about the sex itself and how vocal and wild she’d gotten. She grinned and wanted to see the claw marks when I got to that part. I stood and opened my robe so she could see my chest.


“Those are nothing!” she scoffed. “I thought you said she was wild.”


I laughed and turned my back, shrugging my robe off my shoulders and letting it fall down around my waist.


“That’s more like it!” she said enthusiastically, coming over to take a closer look. She didn’t touch them, but I could feel her breath on my back, she was that close. She straightened up and laughed. “Nice love-bites!” she complimented me, touching the side of my neck.


When she was satisfied, I put the robe back on and grinned at her before going to the mirror and looking at them critically. I could still see the teeth marks and it looked like there were broken blood vessels beneath the skin. They were gonna bruise hard. I thought about Cheryl seeing them at school and smiled. It was a small petty jab at her and I’d take it gladly.


“She’s Latina,” I said lightly. “They’re fierce.”


“Yes, we are,” she said from the doorway with a grin on her face. She came over to me and kissed me hard while Lana sat on the bed, grinning at the two of us. Gina tilted my head to one side so she could look at the bites and frowned a little. “These are gonna leave marks for days. You won’t be able to hide them unless you wear a turtleneck at school. I’m sorry.”


“I’m not,” I said, grinning at her. “I just wish there was a way to make sure Cheryl knows you gave them to me.”


She laughed and kissed me again. “Oh, don’t you worry,” she said with a grin on her face. “She’s gonna hear ALL about how well you treated me.”


“Do I sense a plan has been hatched?” I asked dryly, slipping my arms around her waist and holding her tight.


“Well, we talked about it a little,” she admitted. “If we get a whisper that Cheryl’s trashing you, we’re gonna wreck her. It’ll start by letting everyone know EXACTLY what she did to you and how heartbroken you were and how even in your pain, you were concerned about looking out for her. Then we’re gonna make sure everyone knows that you made me feel like Cinderella, that you treat me like gold all the time and not just in bed, but that you fuck like a porn-star and I came so hard I passed out.”


Lana’s grin widened. “I think we’re all gonna say that,” Lana said. “You should get that shirt back from Emma,” she told me. “Wear it as often as you can.”


“Why don’t we get a half-dozen of them in different colors?” I asked dryly.


Gina grinned and then her eyes got wide. “I just got the best idea!” she gushed and bit her lip. “Can you take me shopping tomorrow for the stuff for it?” she asked, bouncing on her toes with excitement.


“Sure,” I said instantly. “Do I get to know what this idea is or is it a surprise?”


She shook her head, but grinned widely. “It’s something for you to wear,” she said. “I’m gonna sew it myself, but I want you to be surprised by it. I just wished my sewing machine could do the stitching for cresting.”


“You know where to get a machine like you want?” I asked her.


“Of course,” she said. “I make a lot of my own clothes but my machine doesn’t do embroidery.”


“Okay,” I said. “Tomorrow we’ll get you the machine you want and all the stuff for it.”


“Are you sure?” she bit her lip. “I don’t want you to spend too much.”


“Gina honey, I’m sending you to college when we’re done with high school. I’m putting money aside to send Hector to college too.” I lifted her hand and locked my pinkie around the ring on her little finger. “Nothing’s too good for you. If you want a sewing machine, we go get you the one you want, not the one you can settle for. If sewing clothes is something you love to do, then I want you to have the very best tools to do it.”


She kissed me hard and then turned my head and bit my neck again in response. I let go of her finger and wrapped my arms around her again, my hands slipping down to her ass as she bit me, squeezing her ass through her thin robe.


“Should we say goodnight so she can claw you up some more?” Beck asked sweetly, laughing as we were locked together.


Gina lifted her head and smiled. “I think I might have worn him out for tonight,” she admitted, giggling.


“That’s not what you said a minute ago,” Beck snickered. “You said HE made YOU pass out.”


She looked at Beck and smiled. “After three times, how much do you think he has left in him?” she asked, proud of herself.


“Probably one more,” I interjected. “Maybe two since we’ve had a chance to rest some.”


She looked at me in surprise. “Really?!” she asked. “I thought guys needed time to recover.”


“We got a shower, had a snack and talked for a little while. I’ve HAD time to recover.”


“Well, in that case, what are we wearing robes for?” she asked, pulling at the knot on mine. She pushed my robe off my shoulders and then practically tore hers off.


“You weren’t kidding about his back!” Lana commented, getting her first look at the claw marks. “You want us to clear out?”


Gina looked at her, considering the offer and then looked at me and grinned. “No, you can stay,” she said, having decided that she’d had her private time with me, she seemed eager to perform for an audience. “This time, I want you to take my virginity for real,” she said.


I nodded. “Beck, we’re gonna need towels and washcloth,” I told her. She grinned and took off to the bathroom to get what we needed. Lana wasn’t confused, so I assumed Gina had talked to her about wanting anal in more detail.


I guided Gina to the bed and laid her down on her stomach, grabbing a pillow and setting it beside her hip. I took the towels from Beck when she returned and laid one over the pillow before asking Gina to lift up. I slid the pillow under her and then I took the other two towels and laid one beside her and folded the other one to keep the washcloth from doing water damage to the nightstand. I picked up the bottle of lube and climbed onto the bed with her.


“Just relax, Honey,” I said soothingly. She wiggled her ass invitingly in response and looked at me with a playful grin. I squirted a little lube on my finger and slipped it between her cheeks, massaging her sphincter before I pressed it forward, wriggling it a little to coax her open.


She sighed and lifted her hips a little as my finger slid into her, forcing it a little deeper as I spread the drop of lube inside her. I added another generous drop of lube, directly to her ass, making her coo a little. “That’s cold!” she told me and I chuckled, leaning over to kiss her neck.


I worked my finger in and out of her gently until I could feel she was ready for more. I added more lube and slowly worked a second finger into her, making her gasp a little bit. “So why are you doing this with your fingers and not your dick?” she asked, wiggling her hips some as she got used to the feel of two fingers in her ass.


“Well, your ass is tight. It’s not used to being stretched as wide as it would need to for sex, so we warm up first, just like we would before cheer,” I explained as I finger-fucked her ass, loving the sight of her cheeks jiggling in time to her hip movement. I twisted my hand as I thrust my fingers into her, turning it into a slow screwing motion. I spread my fingers gently as I pulled them out and held them tight on the way in. I paused with them spread and squirted more lube directly into the gap, twisting my fingers to coat her inside and out for fucking.


“I like that,” she said, referring to the way I’d explained it. “I like the way it feels too. It’s weird, but good weird.” She lifted her hips again, driving my fingers deep into her and moaned this time, enjoying the feel.


I smiled and added a third finger, twisting them together and making her coo all over again. I leaned over and bit her neck softly, where she’d bitten mine, but with nowhere near the force to leave marks. She shivered and gave me a smoldering look. “If you’re gonna bite me, MEAN it,” she ordered and I grinned.


“His and hers matching bruises?” I asked, licking the spot I’d bitten before I sat up to concentrate on stretching her for my cock.


“YES!” she exclaimed. “Do it! I’ll make sure to wear a tank top on Tuesday so everyone can see them.”


I chuckled and thought that would be particularly sexy. She was rocking her hips on all three of my fingers and was mewling happily so I figured she was ready. I squirted some more lube on her ass and then put some on my cock, smearing it over the head and shaft with my already slimy hand before straddling her thighs and pressing the head to her ass just as it was starting to wink shut.


She gasped as the head slipped into her and I paused to let her get a feel for having it lodged in her as I wiped my hand on the towel I’d left here just for this. I rolled my hips in small motions and she groaned, arching her back and pushing back against my cock. “Oooo, yeah!” she cried through gritted teeth. “It’s so big!” She gasped and thrust her ass up, impaling herself on my cock inch by inch. I started making small gentle thrusts, plunging a little deeper each time until my hip bones pressed her ass back down across the pillow. I leaned over, putting my lips close to her ear. “You’re not a virgin any more!” I whispered and told her I loved her. She trembled as my words sank in.


She shuddered and growled, cumming as I bottomed out in her ass, grinding my hips against her cheeks. She looked over at Lana and Beck as they watched and her eyes were glazed. “I’m sorry, Beck,” she said, gasping. “You’re not getting him back. I’m holding onto him like this forever!”


Beck giggled. “We’ll see if you can hold onto him once he starts riding you. It’s good though, right?”


“I never knew!” she breathed. “I always thought it was dirty and painful and bad.”


I decided I’d had just about enough talking, so I pulled back and thrust into her in one long slow stroke, making her squeak in surprise at the sudden movement. I put my hands on her hips to steady myself and started moving in a smooth roll of my hips, forward and up, back and down. She groaned and came again, squirming beneath me as I fucked her ass deeply. She gripped the sheet beneath her and groaned almost constantly, her cries sharpening with each thrust as she lost herself in the sensations. I settled my weight across her back carefully and whispered to her that I loved her as I took shorter strokes in this position. She mewled wordlessly, lost in pleasure and I followed her orders and bit her hard on the neck just where it met the muscles of her shoulder.


She screamed, going wild beneath me again, tossing her head and cumming hard. I could feel her squeezing my cock with her ass, milking me and I was right there with her, hunching my shoulders and crying out around the mouthful of her flesh I refused to let go of. I thrust into her as fast as I could, both of us making an alarming amount of noise. She was babbling in Spanish at me. “SI, PAPI!” she screamed, calling me her Daddy over and over again.


When my orgasm finally abandoned me, it seemed like hours had passed. I loosened my jaws from her neck and kissed it tenderly, loving each dent in her skin with my lips, sucking and kissing and licking even while she still muttered the word Papi again and again like a mantra. I was still buried in her ass and I started moving again, thrusting slowly as she whimpered in passion beneath me, her voice trembling. “Ooooh, Papito!” she breathed, moving against me again as we started to fuck for what I knew would be the final time tonight, possibly for several nights.


“Fuck me!” she begged. “Make me yours!” She pushed her ass up at me insistently and I thrust back just as hard, pushing her back down onto the pillow with each thrust, faster and faster until it was like her hips were bouncing between my cock and the pillow. I shifted position and bit the other side of her neck, holding on and fucking her through one orgasm and then a second one as I held her neck in my teeth, marking her as mine the way she’d marked me as hers. She shrieked and quaked beneath me as the third one approached and I knew that we were staring in the face of a double knock-out. I was close and we were both covered in sweat from the exertion. I pounded into her, my hips flying as I chased my orgasm.


She screamed and I felt her ass clamp down on me again. I saw stars and released her neck as I screamed my own orgasm, throwing back my head and burying myself to the hilt in her tight ass. My entire body lurched in tune with the spasms in my cock as I sprayed jet after jet of cum into her ass, making her squeal and gibber her approval in a mix of Spanish and English. My head spun and I watched my vision narrow to a single speck before I lost all contact with the outside world.


I woke up in the shower, the spray of cold water shocking me back to awareness before the water warmed up. I murmured and then Beck was lowering Gina into my arms. She clung to me and we trembled together as the hot water sprayed over us. Beck and Lana were naked and followed us into the shower, knowing that we were in no condition to clean ourselves up. Beck took Gina from me and Lana knelt beside me, washing me lovingly as I slowly woke up, smiling drunkenly at her. She smiled back and lathered my hair for my fourth shower of the day.


“We have to keep meeting like this,” I murmured to her.


“I thought the phrase was ‘we have to STOP meeting like this’,” she pointed out with a grin.


“Nah,” I scoffed. “I mean, it IS, but I don’t wanna stop meeting like this. It feels nice to have people around to care for me when I need it.”


She grinned. “I know,” she said and washed my entire body, paying particular attention to my cock as was proper for the use I’d been putting it to. It was still VERY sensitive and I squirmed as she handled it, shuddering at even her gentle touch. She washed me completely and then helped me stand up so she could wash my back. Beck was taking care of Gina and I hoped she was okay with being touched that way by another woman. If not, we’d talk it over and make sure it never happened again. For now though, I was too destroyed to clean myself up, forget being able to do it for her.


When we were clean, the four of us left the shower and Lana and Beck dried us off before the four of us cleaned up the towels and washcloth, dropping them in the laundry to be done tomorrow.


We all climbed into bed and we all passed out in a tangle of arms and legs. I was awake long enough to feel Dawn climb onto the bed and settle herself before exhaustion rolled me under.


Chapter 25


I woke up Sunday feeling like something wasn’t right. I grimaced without opening my eyes, wishing that I’d remembered to close the curtains. Then I remembered I didn’t have a window and opened my eyes. The light seemed terribly bright and I winced. The girls were still asleep, curled up around me, but Dawn was gone.


“I thought you were waiting until the last test results came in,” Patty’s voice startled me for a moment and I gasped.


“What?” I asked, confused. “Wait, what?”


“The girls don’t have their final HIV screening done yet, Matt,” she said getting up from the office chair. Her voice was annoyed.


“We ARE waiting,” I said quietly. “Even if I was in the mood to stop waiting, Gina wore me out so completely that I couldn’t. It might still be broken.”


She arched an eyebrow. “Then why are they naked and here if you were just with Gina last night?”


“Because we both needed to be carried to the shower,” I told her. “Even after I woke up, I needed help. Gina didn’t seem to be in any better shape. Believe me, this close to them being able to take the test, we’re not gonna screw up. I’m sure they’re both fine, but that paperwork is important for all of us. We don’t want to screw that up.”


She nodded and seemed to relax. “That’s a relief,” she admitted. “I was worried when they didn’t come home last night.”


“You let Dawn out?” I asked.


She nodded. “About twenty minutes ago. She was happy to see me. She was trying to wake you and looked like she was close to having an accident.”


“We should get a dog door installed and fence in the backyard so she can wander in and out,” I mused. “I know they make electronic ones that only open if they detect a chip in the dog’s collar.”


She smiled. “Getting tired of getting up with her in the mornings?” she asked playfully.


“No, but last night was exhausting and I’m looking forward to many more nights like that. I’d rather not lock her out of here, so having a system for her to get out on her own seems like a good alternative.”


She shrugged. “You could always just put her out in the yard overnight,” she suggested. “Wasn’t it you who told me that she was bred for the Arctic Circle?”


“I did,” I chuckled. “We’ll work it out. So does your being here mean you’re about to pull the blankets and give someone a spanking?” I asked with a smile.


“Not necessarily,” she allowed with a small smile of her own. “I got more than I bargained for the last time I played that particular trick.”


“True,” I said. “You know this feels more like home now that we’re all back to normal. I’ve missed having you and Dan around. I know you’re right next door, but this summer, we were one family. It feels good to be getting back to that.”


She smiled at me and pulled the office chair over so we could continue to talk while the girls slept around me. “We’ll be around a little more now that we know things are okay,” she assured me. We were staying away to give you some space to find your feet again, so to speak.”


I nodded. “I figured it was something like that,” I said. “I’d prefer to have my family than my footing,” I said gently. “Don’t stay away.”


“Promise,” she said with a smile. “So tell me about Cheryl,” she said, changing topics. “I’ve heard that she won’t be coming back. What happened?”


“She couldn’t handle sex,” I said sadly. “She told everyone she was ready, but she started having flashbacks and rather than tell me and stop so we could deal with them, she pretended everything was fine until she exploded. I didn’t hear much of it other than what happened at lunch yesterday, but Beck said it was pretty bad. She was getting closer and closer to accusing me of being just the same as the guys from that party.”


“That’s terrible!” she said, disappointed. “You had no idea she was in distress?”


I shook my head. “Is that really so surprising? No one had any idea how much distress I was in over Miranda, me included. Victoria didn’t see how much distress Mom was in until it was too late. We all hide our pain. Hers ate at her until she turned it outward at me. The girls got Alice to take her on as a patient. That’s the most we can do for her right now.”


“You intend to do more for her down the road?” she asked, surprised.


“I did promise to put her through college,” I pointed out. I didn’t mention that I’d made a vague promise to do the same for her daughter in twenty years. I didn’t think she’d want that from me, but if she did, she could seek me out when it was time and ask for my help.


“She was here for a week. That doesn’t warrant a full ride to college,” Patty said sternly. “You need to take a step back from offering to help people like that. They’re taking advantage of you.”


I nodded. “I know. Lana’s told me the same thing. I keep my promises though. I promise, I’ll scale back on making fresh ones though.”


She nodded and looked at her watch. “I suppose I should go start breakfast,” she admitted. “Will you be joining us at the table or are you going back to sleep?”


I glanced at the clock and saw that it was late enough that I probably should get up. “We all need to start training ourselves to get up for school this week anyway,” I admitted and leaned over to kiss Lana.


She woke slowly and purred when she realized I was kissing her. She threw her arms around me and kissed me back hard before her eyes fluttered open.


“Your mother would like to know what you’d like for breakfast,” I told her, nodding in Patty’s direction.


She sat up, unconcerned and smiled at her mother. “Hi, Mom!” she said sweetly. “I’m not all that hungry, but Matt wants four scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, toast and home fries, juice, milk and he may need a cup of coffee.” She listed it all off on her fingers and giggled.


“Burned a lot of energy last night, huh?” Patty asked with a knowing smirk.


“Not THAT much!” I said dryly, giving Lana a look. “Two eggs and either bacon or sausage is fine if that’s what you’re making.”


“We’ll see,” she allowed. “For now, wake the rest of the girls and let them decide how hungry they are.”


I woke Gina next with a kiss and a gentle hug. She opened her eyes sleepily and beamed at me, throwing her arms around my neck and kissing me even harder. “I love you so much!” she gushed. “Thank you for last night! How do you feel? Is your back sore? Let me take a look at it.” She grabbed my good shoulder and practically flipped me over so she could trace the scratches all over my back. She clearly hadn’t noticed we had company yet. “These still look deep. Are you sure you aren’t mad about it?”


“Christ, Matt!” Patty exclaimed, seeing my back. “You weren’t kidding about her using you up!”


Gina’s head whipped around at the unexpected voice and she shrieked, realizing that she was naked and that she was face to face with Lana’s mother. She dove for the blankets, covering up as best as she could as Lana tried not to laugh.


That caused Beck to stir. “Are you two fucking again?!!?” she mumbled because of all the frantic motion on the bed. “What time izzit?”


“It’s time to get up,” Patty announced, leaning over to swat Beck’s bare ass to speed her along.


“Hey!” she said sharply, jumping in surprise. “That’s by invitation only!” She sat up and stretched, unconcerned that her mother was watching. “What’s for breakfast?”


“Nothing if you don’t get your ass to the table,” Patty teased her.


“M-Mrs. Powers, I...” Gina stammered, mortified and trying to recover.


I rolled over and sat up, wrapping my arms around her and turned her head to look at me. Her eyes were wide with panic and I kissed her gently. “It’s okay. Patty came to check on us when she saw the girls hadn’t slept in their beds. She’s been in this room more than once before, during and after sex to help out.”


She came to sit on the edge of the bed and took one of Gina’s hands. “Relax, Gina,” she said giving her hand a squeeze. “You’re where you belong. No one’s mad or disappointed or judging you. I’ve helped carry Matt and the girls to the shower after they knocked themselves out. If I’d been here last night, I would have done it for you too.”


She didn’t seem to be quite so bad as the day that Lana had nearly panicked, but she was still shaking like a leaf. I held her close and kissed her neck, noticing that she had some lovely bruising from the bites last night and I wondered idly how mine looked.


“Gina honey,” I said softly. “Patty loves us all. She helped Beck and I learn when Beck asked me to take her ass. She helps us clean up after sex when we’re too broken to stand up on our own and she helps feed us when our appetites catch up to us afterwards. What Lana and Beck did for us last night, they learned from her.”


She nodded a little and turned to cling to me like a life-preserver.


“It might also help you to know that I’ve been in that bed, so I know how good it feels to be where you are,” Patty said gently.


Gina gasped and looked at her in shock. “You and Matt?” she whispered.


Patty nodded and smiled. “It only happened once and it’s not a secret in the family. Obviously we don’t scream about it in public, but we all discussed it beforehand and decided it was okay. I might be a little jealous when you have trouble walking, but you make Matt happy and he needs more of that in his life.”


“Wow!” she said, still processing the idea that I’d been with Patty. “Can I ask you a question?” she asked, biting her lip.


“Sure,” Patty nodded.


“How could you give it up?” she asked. “What we did last night was SOOOOO good! I still can’t believe it all happened!”


Patty laughed and leaned in to hug her and kiss her cheek softly. “That happened over the summer and our lives got torn apart right after school started. You know a little about that, I think. We just never got the chance to go again.”


She nodded. “And Mr. Powers was okay with you and Matt...” she trailed off.


“Dan was the one that asked me,” I told her softly. “It’s because of him that I agreed.”


“Wow!” she said, forgetting her nudity for the moment in the realization that I’d been with Patty. “So does that mean you’re gonna get back together with him now that everything is good?”


Patty shrugged. “Who knows?” she said dismissively. “I think Matt’s spoken for, so probably not unless things change.”


“Once the girls are all back from vacation and things normalize, we’ll talk about it,” I told her with a knowing smile. “You have a way of minimizing your needs that I’ve come to recognize.”


“And you have too many demands on your time right now,” she said simply.


“Oh, I couldn’t take that again any time soon!” Gina assured her. “It was soooo good, but so exhausting. I can only imagine how bad cheer practice is gonna be tomorrow.” She giggled at that thought. “They’re all gonna know what happened.”


Things were starting to get back to normal, so I gave Beck a kiss and then I got out of bed, not worrying about being naked in front of any of them. I got dressed and picked up my weight to work on my arm. I’d let this go for the last few days, but I’d been having so much sex that relied on me holding myself up on my arms that I thought I was getting roughly the same workout. They watched me and got dressed slowly, chatting pleasantly as I limbered up.


“How’re you feeling today?” Beck asked. She glanced at my leg and arched an eyebrow questioningly.


I thought about it, flexing my leg slowly. “Good!” I said, surprised. “I thought after walking all day yesterday that I’d be sore, but ... it feels normal!”


“That’s GREAT news!” she gushed. “Are you gonna start back into working out more then?”


“Hell yeah!” I said enthusiastically. “I’ve lost too much time already. I have to pick up a gym membership for a couple of weeks until the Harvard campus is open. It’s too dirty to run outside.”


I finished up with my shoulder and then the five of us went upstairs. My leg really didn’t hurt. I was amazed at the change and I couldn’t wait to tell Diego that I’d had a breakthrough there. I actually favored it going up the stairs, hopping up on one leg to give it a little extra test. It felt better than fine. I felt energized.


We gathered up Mom and Lilly and made the trek next door after I brought Dawn in so she could have her breakfast too. I hopped the fence, showing off a little, but mostly just celebrating my mobility.


We had a pleasant meal together with Patty and Lilly serving everyone eggs, bacon, sausage, toast, home fries, juice, milk, tea and coffee depending on whatever people were in the mood for.


“So what are your plans for the day?” Patty asked once we were all settled. I noticed that Gina and I had been given larger portions of everything and I gave her a knowing look.


“Well, we’re going shopping for Gina,” I said simply. “She wants to pick up supplies to make me something. She’s into sewing her own clothes and she’s REALLY good at it, so we’re gonna look at sewing machines for her.”


“How do you know I’m good at it?” Gina wanted to know, looking at me directly.


“Easy,” I said with a grin. “I’ve been hanging around you for months and I never once suspected your clothes weren’t brand label. I bet nobody else can tell either.”


She blushed and ducked her head. “Well, there was never really a lot of money for clothes and extras so I figured out how to do it myself,” she admitted sheepishly.


“It’s still an awesome skill to have,” I said, admiringly. “SOMEONE slipped a book into my reading material about sewing costumes once when I was in the hospital, but I never did take it up or look into who put it in there.”


“I did it,” Lilly admitted. “I was hoping you’d be useful for something when I made it big and needed stage costumes. Another dream smashed. Thanks.”


We laughed at that and Gina asked her about costumes.


“I play guitar,” Lilly said. “I’m teaching myself piano too, but I’m taking lessons for guitar right now. I want to be a singer when I’m older.”


“You’ll need the rest of a band too,” Gina pointed out.


“I’ve already got that covered. My friends are into music too. I have a drummer and a keyboardist and a base player. We practice a lot.”


“Just thankfully at her friends’ houses,” Mom said with a smile. “I’ve never heard your friends play, so I don’t know what the bunch of you sound like together.”


“Just keep Matt away from my guitar,” she warned. “Leave him with it for an hour and he’d have it figured out, tuned it professionally and written three Grammy-winning songs with it. Follow your own dreams, Dickhead,” she warned and stuck her tongue out at me.


I laughed, much preferring this approach to the passive-aggressive sabotage she’d been performing on my life in the past. “That was our agreement,” I said. “Hell, when you’re ready to start performing and put up a YouTube channel, I’ll post the links on my Twitter and mention it on my channel.”


“Really?” she asked, surprised. “You’ll do that?”


“Sure,” I said. “Once your band’s ready to go, start recording video of some of your songs and once you post them, I’ll link them. That should get you enough traffic to buy drumsticks once in a while.”


“Ha, ha,” she said sarcastically. “You’re all heart.”


“Hey, before Halloween, my channel was lucky to make me enough to go to a movie,” I pointed out to her.


“And now you could produce a movie. It sickens me,” she sighed.


“Well, I expect that a lot of the popularity will die down after April,” I admitted. “Once the charity event is done, people won’t be keeping tabs on me.”


“You should post an update soon,” Lana reminded me. “Now that your leg feels better, people will want to know.”


“That’s true,” I admitted. “We should go though. I know from experience that shopping doesn’t happen in a minute.” We were finished eating and I started gathering up plates, taking them out and loading the dishwasher to save Patty and Lilly cleaning up. I came back to the table and kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks for breakfast,” I told her affectionately.


“Hey!” Lilly protested. “I helped too, you know!”


I kissed her on the cheek and thanked her too, making her freak out about being gross. I laughed and was tempted to lean in to nip at her neck, but didn’t want to push her today since we were all in a good mood.


I was about to straighten up when Patty grabbed me by the ear. “These are new,” she commented, fingering the bite marks on my neck. “I don’t know how you’re planning on covering those up for school.”


I laughed. “I’m not covering anything up,” I told her truthfully. “Let people notice. What are they gonna do? Avoid me? Most of them already do and the rest will want to know how I got them.”


Gina blushed, but didn’t cover up her neck either. “I guess we kind of got carried away,” she admitted sheepishly.


“Yeah,” Beck smirked. “To the shower.” That got some laughter.


“Are you girls coming with us today?” I asked Lana and Beck.


They exchanged a look and shook their heads. “You two should spend the day together,” Lana said with a smile. “We’ll see you for dinner later though.”


I nodded and kissed each of them before Gina and I slipped out and went back home so she could pack up her overnight bag. “Not staying tonight?” I asked, keeping the disappointment out of my voice or so I thought.


“Not tonight,” she said with a smile. “I’ll be back though, not like that puta, Cheryl. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m over the moon with what we did last night.


I decided not to carry cash this time. I’d left the bank account alone so far and wanted to put some purchases on my debit card. I took her hand and we went out to her car. She kissed me sweetly and we drove off. I had no idea where we were headed other than she needed supplies and wished she had a better sewing machine. If this was her passion, I intended to support it.


“So do you like to sew or was it just the best way to keep your clothes looking as good as they always do?” I asked, making sure to heap praise on her results.


“I love it!” she said with a grin. “It’s kind of awesome when people fall in love with one of my outfits because they tear the mall apart looking for it.” She giggled at that. “I just buy material and do it myself.”


“That’s awesome!” I said, more and more certain we were gonna spoil her today. We drove in to Boston to a sewing shop there and she looked around at the machines. I started looking more closely at one that looked like an antique when she wandered off.


“Let me guess,” someone said from behind me. “Bored, disinterested boyfriend, right?”


I turned and looked at the young woman who was looking at me knowingly, taking in the bite marks on my neck with a smile.


“Actually, I’m more of a curious, supportive boyfriend,” I corrected her, glancing around for Gina, but she was at the other end of the store, looking at something. “My girlfriend’s been making due with a machine that won’t do what she needs it to. I want to get her the best.”


“Okay,” she said with a nod. “What sort of work does she want to do?” she asked, all business.


“She mentioned embroidery, but I get the feeling her machine isn’t up to par for making clothes at the level she can work at. What would be on your wish list if you were setting up a perfect sewing room?”


She thought about it and nodded. “I wouldn’t buy one machine,” she said. “I’d get four. A solid general machine, one for embroidery, a surger and a heavy duty one for working on leather.”


I nodded, taking it all in. The book I’d read on costuming had talked about machines and techniques so I was able to follow most of what she was saying, but only just.


“You’re lost,” she said charitably. “Not to worry. It’s like baseball gloves. Catchers mitts are different from pitchers gloves, right? They’re made specifically for the job they’re meant to do.”


I nodded. “Yeah, I read a book on costuming once, so it kind of makes sense, but it’s her passion, so she knows more about it. Do you have all four of those kinds of machines in the store?”


She shook her head. “I can get you three out of four, but a machine that does leather is more expensive than we carry normally. You can GET a cheaper one that can do the job, but the models that I’d pick for working with leather in a dream shop would run several thousand dollars. What sort of a budget do you have for today?” she asked, leading me to a shelf to look at general machines.


“Do you get commission?” I asked, looking at the prices.


“I wish!” she laughed and I smiled. “Honestly, we don’t do enough business to make commission worth paying out. If I sell two machines in a day, the owner’s ecstatic.”


“Well, money really isn’t an issue,” I confirmed for her. “I want the best machines we can get for her and I’d appreciate a lead on the fourth one if you know where we can buy one.”


“You sure?” she said. “Three machines can run you a couple of thousand dollars and you’ll want some of the software for the embroidery machine.”


I nodded. “We’ve got it covered,” I said certainly. “Let’s start shopping.” She helped me pick out the best surger they had in stock along with an embroidery machine and stacked them behind the counter for me before she showed me a few different general machines. She recommended one that wasn’t quite as expensive as the other two. “Why this one?” I asked curiously.


“The other two have embroidery settings,” she said. “You don’t need them. This is the best machine for what you want it for.”


“All I need it to do is put a smile on her face,” I said with a laugh. “She’s the one that’ll make it do magic.”


She smiled and we took it to the counter while I went to find Gina. She was looking over fabrics and had a few bolts tucked under her arm. “There you are!” she said and grinned at me. “Are you bored yet?”


“Nope, but I decided to come and see what you needed,” I told her.


“Well, I’m choosing fabrics and then I’ll pick up threads and notions to match,” she said. “Notions are all the little things that go into making clothes like buttons and zippers and stuff like that.”


I nodded and took the bolts from her. “I’m here for grunt work and financial support,” I told her. You pick out the stuff for the most part.”


“For the most part?” she repeated.


“Well, if you’re planning on making me something, shouldn’t I get a little input on the color? I’ve worn pink, but it’s not my best color.”


She giggled and started going through the racks. “I promise, no pink,” she confirmed, adding another bolt of cloth to the pile. We wandered around for another hour picking up smalls and carrying them to the counter. She still had no idea I’d asked the store clerk for help with the machines. “Are you sure we’re gonna be okay to get all this?” she asked, seeing the rather large pile of sewing gear we’d put together.”


“I had the limit on my card raised a while back,” I told her. “We’re fine.” She started looking at the bolts and was about to tell the girl how much she wanted cut off each bolt and I shook my head. “Just take the bolt,” I suggested. “I’m sure you can use the material for other things down the road.”


“Some of it,” she admitted, but dug her heels in on other things, getting it measured and cut for her.


The clerk rang up all the material and the various supplies she’d picked up and gave me a total which I paid gladly.


“Now, did you look around at the machines?” I asked Gina, hiding my smile.


“I did a little,” she said and led me over to one of the machines and explained that it would do everything she needed it to do. “It’s not too much, is it?”


I stroked my chin, looking at it critically. The price was less than half the price of the embroidery machine I picked out. “I dunno,” I said. “I don’t think it’s good enough for you. I mean, you’re serious about making your own clothes. So don’t you think you should have the right tools rather than make due with what you can get by with?”


She bit her lip and shrugged. “I’d love to have that one,” she pointed to one of the expensive models that we’d skipped over. “It’ll do everything I need and more.”


I nodded. “That looks like a good one,” I said and then led her away from the display and back to the counter where the saleswoman was waiting for us. She smiled at Gina and put the surger up on the counter for her to inspect.


Gina looked at it with interest, but frowned at both of us. “This isn’t the kind of machine I was looking at though,” she protested.


The woman nodded and put the general machine on the counter next to it. “Right,” she said. “You were getting a general machine. This one is one of the best.”


She looked at me suspiciously. “It is, but I needed one that would do some embroidering work like that one we were just looking at.”


She turned back to the counter when the clerk put the third machine on the counter. “This is what you want for embroidering,” she said. “It does it so much better than that other machine.”


“You set me up,” she accused me, fighting to hide her delight at the machines. “This is too much though. I can’t ask you to buy all this.”


“You didn’t,” I told her lightly. “I volunteered and I’m happy to do it.” I nodded to the clerk who started ringing them up. “This is your passion. This is what I can do to help you nurture it.”


She still looked irritated at the extravagance. “Let me do this,” I urged her. “It’s important to me. Last year when things got bad, Lilly started to resent me because things are easy for me. She’s right. I could pick up her guitar and learn it in a few hours and be better at it in a day than people who’ve put in years of practice and work. I’ll never touch a guitar for that reason. That’s Lilly’s dream. I know what it’s like to see someone else living your dream so I don’t take that from her.” I picked up the debit machine while we talked and punched in my PIN. “You love to sew. I don’t want to steal your thunder by getting involved in the nuts and bolts of it, but I want you to be able to indulge your love of it to the best of your ability. That means having the best tools to work with.”


I smiled at her and took the receipt from the clerk, tucking it into the bag with the rest of our gear. I looked at the three boxes and then looked between them. “Now that we have machines picked out, I get the sense that you need to shop for more accessories. Machines use needles and stuff, right?”


“Yeah. They need some of their own stuff,” she admitted.


“Alright,” I said. “Give me your keys and I’ll start hauling stuff to the car while the two of you figure out what you need. While you’re at it, pick up replacements for anything you have that’s worn out or getting close to it.”


“You’re too good to me,” she said and kissed me deeply before pressing her keys into my hand.


“Are you kidding?” I asked with a grin. “I’m working hard to manage to be good ENOUGH for you.” I kissed her again and picked up the lightest of the machines and made my way back to the car.


I locked it in the trunk, making sure there was plenty of room for the other two machines and returned to the store where Gina was shopping with the saleswoman. I picked up the heaviest of the machines this time, figuring that I’d get it out of the way in case it was too much for my shoulder, but I favored my left arm and got it into the trunk without any problems. I felt pretty good so I hauled the third machine out and put it in the trunk without any problems, figuring we could handle the bags when we were ready to leave.


I was secretly thrilled that we’d gotten exactly what she wanted. I wanted to spoil her and help her make her dreams come true. She certainly loved designing her own clothes. I joined the two of them and helped them haul things to the counter. There wasn’t a LOT, per se, but everything for a sewing machine seemed to be the size of a book of matches, so there were a lot of tiny little boxes and packages. We finally got them squared away and I paid for everything while we got ready to go.


“Hang on one sec,” the clerk said and picked up the phone, talking quietly with whoever she called. She nodded a lot and then jotted down a name and number before hanging up. “That was the store owner,” she explained, coming back. “I told her about what you’d bought and what you were looking for and she didn’t know anywhere short of the manufacturer that would sell one, but she DOES know someone that recently bought one and thought they might be interested in selling the old one if you don’t mind a used machine.”


I grinned and took the note, looking at it. I blinked and then laughed hard.


“What’s so funny?” Gina asked.


“It’s Mark and Char,” I said. “They’re the people that made my shield. They do costuming professionally. They did my whole Captain America costume.”


“Wait! You’re THAT GUY?!!?” the cashier blurted. “Seriously?!!?”


I nodded and laughed some more, passing her the note back. “I’ll call Mark and Char in a bit and see if they’re interested in selling.”


“Selling WHAT exactly?” Gina wanted to know, looking back and forth between us.


“She suggested getting a heavy duty machine that can handle leather,” I told her.


“NO!” she said, stamping her foot and crossing her arms adamantly, surprising me. “Do you know how expensive those machines are?”


I shrugged. “Not really, but you obviously want one since you’ve priced them.”


“They cost THOUSANDS of dollars!” she said. “We are NOT going to spend that much money on a sewing machine! I mean it, Mister.”


“Okay!” I relented. “I still think we should call them about it though.” I picked up the bags and thanked the girl for helping us shop and then led Gina back to the car.


“Why do you think we should call them?” Gina asked suspiciously.


I looked at her and smiled as I unlocked the trunk and gave her back her keys. “Mark and Char make costumes for movies and TV. Designing and making clothes is something you love, you’re good at and you’re passionate about. I happen to know they’re getting swamped with extra work because SOMEONE keeps mentioning them in YouTube videos.” I let all that sink in.


Chapter 26


She gaped at me. “You want to see if they’ll hire me?” she asked.


“It seems perfect. They need help, you have skills, they can teach you new ones and you can probably arrange to work a few days a week after school when we don’t have cheer.”


We got in the car and she pulled me to her, kissing me passionately, Her hands holding the back of my head. When she broke the kiss, she was looking at me with a burning passion that made me a little worried for my well-being and eager for whatever peril came along with it. “If I wasn’t so sore down there today, I’d fuck you right here,” she told me.


“If I wasn’t so sore down there, I’d be all for it,” I told her, taking her hand. My cock did ache, but it was a good ache. “Let me call over and see what they have to say. That might be our plan for the afternoon to go meet them.”


She nodded and I took out my phone, calling their number.


“Hello?” Mark said, answering the phone.


“Hi, Mark,” I said brightly. “It’s Matt. How’re you doing?”


“Matt!” he said excitedly. “Hi. I was hoping to talk to you before Emmy got back. We talked to our supplier and between us, we figured out what you got for the shield. It’s actually a military grade armor plating. Tough as Hell. The good news is that they aren’t making a stink about getting it back. The bad news is that they can’t get any more of it for us. It’s not for sale to the public.”


“Fair enough. What about Titanium?” I asked. “I know it’s not cheap, but it’s not like it’s gold. It’s used for armor plating and it’s available, right?”


“That would work. You’re comfortable with the cost of that?” he asked delicately.


“Absolutely. Let me know the cost and I’ll get you the money. I can pay in cash, check or electronic transfer. Whatever you prefer.”


“It’s probably two grand in Titanium and then another few thousand for the other parts like the motors and lights and the controllers you wanted.”


“I’m fine with that,” I told him. “I’d actually like to spend some time with you on designing the helmet to house the gear at some point. That’s not actually what I’m calling for today though.”


“Oh? Another plan in mind?” he asked, amused. “What’s on your plate this time?”


“Actually, I’ve got a couple of things I wanted to chew your ear about. One of my girls is kind of a genius with designing and sewing wardrobe and I wondered if you two were still swamped with work. She’s really good and self taught. I thought since you do that kind of work, you can teach her some new tricks and she can help ease the workload.”


“How good is she really?” he asked. “We’ve got a ton of stuff we’re working on, but I’m not sure we have a huge amount of time to train her right now.”


“She sews a lot of her own clothes and I couldn’t tell they weren’t designer until she told me. She’s been using a regular home use machine and I haven’t seen it, but I get the sense that it isn’t a very good machine. We just bought her a bunch of new gear for her home workshop, but your name came up when I asked the shop owner about a machine that could do leather. She suggested I give you a call since you guys just replaced one and she thought you might sell the old one. When she gave me your name, the light clicked on and I thought she might be the answer to your workload problems and you might be the answer to her career problems.”


“We did indeed buy a new machine recently. We’re planning to keep the old one though for a backup. Why don’t you bring her out and we can show her around the shop. We’re here tinkering around all day. Just open the door and barge right in.”


“Will do,” I said. “Thanks, Mark.”


“My pleasure. Charmaine will probably weep with relief if she can sew a straight line and read a pattern,” he confided in me with a laugh and said goodbye.


“You dick!” she smacked me lightly. “You told him we were looking for a machine. I told you they’re too expensive.”


“He said they’re keeping it for a backup anyway,” I told her lightly. “You might get to use it at work though.”


Her eyes lit up. “They want me to work for them?!!?”


“They want to meet you and see what you can do. Let’s drop your machines off and then stop by the house. I need to pick up some money for them. Then we can go over and you can see the shop where they work.”


She started the car, practically vibrating with excitement at the prospect of having a job doing what she loved. I envied her. She had direction to her life and a passion to see it through. I had so much potential that I could go in any direction I wanted and excel. It created its own distraction at times.


We rushed home and we started taking her new gear into the house, telling Louisa excitedly about the machines and the job. Louisa was surprised and overwhelmed by the news. Gina wouldn’t let me carry the machines, lugging them in herself while I explained to both of her parents about how I’d talked to Mark about her working for them part time.


“Does she really need a part time job?” Louisa asked with a slight frown.


“As far as I’m concerned, neither she nor her mother need to work,” I said simply. “But I’m learning that Latina women are fiercely proud and the best thing I can do is bow to their better judgment.”


Miguel laughed and then covered it with a cough when his wife gave him a dirty look. She came over to look at me and turned my head so she could look at my neck, the bite marks clearly evident.


“I see you’re learning many things about Latina women,” she said and I wondered suddenly if I was in trouble. She saw the look in my eyes and took my head in her hands. She looked me in the eyes and smiled, kissing both of my cheeks. “My daughter has told me what you’ve said to her about what has happened to her. She tells me how you treat her and what she feels for you. You’re a good boy. You treat my Gina right and she’ll make you happy and fat.”


I could feel my cheeks redden and I smiled back. “I will. If I ever treated her wrong, she’d make me thin from running for my life. She keeps reminding me Latina women are fierce.”


“I can see her reminders,” Miguel cut in with another laugh. “It reminds me of when we were their age Louisa.”


Louisa gave him another sharp look, but there was the beginning of a smile in her eyes. “So tell us more about this job,” she commanded me, settling herself on the sofa and patting the cushion beside her.


I sat down and told them about Mark and Charmaine and how they were the people who made my Halloween costume. “They do a lot more than costumes, but they have so much work right now that they need help. I never would have guessed that Gina’s clothes were made by hand. They look as good or better than anything the other girls wear. So I told him that and I told him that she wasn’t working with the newest or professional equipment, so he wants to meet her. She’ll be able to help them with their wardrobe jobs, they’ll be able to teach her new skills and help her branch out into other kinds of special effects if she wants to pursue a career in the movies behind the scenes. Everyone wins.”


Miguel nodded. “They wouldn’t need an electrician, would they?” he asked. “I’ve always got a little time on my hands.”


“I can ask,” I said lightly. “They do effects for all kind of productions, so there’s always something new to do. There’s a lot of artistry and more than a little mechanical engineering, but everything runs on electricity. I’ll see what he has to say.”


He nodded. “By the way, thank you for the presents you got for Hector last week when you were shopping. He’s never had so many toys at once.”


“Hector’s a good kid,” I said with a grin. “I was happy to get him something. We were out shopping for the girls and it didn’t seem right to buy for them and not give him the chance to get in on the fun.”


He nodded. “He looks up to you a lot,” he confided. “He always asks Gina if he can tag along when she goes over to see you.”


I grinned. “He’s gonna get his chance,” I promised. “Once Louisa starts helping us out, I told her that she can have Hector take the bus to our place to do his homework there. He’s always welcome to hang out, whether I’m there or not. Dawn loves him and my sister’s not too much older than him, so she’ll be someone he can talk to when we’re tied up.”


“Speaking of that, how do you want me to handle the schedule?” Louisa asked.


“Well for tomorrow, just stop by home. We’ll have to show you where Frank’s place is and where my Dad’s apartment is. I think the best idea most days is to get them out of the way early in the day on days when you clean them. I can’t imagine they need you every day, so you should be able to do them each twice a week and then have a morning off to do whatever you need to for yourself. My place sees the most traffic so I’d like it to get cleaned up Monday, Wednesday and Friday afternoons. Then if you have Patty and Dan’s place on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons, Hector can get off the bus at our place every day and you’re no further than next door. Does that sound reasonable?”


She nodded and smiled, patting my cheek. “That sounds fine. Which morning would you like me to take off?”


I shrugged. “Well if you took Wednesday off, you could do one place on Monday and Thursday and the other on Tuesday and Friday. If you took Friday, you could split them up into Monday-Wednesday and Tuesday-Thursday. Which you’d prefer is up to you though. Just let Dad and Frank know when they have to clean up after themselves and you’re good.”


“And how will we do the billing?” she asked next.


“Dad’s gonna handle that for me,” I said honestly. “He’s got an information package for you at his place and he’s taking a little time off so that he can be there when we get there tomorrow so he can meet you and show you around. You’re going to be salaried, full-time and that’ll come with benefits. He’s doing the paperwork for me because he’s an accountant and he set up a corporation to handle all the income I’ve made since people my age are sort of shackled on what we can do with money. If you have a checking account, just bring a void check and he’ll arrange direct deposit weekly for you.”


“Benefits?” she said, surprised. “What sort of benefits?”


“Medical insurance, dental, vision. If you have good coverage, we can factor that into your salary if you’d prefer. If you can use the coverage though, it’s there for you.”


“How can you do this? I’m just cleaning houses for you.”


I nodded. “And I’m employing you full-time. I kind of have to pay you benefits because of that.” I shrugged. “It might seem like a lot, but it’s a lot less than I want to do for you. You’re family. Latina women may be fierce, but I always take care of family, one way or another.”


Miguel seemed overwhelmed by the gesture. “I can’t tell you what this means,” he said with obvious relief.


“Hopefully if it means Hector is going to the dentist, you won’t tell him it’s all my fault,” I said, hoping to lighten the mood some.


Louisa laughed. “No, his teeth are good, but we’re worried he might need glasses. This will get him help with that.”


I nodded, thankful I’d talked to Dad about that and made the arrangements with Dad and Howard to set up the LLC and get the insurance coverage for her. “Well, Dad will have an insurance card for you, Miguel and Gina. I don’t think Hector needs one quite yet, but when he does, we’ll get him one.”


We were interrupted by Gina as she swept into the room and plopped down in my lap, giving me a quick kiss before beaming at her parents. Her mother reached up and grabbed her chin, tilting her head aside to look at her bite marks. “I see you’re learning a GREAT deal about Latina women,” she said dryly. “Just don’t bite off more than you can chew.”


She started asking her in Spanish how everything had gone between the two of us, clearly wanting to have a semi-private conversation without leaving the room. I wasn’t going to say anything, but Gina told her I was fluent in Spanish.


She blinked and looked at me in surprise. I nodded and shrugged. “I took German this year instead.”


She shrugged in defeat. “Alright then, how did things go, Gina?” she asked in English this time.


“Perfect, Mama,” she said and hugged me tight. “If it had been any more perfect, we might not have been able to walk today though. We’re both a little sore.”


I wasn’t particularly embarrassed. I was used to Patty coming in to see how we were performing and used to the family gatherings around the table afterwards.


“So long as it was everything you needed it to be,” she said with a wistful look that said she wished that need had never been there. I understood. I shared that feeling.


“I’ll tell you all about it later, Mama,” she said. “I promise, but now I want to go and see Matt’s friends about the job. They said we could come over any time today.”


I kissed her cheek. “You should bring a couple of examples of your work and take a picture of your old machine to show them what you used to make it,” I suggested. “It’ll help them see not only what you can do, but what you had to work with. Their machines are gonna be better than even what we got you today, so they’ll know that you’ll be able to work bigger miracles when you’ve got access to the professional machines.”


She grinned and kissed me again before bouncing out of my lap and bounding off to her room to look for something to bring with her.


While we waited for her, the three of us chatted about the summer and the trip I was planning. “Gina said that you were leaning toward coming with us to California,” I said lightly. “I’m glad. I hope we can all finalize plans soon.”


Miguel nodded. “We’re thinking about it,” he said. “It’s a good opportunity to see some of our family out there. On the other hand, that’s the time of year that I get the most work.”


I nodded. “Do you have your Electrical Engineering certification?” I asked.


He shook his head. “No, just an electrician,” he said and I nodded.


“Let’s look into how to get your certifications upgraded,” I suggested. “The more of those you have, the easier it is to find work and find steady work instead of project to project jobs. I know you don’t want me to do a lot for you directly, but let me help with this. I don’t want to see you struggle when you’ve got the drive and you just need the paperwork. I’m taking Electrical Engineering now, so we can study together on some things.”


He thought about it and nodded. “Things would be easier if I had better certifications. I already do more than an electrician’s job. The engineer comes along and looks at my work for five minutes and signs off on it.”


I nodded. “That’s true too often,” I said with a sigh. “Let’s see if we can get you back into school, get you into the union and then you should be able to find a job that lets you take vacation time and breathe a little easier.”


“Oh! To get into the union!” he said as if we were talking about winning the lottery. “That would give me steady work.”


I nodded. “I’m sure we can figure it out together. You know how things work and I’m pretty good at finding a way to make them work for us.”


He nodded. “Speaking of getting things to work for you, Louisa tells me that you asked about Gina moving in with you.”


“I did. Gina wants to be closer to us and we feel the same way about her. I already promised Louisa that she’d have plenty of time to study if you both agreed. We’ll take good care of her and make sure she doesn’t neglect coming back to visit often enough to keep her from missing you.”


He nodded. “We’ve talked about it some and I’m not thrilled with her living with a boy at her age. However, I know that you’d die to keep my Gina safe.” He looked at Louisa and smiled slowly. “We’ll tell her she can start packing up her things once we have a chance to talk with your mother to make sure that she’s okay with it.”


I was surprised and I grinned at both of them. “Thank you for this!” I said and I gave them Mom’s phone number so they could talk to her when we were out.


“You’re sure that she’ll be fine with it?” Louisa asked, a little surprised herself at my certainty.


I nodded. “Gina’s already spending time at the house regularly. We already stocked the bathroom with the brands she normally uses and we have plenty of room. Mom will just look at it like she’s staying overnight indefinitely.”


“Well, if she agrees, then we’ll try it out. So long as her grades don’t slip, she can stay.”


Gina returned at that point and we said goodbye to her parents for now, heading back to the house for me to pick up money for Mark. She was still a bundle of raw energy and we drove in a nervous silence except for me giving her directions until we parked in front of the warehouse that housed their shop.


I hopped out and she brought the bag with her chosen samples of her work. I took her hand and opened the door, leading her inside. “Hello? Mark? Char?” I called out, leading her down one of the aisles filled with old props.


“Back here!” Char called out to us.


I led her back to meet Charmaine and introduced the two of them. “Gina’s a wizard with a sewing machine,” I told her. “I got her to bring a couple of examples of what she’s done and she took a couple of pictures of the machine she used to make them.”


“Well, aren’t you a little match-maker,” she joked, putting on a pair of glasses and asking to see the machine first. Gina showed her the photos on her phone and she tsked. “Mark said you got her some new stuff today?”


“Yep. We got her three different machines for different stuff,” I said.


“Good, give this poor soul a decent burial,” she urged Gina, passing her phone back. “Her best days are behind her and I suspect she’s already given you her all.”


Gina nodded. “I’m gonna post an ad online and give it away to someone that might need it.”


Char shook her head. “That is a machine that’s seen too many miles. I don’t imagine it’s got six months left in it.”


“Oh, I kept it running really well. I had it apart more than it was together, but it’ll run for a while,” Gina told her.


“You do your own maintenance on it?” Char asked, a little surprised.


“I couldn’t afford to take it in to get serviced,” she admitted and pulled out a dress from the bag she had with her. “This is something I made with it not too long ago.”


I looked at the dress more closely and smiled, recognizing it from the Sadie-Hawkins dance.


Char shook it out, looked at the cut and style and then turned it inside out and started looking at the stitching. “You sewed this on that machine? Yeah, I can see where you had trouble. The fabric is way too thick for that poor old warhorse to do right. You did an amazing job of it though. The seams are straight and the stitching is even. Do you have anything in a lighter fabric with you?” she asked.


Gina dipped into the bag eagerly and pulled out a light blouse that looked similar to ones that I’d seen at the mall for a ridiculous price. I smiled at the thought that Gina got the same outfit from a few dollars worth of fabric and skill. She handed it over and Char gave it the same treatment, looking at the seams and the way it was put together.


“Well, thank God for you, Honey,” she said with a sigh of relief. “I have a mountain of work thanks to this little slave-driver and now at least he brings me help.”


Gina blinked. “I’m hired?!” she asked, stunned.


“You’re hired,” Char said. “Confidentially, I would have hired him if he could recognize three parts of a sewing machine, but he’s a guy. The only ones that know their way around a sewing machine wouldn’t be leaving teeth marks on young girls unless they were fighting over the same man.” That made Gina giggle. She was giddy now that she had the job. Char turned to me and gave me a slight smile. “Mark’s upstairs. He said to send you up to brainstorm while I showed your new girlfriend around.” She pointed to the stairs and I nodded, giving Gina a kiss and a hug, congratulating her before I retreated.


“Hello?” I said at the top of the stairs, looking around what looked like an office.


Mark was seated at a design table and glanced up as I came in, shutting the door behind me. “Hi there! I take it Char didn’t kill her?”


“Her exact words were ‘thank God for you, Honey’,” I confirmed and tossed him a $10,000 bundle.


He caught it and looked at it. “Where the Hell did you get this much cash on a Sunday?”


“I have a safe,” I told him. “I keep most of my income in banks, but for stuff like this, I figured you’d want the cash right away for purchases. What are you working on?”


“Your helmet actually,” he said. “I’m trying to figure out how to put all the controllers in it. Do you have any idea how much space it’s gonna take?”


“Yeah, I can give you a good idea,” I said simply and took a pair of the Google Glasses out of my jacket and laid them on the table.


“Not much to them at all, is there?” he asked, surprised.


“Not really,” I admitted. “Some of the bulk is in the casing too. I think if I was farther along in Computer Sciences and Electrical Engineering, I could redesign it specifically for the helmet, but let me tell you what I’m thinking. If we remove the camera and hide it in one corner of the eyepiece, we can wire it to the interior and use that as basically an artificial eye. I have another one for the left eye, so I want to get the helmet done so I can experiment with using the cameras to see without taking off the helmet or open the visor. I’m thinking about having the prisms connected directly to the visor and then rewire the mic there too. I’ve been playing with a voice activation program off and on and I’ll be able to control most of the function by voice.”


He looked over the idea and nodded. He had design drawings of the helmet and made an approving sound. “I had an idea about the helmet too,” he said. “It’s too narrow to take it on and off. In Avengers, there’s a scene where they show the helmet going on and it’s expanded. Then the sides basically screw shut and the chin guard slides into place. I want to do something like that. I think that’s our best chance to avoid having the damn thing look like a bobble-head.”


“Yeah!” I enthused. “You have a plan for that?”


He nodded and shuffled another drawing to the top. “We can put the chin guard on a piston. That works well enough. We just make it a hydraulic servo in each side of the jaw. Since we’re not putting anything in the jaw, we don’t have to worry about the wiring. For the sides, we can have them do the same.”


I nodded. “Or we could make the helmet a little bigger,” I conceded. “I think I’d rather be sure we have the room for everything to sit right and have room for a larger battery pack if need be. Since we’re going to have a hydraulic gear in the head and LEDs, a computer and some sort of motor to open the visor, I’d rather not run out of power.”


He nodded. “That’s true.” He looked over the design and nodded. We can use a couple of cellphone batteries to run everything, I think and just put them in the lining of the helmet.”


“I’d worry about how much those batteries overheat,” I said with some concern. “Can we build in a couple of micro-vents and a tiny fan to cool the inside?”


“Sure. I don’t think we’ll need much of a cooling system, but I would imagine you’ll work up a little bit of a sweat walking around carrying probably sixty pounds of metal armor.”


I nodded. “True. I think a cooling system in the body would be greatly appreciated. I remember reading that during Return of the Jedi, they pumped cool air into the Ewok suits to avoid having to take them off in the middle of the shoot. Thirty years later, we should be able to come up with some sort of a way to keep me from dying of heat-stroke.”


“We’ll actually build that into the back piece and have the vents disguised as flight vents,” he confirmed. “I thought of that.”


“Perfect,” I said. We brainstormed for another hour before Char came to the door. “Gina’s ready to go,” she said. “You keeping your secret project from her too?”


“For now,” I said lightly. “Down the road, it’ll get a lot harder since she’s gonna be working here. Speaking of which, do you guys ever run into the same problem with electrical work? Her father’s an electrician and he said he’s looking for more work around this time of year.”


“Not really,” Mark admitted. “I’m an EE, so I have that covered. We could sometimes use a Mech-E around the shop, but I think we can wait until you graduate.”


I laughed. “Fair enough. So what’s Gina’s schedule going to be like?” I asked.


“She’s going to be working on Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Sundays,” Char told me. “It’s about twelve hours a week, but I showed her around the equipment some and she’s a quick study. She starts this week and I think she’ll work out great. She can sew a straight seam, knows what she’s doing and can follow direction well.”


I nodded. “Good. Now I can stop getting grief for thanking you two on YouTube,” I grinned and thanked them again before slipping out to go downstairs.


Gina was waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs and she was grinning and bouncing on her toes. “I can’t believe it!” she gushed. “She said I could work a few days a week and she’d teach me all about making costumes! Me!”


I grinned and kissed her. “You’re a natural,” I told her. “Char told me you’re gonna be working Tuesday, Wednesday and Sunday. Any reason you picked those days?” I asked playfully.


“Yeah,” she said like I was dense. “Those are the two weekdays that you’re tied up with the doctors and I figured you’ll be going back to dance class now that your leg feels better.”


I nodded. “That’s what I thought,” I said lightly as we got back in the car. “I’m really excited for you to be able to do this,” I told her with a grin.


“Me too! I can hardly wait!” she squealed and started the car. She filled me in on everything Char had told her and shown her while we drove. We stopped to get a late lunch and then she dropped me off at home so she could go home and start on my surprise.


Chapter 27


I walked into the house and obviously hadn’t looked at the cars on the street because DA Forbes was sitting on the couch with Principal Peterson and Mom was sitting in her chair chatting with them.


“This can’t be good,” I said with a sense of foreboding. “Patrick or Marlene?” I asked as I took off my coat and hung it up.


Mr. Forbes smiled a little and nodded. “I’m actually here to update you in very general terms about the case,” he said calmly. He waited until I took a seat on the love seat before continuing. “We’ve been interviewing Patrick Waterman all week, as you know. What you probably don’t know is that we executed a search warrant at the Garrett home this week. When you initially told me to get a warrant for the house, I had nothing to go on, but Patrick’s statements gave us enough to convince a judge to issue a warrant for the whole house and property. We made a major find and issued an arrest warrant for Marlene on Friday afternoon. She’s in custody already. She’ll be arriving back in Boston tomorrow where we’re going to crucify her. We found a treasure trove of evidence. Marlene liked to keep records. She wrote out a list of who paid for which girls and how much they paid. She also had enough drugs to put her away for a long time and she had pornographic images that were made that weekend. I’m sorry to say that those images were already shared to the internet.”


“Are you charging her with child pornography?” I asked, fighting the urge to be sick.


He nodded. “Manufacturing and distributing,” he confirmed. “I can safely say she won’t be getting out of prison ever.”


“Can you do me a favor and let me know what prison she’s going to when the time comes. I want to send a few preemptive thank you notes to her fellow inmates,” I said, feeling more and more like I wanted to hit something.


“I’m sure that the inmates will know what she’s in prison for,” he said somberly. “We’re also expanding the warrants on the other people who were there that night. We’re seizing any and all electronics right down to the TV remotes until they can be stripped, searched and confirmed to be clean of any pornography.”


I nodded. “You should include family computers,” I suggested. “Is there any other news?”


“We’re going to make the rest of the arrests at school on Tuesday. We could do it tomorrow, but I argued that school was a centralized location where we could easily apprehend all of them at once. I also felt like it would give their victims some measure of comfort to see them humiliated and led out of the school in handcuffs.”


I nodded. “I sincerely hope they all die in prison after about six months of brutal rape and torture,” I said with a hard edge to my voice.


“On that, we agree,” he said. “Off the record, of course.”


I nodded. “Of course,” I said in complete understanding. “In your line of work, you have to believe that justice occurs in a court room.”


“You still feel differently?” he asked.


“Justice would be for Marlene to go to a men’s penitentiary and live through what she masterminded putting those girls through,” I said. “That’s considered cruel and unusual punishment though.”


He nodded. “We’ll continue to disagree on what constitutes justice,” he said gently.


I nodded. “I’ve witnessed how shattered some of those girls are in the wake of what happened,” I told him sadly, thinking of Cheryl. “I can honestly say that there’s no justice for the hurt some of them are going through. There’s only closure. I really appreciate you coming to update me about this,” I told him. “I hate that it happened at all, but at least we’re seeing them punished somehow. How many arrests are planned for Tuesday?”


“Forty-two,” he said sadly. “Patrick and Marlene will make it forty-four.”


“And Vance would have been forty-five,” I finished with a sigh.


“He would. We also found a lot of physical evidence at the Garrett house. There was semen and blood that we’re still DNA typing. There were bodily fluids spilled and sprayed in every room of the house.”


I nodded. “How are the Garretts handling the news that their baby girl hosted a three day rape rally?”


“They’re understandably distraught,” he told me.


“I think they knew,” I said evenly. “Maybe not beforehand, but certainly after the fact. There’s no way Marlene could have cleaned up everything before they got home if they were just away for a weekend. They sure as hell sent her across the country in a hurry after Mom called them to threaten a lawsuit. They might not have known they were drugging and raping the girls, but they HAD to have known she’d thrown some kind of bender.”


“What lawsuit?” he asked.


I told him about the rumor that had started the whole thing for us, including the damage to our family.


“You still could sue,” he pointed out.


I shrugged. “Her parents are ruined. They’ll lose their house paying for lawyers to try to defend their precious daughter. What am I gonna get out of suing them? Marlene’s work-program stipend? Thanks, but I can do without the pocket change.”


He shrugged. “You want justice? Punishing them to the full extent of the law does that for you.”


“Just put her in jail for the rest of her life and send me her autopsy photos after they kill her. That’s what’ll satisfy me.”


He nodded. “I can promise the jail, not the photos.”


I nodded. This conversation had been the ultimate mood crash. “Thanks again for keeping me in the loop. I wish you luck with the convictions.”


The two of them got up to go and I remembered something else. “Principal Peterson,” I said suddenly. “I’ve been made aware that some of the girls at school are still being harassed. They told me several members of the athletic teams have been involved and that they’re also getting religious harassment. ‘You’re going to Hell’ and things like that. They named Justin Phillips specifically. I intend to talk to him, but if that won’t work, the next words I use may be in the form of a book swung at high speed. Off the record, of course.”


He nodded. “Off the record, Justin Phillips could use a dose of humility,” he said with a hint of irritation in his voice. “I hope your talk is persuasive, but if it’s not, I’d advise you to leave any violence off of school property.”


I nodded. “That’s totally understandable,” I said. “Is there any chance that you could arrange for a school assembly about rape for sometime this week?” I asked. “Once the arrests are made, I think that talking to the students about rape and all the different forms of it would help put things into perspective for the rest of the school.”


The both nodded. “I can ask for some members of the police force to speak and provide informational pamphlets,” Mr. Forbes offered.


“That would probably be helpful,” I admitted. “Would you be able to speak or does the ongoing investigation bar you from saying anything?”


“I can’t speak, but I know a couple of officers that would be willing.”


“Why don’t you speak?” Mr. Peterson asked me.


“I wasn’t raped,” I said. “Why would anyone listen to me?”


“Those girls do,” he pointed out. “I know you turned down being a student counselor, but you’ve become very influential this past semester.”


I nodded. “Okay,” I said, surprising Mom.


“Just like that?” she asked. “You usually dig your heels in until the bitter end.”


I shrugged. “I have a few things that I want to say to the general population. Some of them are a little uncomfortable, but they might get the message across.”


“How does Friday sound?” Mr. Peterson asked.


“Right after late lunch?” I asked and he nodded. I shook his hand and was already engrossed in what I was going to say.


They said goodbye and Mom gave me a funny look. “What do you have up your sleeve?” she asked suspiciously.


I shrugged. “Nothing really. I intend to talk about rape in as many of its different forms as I can, talk in very vague terms about the party in September and tell everyone that these girls aren’t sluts, they aren’t easy, they aren’t dirty or damaged or unworthy of respect. I think it’s time that someone shone a light on how they were treated and I can’t ask them to climb up on stage to talk about what happened to them.”


She looked at me, obviously suspecting I was up to something else.


“What?” I asked, challenging the look she was giving me. “I’m not about to out those girls or say anything to damage the cases against those boys.”


“You’re not gonna talk about Vance Waterman?” she asked.


“Is THAT what you’re worried about?” I asked. “No, I don’t have any intention of naming ANY names while I’m up there except to introduce myself.”


She finally nodded and I went downstairs, taking out my phone and calling Tricia.


“Hi,” she said, subdued.


“Hi,” I said, frowning at the tone of her voice. “Are you okay?”


“Yeah,” she said awkwardly. “I’m just at Cheryl’s right now.”


“Oh,” I said. “I’ll let you go then. I love you. Call me later, okay?”


“If it’s not too late,” she said vaguely. “Later.”


I looked at my phone and shook my head. That conversation made my skin crawl. She’d been so distant and hadn’t told me she loved me back. I tried not to read too much into it.


Dawn came into the room and came over to rest her head in my lap with a whine. I stroked her fur gently, smiling at her. “You wanna go for your walk, girl?” I asked. Her tail started wagging happily at the mention of a walk so I took her upstairs and got ready to take her out.


“Dinner’s at six,” Mom told me. “Patty said she’s coming over to cook and we’re eating here.”


“I’ll be back in plenty of time,” I promised and clipped Dawn’s leash on before I took her out in the crisp air.


Dawn was extra frisky today, probably because she hadn’t gotten her walk this morning, so I decided to try to jog a little so she could run some of her energy off. I felt good, REALLY good. We ran a tight circle, staying close to the house so that we could make it home if I ran into a problem, but my leg held out, the running didn’t aggravate my abdominal incision and even my arm didn’t feel weak today. That last was probably wishful thinking, but I had some hope that I was turning the corner and getting back to normal. Dawn was beside herself with glee, running with her tongue lolling out to one side as she strained against the leash, encouraging me to run faster.


We ran until it was almost completely dark and then we slowed to a walk and turned toward home, both of us breathing hard. Dawn walked with me, but her tail was still perky as ever, telling me she wasn’t feeling bad. I walked up to the house feeling a little better than I had when DA Forbes had delivered the news about Marlene. I opened the door and we stepped inside, Dawn taking off for her water dish as soon as I turned her loose.


Dan was sitting at the kitchen table talking to Patty and Mom as they bustled around the kitchen. “Hi,” I said. “Where are the girls?”


“The three of them are downstairs, watching a movie,” Dan told me. “So I hear you’re going to give a seminar about rape this week.”


I looked at Mom and rolled my eyes. “How many other people have heard this news?” I asked pointedly.


“Just Patty and Dan,” Mom said. “I waited until the girls went downstairs to bring it up.”


I nodded. “Good. I want to be the one to tell them about it. I agreed to talk at the assembly. It’s really the least I can do since I asked the principal to hold the assembly to talk to the students about rape. There’s gonna be cops there and they’ll have some handouts for people to read.”


He nodded. “You know what you’re going to say?” he asked.


“Some of it,” I admitted. “Some of it I still have to figure out, but I’m not naming any of the girls or any of their attackers. I’ll mention what happened in very vague terms and then I’ll move on.”


He nodded. “I know you’ll protect the girls,” he said confidently. “I wish I could be there to see you speak. Maybe they can record it.”


“I can have Lana or Beck bring one of the cameras and a tripod and record the seminar,” I offered. “Then I can post it on my YouTube channel since I’m not naming anyone in it.”


He nodded and I excused myself to go downstairs and tell the girls. They were surprised at the news.


“Isn’t it a little late for an information seminar?” Lilly said sarcastically.


“No,” I said reasonably. “There are a lot of girls in the school that weren’t at that party and there are a lot more ways to end up sexually assaulted than just what happened that weekend. Spreading a little information can also ease the pressure off of some of the girls that are still being bullied. Those are all good reasons to get the word out.”


She nodded at that, thinking about it more critically. The four of us talked about it a little more until it was time for dinner. We rehashed the topic a little more with the adults but mostly just enjoyed the meal together. We didn’t do this enough and I missed it.


After dinner, I decided to record a video update for YouTube, saying today was the first day my leg felt completely pain free, so I had hope that the rest of the injuries were on the mend. I admitted that my shoulder was still an uphill climb, but I hoped that it would show great improvement in the next few weeks.


I signed off, posted the video and then started Skype. I wanted to talk to Emma, but today was her last day in California. I figured she was with her parents for the day and didn’t want to interrupt.


I poked through my contacts looking for someone interesting to talk to, but I made an excuse not to talk to any of them. I was about to close it when I got a chat request from Zoe of all people.


I opened it up and she smiled at me shyly. “Hi, Matt,” she said, a touch uncomfortably. “How was your Christmas?”


“It was good for the most part,” I said pleasantly. “How was yours?”


“Boring compared to yours, I’ll bet,” she said with a slight grin. “I just wanted to pop on and say hi, find out about your holidays and let you know I was thinking of you guys. I know you said it was goodbye, but I hate the thought of you hating me.”


“I don’t hate you, Zoe,” I told her. “I just don’t fit into your life, so I got out of it.”


She nodded and looked sad about it. “Well, like I said, it wasn’t because I didn’t care. It’s because I have to be careful of the law, you know?”


I nodded. “I understand,” I said. “I don’t agree with it particularly and I don’t like it, but I understand. It wasn’t the first time that I’ve had something like that happen and it wasn’t the last, so you don’t need to worry about getting dirty looks on campus this semester from me or because of me. I did talk to a District Attorney about it and he told me you were right about how the law works. I also got the sense from him that he wouldn’t prosecute if the case came to his desk. He knows me well enough to know that the case would be baseless.”


“Someone else left you?” she said, surprised. “Who?”


“No one you knew,” I said with a sigh. “I just wanted you to know that I’m not singling you out for bad treatment this year, okay? I don’t hate you.”


“What about Emma?” she asked. “Does she hate me?”


I decided I’d had about enough of this and decided to drop the bomb on her. “She was less than pleased that you tried to seduce her when she went to help you clean the room at the end of term,” I told her evenly. “Whether it’s as strong as hate, I can’t say. She was deeply upset that you tried to drive a wedge between us though.”


She looked stricken. “She told you?!!?” she blurted. “It ... really wasn’t like that. I wasn’t trying to break you guys up. I was just lonely and horny and ... Fuck!” She ran her hands through her hair. “I don’t know why I did it,” she admitted. “I just ... Fuck! How mad are you?”


“Do I seem mad?” I asked in a slightly bored voice.


“No, but I know you’ve got to be furious,” she said, looking more anguished than she had before.


“Zoe, Emma assured me that she’d never do anything like that without talking to me about it,” I told her. “She also assured me that she’d never sleep with anyone that actively rejected the rest of us like you did. I know you had your reasons and I respect them, but you still left and tried to draw her away from me.” I paused and let it sink in that I was aware of her motivations. “I’m too proud of Emma for putting me first to spare enough time to be angry at you.”


She looked down and sobbed. “We can’t even be friends now because of this, can we?” she said, bleakly.


“How would you rebuild that trust?” I asked gently. “Think about how you left and then think about what you tried to do us right after I got out of the hospital. It’s a pretty shitty way to treat a friend, isn’t it?”


She nodded and looked glum. “So I should just leave you alone from now on?”


“I’m okay with you saying hi when you see me on campus. Hanna and Emma will make their own decisions. I think I’d avoid Hanna though. She was less happy about the reason you left than I was.”


She nodded and told me she was sorry again and then said goodbye.


I turned off Skype and worked out my arm before trying a few sit-ups. I still felt pretty good, but didn’t want to push it, so I left it at that.


My phone started ringing and I picked it up to look at the display. I smiled when I saw it was Gina. “Hi!” I said brightly.


“THEY SAID I COULD MOVE IN!” she squealed excitedly. “They talked to your mom today while we were out and they finally said it was okay. I’m so excited! Did you know? They told you, didn’t they? Why didn’t you say something?!!?”


She’d been talking a mile a minute and I laughed. “They just told me they were considering it and that they’d talk to my mother. I gave them her number and they told me they’d call her when we left for Mark and Char’s place. Mom hasn’t brought it up since I got home.”


“I can’t wait! Mama said we can start bringing my stuff over tomorrow when she comes to work. I want to come now, but she said that I need to pack and she wants to spend some more time with me. She said you and I have to come for dinner regularly so they get to see me.”


“We can do that,” I said lightly. “We can also have them come here for dinner too. Patty’s an amazing chef and now that Louisa’s going to be taking some of the cleaning out of her hands, she can make even more ambitious dishes.”


We talked some more and she said she had to go. She was working on my surprise tonight and doing some packing. I hung up the phone and looked at it with a frown. That was a good phone call, but hadn’t been the one I was hoping for.


I knew I was still bothered by the conversation with Tricia. Part of me worried that Cheryl was whispering poison in her ear and part of me was just paranoid because of how quickly Cheryl flipped from love to cold indifference and I was breaking out in a cold sweat over that possibility.


I was pacing back and forth, driving myself slowly insane and I finally sat down and let myself have the panic attack that I’d been struggling with. Zoe’s call hadn’t helped me put my sudden losses out of my mind. I was stuck in the middle of a swirl of all the faces I’d lost and all the ones I was afraid of losing. I was shaking and gasping for breath until I finally calmed down. I looked at the clock on the nightstand and figured that I’d been out of it for about fifteen minutes, just lost in my own anxieties.


I needed to do something. I was driving myself nuts like this. I decided to go out for a run to see if that would burn off some of my dread. I went upstairs and everyone was still hanging around.


“What’s wrong?” Patty asked as soon as she saw me.


“Panic attack,” I explained. “I’m just gonna go out for a run. I’ll be back in a bit.”


They all looked like they wanted to say more, to find out what had caused it, but in the end, they let me go. I ran the same route I’d taken before with Dawn. I didn’t try to push the pace, but I wanted to move. Running in boots on icy sidewalks isn’t the smartest thing a person can do, but I didn’t run into problems. I lapped the house three times in the same route I took with Dawn earlier, wearing myself out and willing my phone to ring.


I’d worked up a bit of a sweat and slowed down to a walk when it finally rang. I looked at the caller ID and answered the phone with a growing sense of dread. I could feel bile rising in my throat and swallowed hard.


“Hi,” I said quietly, not knowing what was waiting for me on the other end.


“Hey,” she said simply, maddeningly giving me no clue as to how she was feeling.


I stopped and looked around, glad I was alone on the street. “You’re at home now?” I asked tentatively.


“Yeah, I just got back a little while ago,” she said. She sounded relaxed, but I couldn’t tell.


I’ve often noted that silence is a great indicator of who’s more uncomfortable in the conversation based on who avoids it more. To me, even the gaps between words seemed to take an eternity. I couldn’t handle it. “Okay, I’m freaking out right now!” I admitted. “You were really distant with me earlier and it made my skin crawl to have you be that casual. Are we okay? Did she say something to make you mad at me?” I was aware that I was talking a mile a minute, but at the moment, I was in full-on panic.


“What?!” she said, surprised. “Of course we’re fine! Why would you think that we weren’t fine.”


I sagged with relief. “Oh, thank God!” I gasped and took several deep breaths before I could explain. “When I called earlier, you sounded really uncomfortable talking to me,” I pointed out, “and when I told you I love you, you just said ‘Later’. It just threw me for a loop and I’ve been driving myself crazy ever since, trying to figure out what she could have said to you that would make you pull away from me.” I was aware I was babbling and I felt frozen all of a sudden as the panic faded into dull shock.


“Matt, you never have to worry about me!” she assured me. “I didn’t want to be affectionate in front of her and especially not in front of her parents. I’m not going anywhere, Babe. I promise. I’m on my way over so we can talk and you can see for yourself.”


“Thanks,” I said weakly and started walking again, wanting to get out of the cold. “I’ve just been out running around the neighborhood trying to keep myself distracted. I’m on my way home too.”


“I’ll meet you there and I love you. Don’t you ever forget that,” she ordered me and hung up.


I felt much better after just talking to her and by the time I got home, I was a little more like my old self. I still felt the hollow, shitty feeling that I get after a particularly bad attack, but at least now I was feeling a little better.


Chapter 28


I’d just hung up my jacket when the door opened and Tricia slipped in behind me. She didn’t bother with her coat, just grabbed me and gave me the tightest hug she could. “I’m so sorry I made you worry!” she said and then pulled back and punched me hard in the arm. “Don’t you EVER think I’m leaving you again!” she snapped.


That brought Lana and Beck out of the kitchen and a couple of heads poked out the doorway to see what the noise was before going back to their talk.


“What’s up?” Beck asked, looking back and forth between us.


“Matt called me earlier when I was at Cheryl’s and I wasn’t as affectionate as I normally am so he got it in his head that I was gonna leave him,” she told them.


“Is that what you’ve been getting panic attacks about today?” Lana asked.


I shrugged apologetically. “Things with Cheryl hit a lot of my triggers,” I admitted. “It sent me into sort of a spiral.” I looked at Tricia. “I’m sorry. Between Cheryl and Zoe messaging me on Skype, my mind’s been working overtime.”


“Let’s put it to a better use then,” Tricia said and took off her coat, hanging it up. “I have things to tell you and you’ll have plenty to be irritable about without inventing something to take up the slack.”


“That sounds promising,” I said with a little groan of dread.


She kicked off her boots and the four of us went downstairs to hear the news. When we were all settled, she started to tell us about her visit to Cheryl’s. “She’s totally rewritten everything that’s happened in her memory,” she said sitting down. “She kept talking about how much pressure she felt to have sex with you and how uncomfortable she was with it. She said she hadn’t wanted to on Friday, but felt like she had to if she wanted to stay.”


My face darkened more and more with each word and I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “I see,” I said when she paused.


“Yeah, she’s even rewritten what happened that night in her head, claiming that she hated every second of it and that you were hurting her.”


I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose, trying very hard to remember that Cheryl was a victim and that she was mentally ill at the moment. “Lana, Beck,” I said without opening my eyes. “I think you should make Alice aware that Cheryl is saying these things and revising events so they paint her in a more favorable light.”


“First thing in the morning,” Lana said.


“I don’t even know what to say to any of that,” Beck said and I nodded in total agreement.


“Yeah,” I said flatly. “She clearly needs a lot of therapy. My big worry is that she’s gonna come back to school and start trying to get other people to listen to her bullshit.”


“I don’t think you have to worry about that,” Tricia said. “She didn’t say anything about the party in September, right? Why would she talk about you like that. Deep down, some part of her knows that you didn’t hurt her and that she’s having flashbacks to what happened in September.”


I nodded. “Well, I hope that she at least decides to say nothing,” I said tiredly. I looked up at Tricia with some concern and asked, “How are YOU doing?” I asked seriously. “You’ve had a pretty rough day, listening to all that.”


She nodded. “It wasn’t so bad as all that. I know you didn’t do any of what she was talking about. It was hard to listen to her say them, but it’s because she’s not well, right? Once she starts talking to her new doctor, she’ll start to recover.”


“Hopefully,” I said. “Recovery isn’t always an easy road to travel. She could be years before she can face what happened that night and separate it from what happened here Friday in her head.”


“When she does recover, are you going to forgive her?” she asked.


“I’ve already forgiven her,” I said. “It’s just more harm done by Marlene and the Watermans. Hopefully when she recovers, she’ll be in good enough condition to accept what happened and move on.”


“What do you mean?” she asked.


“Some recoveries are messier than others,” I said and pulled off my shirt. I pointed to the scar on my chest. “Relatively clean recovery,” I said. Then I pointed to my abdominal wound. “Pretty messy recovery,” I compared and then moved to my shoulder. “Long, difficult recovery with a chance that it won’t be the same as it was before.” I paused and put my shirt back on. “The same is true for emotional wounds. Some of them you recover from cleanly. My mother freaking out at me and hitting me healed clean. I don’t resent her or fear her or mistrust her. My anxiety that I’m going to lose the people I love? That’s an ongoing battle.”


She nodded. “Yeah, I get that. Especially after what happened with Cheryl,” she allowed gently. “You’re not gonna lose me though. I was just trying not to set her off.”


I nodded. “I know that now,” I assured her. “I’ll be prepared for the next time I call and you have to play it cool.”


“Good. Now that we’re over that, tell me about those red marks on your chest and the bruises on your neck,” she smirked.


“Last night was ... EXACTLY what I needed to get Cheryl out of my head,” I admitted. “Gina reacted NOTHING like that. She’d be here now, but she’s working on a surprise for me that involves the new sewing machines we picked up today and she’s packing. Her parents amazingly enough, agreed to let her move in here.”


“I’m so glad she was really ready,” Tricia said and came to sit on my lap so she could get a better look at my neck. “She’s a biter, huh? I guess you’ll be keeping her away from your super-soldier?”


“Super-soldier?” I laughed. “Really?”


“Hey, I can make Captain America references too,” she said defensively.


“It’s a good reference, but Captain America’s sidekick is Bucky.”


“That’s descriptive,” she admitted. “But Super-Soldier makes it sound special in a way that Bucky isn’t gonna inspire.”


“Fair enough. You named it. She was very careful about teeth down there though,” I told her. “He’s a little sore from overuse, but he’ll recover.”


“Why don’t your show her your back?” Lana suggested playfully.


“What happened to your back?” Tricia asked, getting up and pulling at my shirt. “Let me see.”


I stood up and took it off again, turning so she could see the scratches. “I haven’t seen them, but I think they look worse than they are,” I told her. “They don’t really hurt.”


“She clawed the shit out of you,” Tricia said, tracing one of the scratches from the back of my neck diagonally down to my side.


“Well, I was a little distracted at the time,” I admitted. “We were disobeying doctor’s orders. I’m supposed to avoid girl on top sex right now.”


“You didn’t hurt yourself, did you?” she spun me around and started prodding my stomach gently.


“There wasn’t even any discomfort,” I confirmed to her. “As a matter of fact, I’m doing incredibly well today. After all the walking I did yesterday, I expected my leg to be bothering me, but I ran with Dawn today and it felt good. I’m fine. I was out running when you called back.”


She looked at me critically. “So your stomach feels good and your leg feels fine. What about your shoulder?” she asked, touching it gingerly.


“It doesn’t feel bad,” I told her. “I haven’t been pushing it the last few days, but I did my regular exercises today and they felt good, even a little light.”


“You think this means you’re getting better?” she asked hopefully.


“I think I’m pretty much recovered except for the shoulder,” I told her. “I hope that’s well on the way to recovered too.”


“Ask Diego tomorrow when you’re at practice,” she said lightly. “Until then, what are your plans for this evening?”


“Spend time with you three,” I said. “I have some more news about today though.” I kissed her sweetly and put my shirt back on, which made her pout. She’d been having fun tracing her fingers over my body.


I sat down and pulled her into my lap. She curled up with me and kissed me before wriggling her nose. “You need a bath,” she said critically. “You HAVE been running today.”


“I have. It feels good to be able to do something again,” I said pleasantly. “That’s not what I wanted to tell you about today though.” I kissed her again and started telling them about introducing Gina to Mark and Char and them hiring her to help out around the shop three days a week.


“The same people that made our costumes?” she asked, surprised. I nodded and she laughed triumphantly. “We’ll finally find out what you have planned for a costume this year! Emma’s had us all on the lookout.”


I shrugged. “Mark’s doing most of the design work. She’ll be working with Char. By the time she gets to see it, you’ll have pried enough hints out of me to figure it out. She won’t see it for months.”


She made a frustrated sound and punched me in the arm again. “Why are you keeping it a secret?” she demanded.


“Because it’s ambitious as Hell,” I admitted. “I’m actually inventing tech to make it work. More like I’m heavily modifying existing tech, but it amounts to the same thing. If it doesn’t work, I’ll have to go to Plan B so I’ll have something to wear. It’s also a lot of fun. I had no idea how much Emma gets into it when there’s a surprise to be had. When I was going to do something big for Christmas, she freaked out about not knowing and it was the same when I had her pack the ring before she got on the plane.”


She blinked at me. “So you’re doing this because she goes nuts over surprises?” Tricia gaped at me.


I grinned. “It’ll keep her entertained all year long,” I said with a chuckle.


“That’s just MEAN!” she complained.


“Not really,” I said. “Sooner or later, I’ll give her a little hint and then another one and she’ll gather the breadcrumbs and piece it all together. Think of it like a long-term scavenger hunt. She’ll be picking away at the details for months and when she uncovers my surprise, she’ll be thrilled with herself for figuring it out.”


“So you made a big deal out of this secret costume just to entertain her?!!?”


I nodded and grinned. “THAT part is secret though. If she knew I was doing it on purpose, it would spoil the game.”


“And what are you gonna do to entertain me?” she asked with a smirk.


“I think it starts with a shower,” I said lightly. “Possibly followed by many hours of curling up and holding you close.”


“No rough, back-clawing sex?” she asked, disappointed.


“Not tonight,” I told her reluctantly. “I’m a little sore from last night’s marathon. Gina and I both needed to be wild last night. Maybe that’ll be normal with her, but I know we were both out of control last night.”


“It was kind of hot watching you fuck her ass while you were biting her neck,” Beck said. “I’m gonna want you to do something like that for me when the time comes.”


“He put it in her butt?” Tricia asked her, wiggling her ass in my lap a little.


“Oh yeah!” Beck said. “They fucked like it was the only thing keeping them alive.”


I shrugged. “I tried to tell her that what happened to her in September wasn’t about sex, it was about violence, so I still considered her a virgin until we made love. She said it was the only virginity that she had left to give me, so I don’t think I did a good job of explaining how I felt.”


Tricia patted my cheek and kissed me again. “You’re pretty close to the perfect guy,” she told me. “Just one or two little tweaks and you’ll be flawless. You told her just the right thing.”


Lana nodded in agreement. “Gina and I talk about everything,” she told me. “You don’t know how much that meant to her. She wanted to believe it with all her heart.”


“She should,” I said simply. “I believe it, so she should too. It’s like I said, her virginity isn’t about when or how her hymen broke. A lot of girls break theirs doing sports. That doesn’t mean they lost their virginity to gymnastics mats or bicycle seats or saddles. Virginity is about the first time they accept a lover and learn to give and receive pleasure.”


Beck shrugged. “Well the guys enjoyed themselves plenty that weekend,” she pointed out. “They got off with us.”


“What I said to Gina was that it didn’t matter,” I told them. “I punched Zoe’s dick-cheese boyfriend in the balls just before Thanksgiving. I pointed out to her that there was nothing sexual about it. It was violence and pain. I could use the same fist to make a guy cum if I used it differently. Just because they used their cocks to inflict pain on you doesn’t make it sexual.”


They sat thinking about that and I hoped they saw it that way in the end. “All that aside, I don’t think what happened made any of you unclean or damaged or sinful or any of the other stupid shit that people have been calling you all.” I looked back and forth between Lana and Beck and I could tell that they were feeling a little more positive because of what I’d said.


After that, we switched topics and talked about school. I wasn’t looking forward to the next two weeks since I’d have very little to keep me occupied while I sat in my classes. They were all involved in considering what their classes would be like. I personally felt like the high school courses were a legitimate waste of my time. It was the connection to them that kept me there. I didn’t say that, but we’d talked about the study enough for them to know how far ahead of high school I really was.


They were still talking about it when my phone rang. I looked at the number and grinned. “Hello, Bride-to-be!” I said brightly. “Calling to remind me that your flight gets in at 6:50?”


“Yes, Show-off. I knew you’d remember the exact flight time, but Mom wanted me to make sure you remembered,” she laughed. “She also wanted me to find out if you mind doing up a sketch of everyone together. She saw the family portrait you did and wants to see an updated one. I told her that you could do it blindfolded, but she doesn’t want to impose.”


“That’s actually perfect. I was trying to figure out what to do with myself to stay occupied for the first two weeks of class,” I told her. “I can bring my large sketchpad with me to school and start work on it there.”


“That works out great then!” she said enthusiastically before she lowered her tone and asked the question that was really on her mind. “So how’re you doing now that you’ve had a day to think about Cheryl?”


“I’m doing okay,” I admitted. “It sucks, but I really haven’t had a full day to brood about it. Gina took on the task of getting my head out of the problem and reminding me that Cheryl’s opinion was in the minority. Honestly, the only mistake I made with Cheryl was in not pressing her harder to get counseling sooner, but I didn’t want to put that much pressure on her. Once she told me she was ready and wanted to make love, I could either tell her I didn’t believe her or I could take her to bed. I think we were gonna arrive at the same place no matter which of those I picked.”


“I suppose,” she said sadly. “I’ll just have to work harder to find you a nice pregnant girl that’s not so traumatized. So, Gina, huh? I take it she reacted better?”


“She was a bundle of pure joy today,” I told her happily. “I took her shopping, got her an internship with Mark and Char, took her to lunch...”


“What!??!” she interrupted me. “Back that ass up! What was that about Mark and Char?”


I laughed. “Gina makes most of her own clothes,” I told her. “I called Mark, because they’ve been getting a little swamped lately and I figured it was a perfect match. Gina has skills in areas they need help with and they have skills that will help her grow her passion. She’s gonna work for them three days a week and if she wants to go into design or costuming professionally, it’s a hell of a great entry on her resume.”


“Yeah! I’d say. They’ll give her credit for the work she does, so she’s gonna have her own IMDB page,” she told me.


“That’s awesome!” I grinned. “I can’t wait until she finds that out. She’ll love it.”


“So what are you doing to keep yourself occupied tonight?” she asked suggestively.


“Recovering. You have no idea what Gina put me through last night. Someone else had to take Dawn outside this morning. She couldn’t wake me to take her out.”


She laughed about that. “You really ARE out of shape then. You used to be able to handle two of us at a time.”


“Yeah, but she’s Latina. They’re fierce,” I informed her, repeating the mantra.


“I live in southern California, Captain Obvious. You’re gonna school me about Latina girls? You think I don’t know?”


“I wish to know more about this first-hand knowledge you have of the sexual intensity of Latina girls,” I told her solemnly. “If not in a video essay then at least in extremely descriptive narrative.”


“Asshole!” she laughed. “I’ve gone to school out here. I’ve watched them get into fist fights over a bottle of water.”


“Well, there was no fist-fighting last night,” I told her. “There was a lot of biting and scratching though and neither of us are walking the same way we did yesterday.”


“Is there any video of THAT?” she asked sarcastically.


“Sadly no. I didn’t think you were into that sort of thing. I can have the cameras set up around the bed before you get home tomorrow.”


“I’m sure you’d love that,” she said in a playful tone that told me she wasn’t against the prospect.


“I would,” I confirmed. “Back to your original point though, I’ll be at the airport to pick you up. I’ll need to find someone willing to do the driving, but I have a few candidates in mind for that.”


“I have more luggage than I came out with,” she warned me. “I went shopping for you and my parents are sending you a gift that I think you’ll like.”


“I’m intrigued,” I told her and then grinned, “but the best gift they gave me was you.”


“Charmer!” she said accusingly and I could tell she was grinning from ear to ear. “Just you wait ‘til I get you to myself! I’ll show you fierce.”


“I can’t wait,” I told her. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Ems. I love you.”


“I love you too, Slugger. See you tomorrow.”


We hung up and I stayed cuddled with Tricia. They’d all been talking quietly while I was on the phone and I wondered what the topic was.


“What did I miss?” I asked looking between the three of them.


“We were talking about how it feels to get it in the butt,” Tricia said brightly. “I think that I’m gonna have to try it someday soon.”


I nodded. “Your wish is my command,” I smiled and kissed her sweetly. We talked about it a little more and I realized that most of the time, when I had sex that way, it left both of us unconscious. “We’re gonna need people around for that event,” I told her. “I just realized that most of the time, we both end up passed out after anal sex. Gina and I might still be stuck together if Lana and Beck hadn’t been here to pry us apart and get us cleaned up.”


Tricia giggled at that. “You put my lights out twice on our first night together,” she reminded me. “We’ll need more smelling salts soon.”


I chuckled and realized I was getting drowsy. “I think my lights are in danger of going out though,” I admitted. “Is everyone staying here tonight?”


Lana looked at the time and blinked. “It’s pretty early still,” she told me. “What’s got you tired?”


“I ran probably six or seven miles today and walked close to ten yesterday,” I admitted. “In between, I remember doing something strenuous with Gina, so yeah, I’m a little wiped,” I said with a crooked grin. “I suppose I could just be hungry from burning that much energy. Let’s head upstairs and poke around the kitchen.”


We went upstairs and delivered hugs and kisses to the parents as appropriate while we poked around for something to snack on. We settled for sandwiches, but the girls weren’t nearly as hungry as I was, so they each took half of one and I ate a full one and the other half of Tricia’s while we chatted with Patty, Dan and Mom. Since Lilly had gotten her guitar, she was upstairs in her room, playing obsessively. I knew it wouldn’t be the last instrument I bought her. I was really glad that she was getting as much use out of it as she was.


“You’ll be happy to know my leg is well enough for me to start running,” I told them. “I wore Dawn out today and then took another run myself this evening.”


“That’s great news!” Mom said, with Patty and Dan agreeing heartily. “Does that mean that the rest of your surgeries are healed enough for you to go back to your workout program?”


I nodded. “Other than my shoulder. I have to let Diego decide when I can handle more with that one.”


“At least it means I’m less likely to hurt it when I slap it accidentally,” Tricia said with some relief. “I really felt terrible for doing that.”


“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “No lasting damage was done and even if it had been, Diego says I’m way ahead of where I should be for my physio, so that would just have put me back closer to where I should expect to be anyway. Don’t give it another thought.”


She nodded. “I know I didn’t re-injure it, but it still hurt you a lot when I did it. That bothers me.”


I shrugged. “I successfully piloted my bike into the ground at high speed, my face into a tree at high speed and suffered a Vance Waterman six-pack. I’ve felt worse pain. Seriously, if it bothers you that much, then we can think of something special you can do to make it up to me. Not too special though. I don’t want to end up thinking I need to go out and get hurt to get that kind of treatment.” I grinned and hoped she felt better about it.


“I think I’m gonna drag Dan home,” Patty announced into the slight lull in the conversation. “I take it you girls are staying here tonight?”


They both nodded. “Matt’s gonna need a driver tomorrow to go get Emma at the airport, so I might as well be here.”


“Louisa’s starting work tomorrow too. I’ll need a driver to show her where Dad’s apartment is and where Frank’s place is. She’s gonna end up doing those two places on alternating mornings and then the houses here in the afternoons,” I told them.


“That sounds fine,” Mom said. “You worked it out with her?”


I nodded. “I told her that she could take one morning off per week and tidy Dad’s place and Frank’s twice each. I asked her to do the house here on Monday, Wednesday and Friday afternoons and next door on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. I wanted the extra day here just because of how much more traffic we have through here.”


Patty nodded and came to kiss my cheek. “That sounds fine,” she said lightly. “Just send her over on Tuesday and I’ll show her around.” She gathered up Dan and the two of them said goodnight before going back home.


“I have to admit, it’ll be good to have a little help around the house once school starts,” Mom said lightly. “Remember, kids, I won’t be around tomorrow. Teachers start a day early to get everything ready.”


I nodded. “Not to worry,” I told her. “I’ll set an alarm so we can be up for Louisa.”


She patted me on the shoulder and excused herself to go upstairs since she had such an early start.


We went down and watched a movie for the rest of the evening, picking one we’d seen before so we could talk and horse around while we half-watched it. Afterwards, I took Dawn out to pee and we all piled into bed in one large ball of limbs and love. I was content. Life was coming together again and I was on the verge of being whole again. Distantly I wondered what was going to ruin it, but then I figured that things with Cheryl had been as close to bad as life had been really since I woke up in the hospital after Thanksgiving. I lay in the middle of my girls, smiling in the dark, thankful for how lucky I was and slowly drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 29


Monday, I woke before the alarm and even before Dawn was whining to get out. That surprised me and I glanced at the clock, noting that it was close enough to that time that I shouldn’t bother going back to sleep. I carefully escaped from the group hug that we’d become overnight and shut off the alarm, going to get a quick shower before I took Dawn out for her morning trip to the backyard. When I got back, Dawn was awake and watching me as I moved around quietly, getting dressed.


“Come on, girl!” I whispered and she yawned and bounded off the bed, following me out and letting me tether her in the yard for a bit while I went back inside. I gently woke the girls and let them wake up while I took the opportunity to start planning the family portrait that Emma’s parents wanted done. I’d seen her family, so the only ones I hadn’t met in any way were Hanna’s parents. I could get their photos from Facebook. I was planning on doing a family reunion portrait and being a perfectionist, I wanted to avoid leaving anyone out.


They eventually managed to finish showers and find clothes and then we all went next door for breakfast. Dan and Mom were just finishing and getting ready for the day at work when we arrived. We greeted them and then I wandered into the kitchen to see if I could help.


“Sit!” Patty said simply. “We have everything just about ready. We’ll bring it to the table.” I returned to the table and a few moments later, Patty sat a plate of pancakes in front of me before returning to the kitchen. Lilly brought a plate to Tricia next and then Lana and Beck got theirs a few moments later.


We talked about plans for the day and Patty said that she was going shopping once breakfast was over to resupply for the next few days. We were returning next door as soon as we were done to meet Louisa and Gina and then we were going to take her to Dad’s place and get all her paperwork signed.


We all had our plans for the day, so it seemed. I mentioned I was really looking forward to trying the caramel apples Louisa was going to teach us to make.


“I’d like to see that,” Patty said. “Is she doing that today?”


“I hope so,” I said. “I’ll call you when she’s going to show us if you want,” I offered.


“Sure,” she agreed. “With her helping out around here, I have more time to do desserts like that.”


“If you’re doing any baking, Tricia wants in,” I said, glancing at her. “She loves to bake. Not such a fan of cooking though, just baking.”


She nodded. “I can always use more kitchen helpers,” Patty said, giving Tricia a smile. “I’ve got some tricks you’re gonna love,” she told her.


Tricia grinned back. “I’d like that!” she said delighted.


Once we were done, the four of us went back to the house to wait for Louisa and Gina. I started to tidy up the bedroom a little, making sure that there was space for her clothes and wondered about her machines and a space for her sewing. I decided that we’d figure it out and she’d probably have a few ideas.


We heard the front door open and went upstairs to meet a manic Gina, who barreled into me in a tight hug. I put my arms around her and hugged her back. “Welcome home, Gina Honey,” I said, squeezing her gently.


She’d already dropped a bunch of bags at the door and the girls were gathering them up and carrying them downstairs. When Gina let me go, she was grinning widely. “You need to show me where I can put everything,” she said sweetly. I smiled and kissed her softly. “That can wait,” I told her. “We need to show your mother around.”


She nodded and we let go of each other. She started helping the girls move her stuff downstairs and I went to talk to Louisa.


She smiled as Gina took a box downstairs. “She’s happy,” she said softly. “Happier than Miguel and I can remember her being. What happened in September hurt her.” Louisa’s face clouded at that, but she pressed on. “Gina was always a girl who seemed to be waiting for something. She was always reserved, quiet. She never dated or talked about boys until she met you, that was after everything that happened to her. What you’ve done for our Gina has wiped away the hurt those boys put on her. Maybe it’s answered the question of what she’s been waiting for too.”


We heard the girls coming up the stairs and shared a small smile. “I’m deeply humbled,” I told her quietly before we were joined again and the moment was gone. After that, we decided to go to Dad’s and get her familiar with him and his apartment, get paperwork done so she could start there. Frank’s would be tomorrow morning, but we’d take a few moments at the end of the day for her to meet him and be shown around the house there since we’d all be out at work or school tomorrow.


Gina was headed back to her place to get more of her stuff and Beck was going with her. Louisa was driving a rather old, decrepit-looking Toyota and I made note to look into it. I rode with her and Lana followed us since she knew the way.


We chatted a little more on the way there since it was just the two of us. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you about things with Gina,” she assured me. “I just wanted you to know that she’s very happy. We still expect to see her regularly, but you’ve been a big help to her. That went a long way toward convincing us that she’d be fine with you.”


“I understand,” I said softly. “Gina is very special to me. She’s looked out for my well-being as much as I’ve looked out for hers.”


“I know,” She smiled and glanced at me from the corner of her eye. “Gina tells me everything,” she said. “She’s told me how trusting you are and how generous. Those two are sometimes a recipe for disaster when you meet people who will take advantage of you.”


“Like Cheryl’s parents wanted to do,” I confirmed with a shrug. “I would have gladly helped them if they hadn’t been intent on taking whatever they could get their hands on.”


She nodded. “She told me about that, but she spoke more about how you have girls interested in you not for yourself, but for your wealth. She’s vowed to stand between you and them.”


“She need only tell me who they are and that she doesn’t trust them,” I said simply. “I trust her and when she tells me something, I believe her.”


“That’s something that she tells me about too. She says you’re very smart, but that you take advice without hesitation. That makes her feel special too.”


“She IS special,” I said with a smile. “I’ve found out the hard way that just because I’m smart, doesn’t mean I always come up with the best solutions. I’d have to be pretty stupid not to listen to her advice.”


She smiled. “Not everyone thinks that way though,” she pointed out. “Men in particular think that asking for or following advice makes them look weak.”


I shrugged. “That seems silly,” I said lightly. “I’ve got a habit of overthinking problems and missing obvious solutions. Sometimes it’s better to listen to someone with a different perspective than to keep bashing your head against the wall.”


“That is true, but men are prideful creatures. Your intelligence makes you prone to that more than some, but you seem to avoid it. I don’t mean that to be insulting. I just meant that being as smart as you, it’s natural for you to assume you know best.”


I nodded. “I understand. I don’t think my gifts make me any better than anyone else. I’m also trying to be careful not to eclipse anyone else with the things I choose to study.”


“What do you mean?” she asked, following my directions as we drove.


“Well, for example, I don’t learn music because of my sister. Where things come so easily for me, it would be easy for me to inadvertently take over her dream and leave her feeling like I stole her future from her. She’s already had some difficulty in dealing with how much attention I’ve been getting. Taking up a musical instrument would just be too much for her.”


“Ah, yes,” she nodded in understanding. “Siblings often feel that way if there’s success for one and not for the other. I think you staying out of her music is probably a good thing. You do that with all your girls?”


I nodded. “For the most part. I’m not going to take up sewing for the same reason I stay away from music. I’ve been slowly learning how to cook, but I avoid baking because Tricia is interested in doing that. I AM looking forward to learning how to make these chocolate covered caramel apples though. I can see me spending a lot of money on apples based on what Gina’s told me.”


She laughed at that. “Like I said, they’re a little work and some expense, but they’re very good. I don’t mind making them when I have the time and supplies.”


“We went out and bought everything the other day. We actually overbought since I wanted to try making some and I don’t think I’m the only one.”


She nodded. “I’ll teach you to make them this afternoon if we have time once everything is cleaned up.”


I pointed out the building and we pulled up to the visitor’s parking area. Lana pulled in behind us and the three of us went inside. We took the elevator up and Dad met us at the door with a smile and a handshake for me and Louisa. Lana gave him a small hug and then he showed Louisa around. I notice he conveniently skipped the room with the fetish furniture and Lana and I shared a knowing smile.


We left them alone and slipped into the room, looking at the furniture a little more since we were here. “It’s really a shame that we don’t have a place for all of this,” Lana said with a sigh. “Some of it looks like a lot of fun. Beck would love to be strapped into half of this stuff.”


“I know,” I said, looking at the whipping bench. It must have cost a fortune, but it was also huge. “Maybe when we get a new place,” I mused absently.


“Planning on moving again?” she asked, giggling.


“I’ve been thinking about it,” I admitted. “Gina’s sewing needs space, you and Beck are almost certainly going to want to move back in, Tricia AND Frank may end up folding their household into ours, Tabby and Collie may want to be back once their lease is up and I’ve noticed that the house isn’t really set up for Dawn very well either. I was thinking about getting her a dog door, but where the back door is doesn’t give us a good spot to let her in and out.”


She nodded. “Do you really think you’ll be able to find a house that works for everything we need?” she asked skeptically.


“No, I think we’ll have to look for land and build what we want. Hell, I’d be comfortable buying a large property and building two or three houses around a central pool and deck.”


“That would be cool,” she admitted. “That way we’re not tripping over each other.”


“Exactly. Even our kitchens are too small for what we need when everyone’s there. Look what we had to do for Christmas. It worked, but it was more work than it would have been if we had one kitchen designed for a family our size.”


“We should have a family meeting about it,” she suggested. “Maybe Saturday if no one’s busy.”


I nodded. “We can do that. Not in the evening though. I have a dinner to go to and I’d like to take several of the girls with me.”


“Formal?” she asked, her eyes brightening.


“Let’s find out,” I suggested and led her back out to find out what Dad and Louisa were up to.


He was helping her fill out the details for her tax forms. She’d never done this before and it was a new experience for her. I saw that most of the paperwork was finished and they were polishing off the last few pages, so we waited to talk to him about dinner on Saturday.


He’d made a reservation for a private dining room at a restaurant that specialized in steaks. He gave us the restaurant details and the time of the reservation.


I nodded. “If there’s a problem, I’ll let you know. I’ll try to talk to her this week to confirm everything. What’s the normal dress code for this place?” I asked.


“It’s a fairly upscale restaurant. I normally would have picked something a little more casual, but you said you wanted to find other restaurants,” he admitted.


“Cancel the reservation and pick something you’re comfortable with,” I said. “This is your introduction to the woman. We want to set the baseline where you’re comfortable. Pick the kind of restaurant you’d want to take her on a special occasion.”


He nodded. “Okay, then how about the Captain’s Table?” he suggested. “It’s new, so I don’t really know much about it, but a couple of people from work have been there and said the food and service was good.”


I nodded and looked up the place on the internet, found their number and gave them a call. “Hello,” I said when the phone was answered. “I’m looking to host a private dinner this Saturday and The Captain’s Table was suggested. Do you have private dining rooms?”


“Yes, we do,” the woman on the other end of the phone answered me. “What size party were you looking to host?”


“Ten or twelve people, I think is our upper limit,” I told her.


“We have a twelve-person dining room. What was the time of your dinner?”


“Saturday at 6:30 would be perfect,” I told her. “We can be a little flexible with the time though.”


“We have it booked up to 5PM,” she told me. “I’ll pencil you in for right after that, but if their engagement goes long, there may be a slight delay in seating you.”


“That’s fine. We’re hosting an informal meeting, so I’m willing to book the room for the rest of the evening. Just add that surcharge to the bill.”


“Of course. What’s the reservation name?”


“Matt Russell,” I told her.


“Perfect. You’ve got the room from 5PM until midnight. I’ve made a note that your expected arrival is for 6:30, but that should keep you from having to wait for the room to be serviced.


“Thank you. We’ll see you Saturday.” I hung up the phone and looked at Dad and Lana. “Done,” I said and gave him the restaurant address. “It’s online if you lose track of it,” I assured him.


“Now we just have to make sure she can make it,” he said, slightly nervous.


“I’ll talk to Victoria and see if she can put me in touch with her,” I assured him. “For now, I think we’re gonna leave you and Louisa to figure everything out.”


I went to say goodbye to Louisa and told her we’d see her back at the house.


I took Lana’s hand and was about to leave when something occurred to me. I paused and looked at her with what must have been a strange look on my face because the look she returned was confused and concerned.


I smiled and let her hand slip out of mine, turning and walking to the balcony. I opened the door and stepped out, hearing her and Dad both exclaim over what I was doing.


I went to the railing and looked down. I could remember every detail of the view this summer and other than the snow, it was no different now. I couldn’t see the stain on the pavement now, but no doubt it was gone between the snow, traffic and time. I looked down with an emotion I’d never felt when I viewed this scene in the past: serenity.


Lana came out onto the balcony and grabbed my arm in a death-grip. I looked up into her eyes and saw worry there. I smiled at her and shook my head. “Nothing,” I said. “That’s why I came out here. It has no draw now. NONE!”


She relaxed her grip and I took her hand, walking back inside calmly under my father’s concerned gaze. I looked at him and gave him the same comforting smile I’d given Lana. “You can let go of Miranda’s brother’s contact information,” I told him. “I’m no longer curious about who she was. I just went out there to prove to myself that I’m not still affected by her.”


He nodded and then the two of us left. Lana was a little more relaxed since I’d told my father why I’d gone out to the balcony. “I’m really glad you’ve let that go, Matt,” she said. “That scared the crap out of me though.”


“Well, I would hardly make dinner reservations and then jump off the balcony, would I?” I asked, amused. “In all seriousness, I just needed to confront that view to see if it had any draw on me any more.”


“What if it had?” she asked.


“I made you girls a promise not to kill myself,” I told her. “I have a great deal of difficulty in breaking my promises.”


“That, you do,” she said. “So what are we wearing on Saturday?” she asked, changing the subject.


“I was thinking about my suit and give you ladies a chance to dress up a little. I looked at the atmosphere at the Captain’s Table and it’s pretty swanky. It’s got some maritime roots in the decorating, but it’s more suggestive of a luxury liner than anything we normally see in the waters around here.”


She unlocked the car and we took off, still talking about what to wear. I was down to what tie to wear, but she was waxing poetic about what dress and how to do her hair. I smiled and let her have a few moments to bask in the idea of dressing up, glad for her to have something to look forward to Saturday other than her HIV screening.


By the time we got home, she’d decided on an outfit ... mostly. I chuckled to myself and we went inside to find Gina making herself right at home.


“Hey guys!” she beamed and came to kiss me deeply and hug Lana. “I hope it’s okay that I just grabbed the first empty drawers I found,” she said hopefully. “I couldn’t wait until you got back to start unpacking. I was just too excited.”


“That’s fine,” I said lightly. “Did you pack a cocktail dress, by any chance?”


“Uh, not really,” she admitted. “Why?”


“We’re going out to dinner on Saturday. I was thinking that if some of the girls don’t have a dress to wear, we could use Friday after school to go shopping.”


“I think I could make something by then if I can find material, but if not, I can always use the dress I wore to the formal in November,” she suggested.


“Not this time,” I said. “You’ve got too much on your plate for sewing right now anyway between work and this surprise that you have in mind for me.”


She bit her lip, but nodded. “Okay, but only so I can study the dress and make better ones later.”


“Fair enough,” I allowed. “Where are your sewing machines?” I asked, glancing around the room and not seeing them.


“I didn’t think there’d be room for them,” she admitted. “I figured I’d have to leave them at home for now and use them there.”


I shook my head. “You don’t have to. We can find room for them. Just tell me what you need for space and we’ll make it happen.”


She shrugged. “Just a table and chair, really,” she said. “I had my machine set up on my desk and I put it away when I wasn’t using it.”


I nodded. “Well, we can probably get you set up in the rec room with a table and chair so you can leave a machine set up there full-time,” I told her. “If push comes to shove, we can get rid of the pool table. None of us really use it all that much. Better to have the space get used for something than have the pool table sitting there collecting dust.”


She looked stricken at that and shook her head. “Don’t do that!” she exclaimed. “I wouldn’t want you to give up the pool table just so I could sew.”


I shrugged. “It was just a suggestion,” I said lightly. “I think we’re gonna be moving this year anyway. The house is getting a little small for all of us.”


This was news to Beck and she wanted to know when this was decided.


“We’re gonna talk about it on Saturday,” I said. “I’m gonna ask everyone to be there in the afternoon to talk it out before we go out to dinner. The houses are just getting too small for the size of our family.”


She nodded and shrugged. “Well, we COULD renovate this place,” she suggested.


I nodded. “We could. It’s not just our room that’s getting cramped though. The kitchen is overworked and under-sized, we’re running low on space in the shower, our hot-water tank is gonna need backup once school starts, we don’t have enough desk space for everyone, we have too many cars to store them all in the garage and the list goes on. We need more space to spread out.”


She bit her lip and nodded. “Well, it’s not like we were going back to baseball this summer anyway,” she said dismissively.


I looked at her and nodded. “We’ll be out in California for too much of the summer, but when we get back, I’m sure we can find a few pick-up games. I was still planning on living around here. Ideally we’ll buy land and then build a house that works for us.”


That made her feel better. “Depending on where it is, we could even be closer to the ball fields across town. Then we wouldn’t even see any of the old team,” she said, starting to get enthused about the idea.


“What’s wrong with the old team?” Gina asked curiously. She hadn’t known about what had happened with Beck and the team and I didn’t want to bring it up.


“When that rumor came up, the whole team did something pretty vile to stick it to me. I haven’t spoken to any of them since,” I said carefully, not wanting to out Beck. She looked at me sharply though.


“Matt’s covering up again,” she said. “I had sex with all the people on the team to get back at him. It was when I was still going crazy. I’m not proud of it. I did it to try to cost him friends and it worked. Now he wouldn’t talk to them to save his life.”


She looked pissed at herself, so I had to intervene. I put my hand under her chin and lifted it to get her to look at me. “You weren’t in control of yourself,” I reminded her. “They WERE in control of themselves. Not one of them turned down the chance to hurt me OR use you. They can die screaming for all I care. Let it go. I don’t miss them and we’re going to have a far better summer than they will. Post pictures online until people start getting sick of hearing about it.”


She nodded, but it had crashed her mood some. “I know. I just feel bad because you were pretty close to some of those guys and you don’t have any guy friends now.”


I shrugged. “What good are guy friends to me? Guys hang around, make up stories about having sex, try to get their hands on beer and convince each other to act like complete assholes to fit in. Remember the guy from the beach? He’s a perfect example of why guys should have more contact with girls and less influence from guys.”


She nodded, a little mollified by that change of perspective.


“On the plus side, the arrests are getting made tomorrow at school, so after tomorrow, we’ll know which guys are absolutely safe to hang out with. Marlene kept a ledger of everyone who was there and how much they paid.”


“What?!” Lana and Gina both gaped. “How do you know that?”


“They got a search warrant and tore her house apart,” I said softly. “DA Forbes told me yesterday afternoon. She’s already in custody. They found the drugs, the money, they found a lot more physical evidence than they expected, they found her ledger and ... they also found some pornography she’d made that weekend. It’s been posted to the internet, he told me. That’s probably how the stories of that weekend got spread.”


“Have you seen any of it?” Gina asked tentatively.


“No!” I said, horror-stricken at the thought. “I told everyone I don’t need to know the details of that weekend and I don’t need you to relive it. He just told me that it existed.”


All three of them looked upset now and I congratulated myself for making a complete mess out of things. Some days I really can be a jackass.


“Look,” I said soothingly. “The FBI will track down everyone that downloaded those images and put them away for a long time and then it’ll be over.”


Lana shook her head. “I need to see them,” she said adamantly. “Call the DA. I want to see those pictures to see what she did.”


Beck and Gina looked to be in total agreement with that, so I nodded and pulled out my phone.


“Joshua Forbes,” he answered when I called him.


“Mr. Forbes,” I said slowly. “It’s Matt Russell calling. Do you have a moment?”


“I’ve got a few if it’s not too involved,” he said.


“I’ve had a request from some of the girls regarding the case,” I said, cringing inside at how I thought this was going to go.


“I’m all ears,” he told me. “Those girls have been a big help to the investigation. Anything short of five minutes alone with the guilty is probably possible.”


“Well, I have three of the girls here with me right now. I told them about the evidence you found at the Garrett house and they want to see the materials.”


“That’s not something I can agree to,” he said uncomfortably.


“I thought you might say that,” I admitted, “but hear me out. These were acts that were performed on them against their will and mostly without their knowledge since all three of them were shocked that there’d been pictures taken. They know those pictures are out there and we suspect that sharing those photos is how the rest of the school has been convinced to turn against these girls. These pictures are also getting shared. That means these girls are being violated by anyone that has these images. They at least have a right to see what other people have seen of their ordeal.”


He sighed. “You’d make a good lawyer, you know,” he pointed out. “If you can get them to sit down with us and piece things together, then I can allow it as witness interviews.”


“When would we be able to do that?” I asked.


“This week is going to be too swamped to do anything like that,” he said. “Between the arrests and the court appearances, I’d say next week is your best bet.”


“I’ll talk to the rest of them as soon as I can and I’ll call you back with a time that they’ll want to view what you have. I’m sure that they’ll want to insist on a female officer interviewing them. No offense. I know you’re totally professional about it, but my only concern is their well-being. If someone from the DA’s office has to be there, can you make sure it’s a woman?”


“That won’t be a problem. I have an ADA that specializes in sexual assault cases that can be there,” he told me. “Just let me know when.”


I said goodbye and hung up. “Well, he agreed, so long as it’s part of an interview to help them put together the sequence of events.”


They nodded. They didn’t look happy about it, but they looked like they were determined. I sighed. “I suppose we need to let the rest of the girls know about this and give them the option of participating. I don’t want to do this by email though. Can you girls help me call everyone? Just tell them that we want to meet tonight at 8 and it’s news about the case. No details over the phone.”


They nodded and we split up the list between the four of us. I was grateful that Gina took Cheryl’s number. I didn’t want to talk to her. I’d address the crowd, but I didn’t want anything to do with her other than that.


It took us close to an hour, but we got in touch with everyone and had the meeting set for tonight. I put my head down and closed my eyes when I hung up the phone for the last time.


Gina came and sat in my lap, putting her arms around my neck. I hugged her back, turning my office chair around to look at Lana and Beck as I cuddled her. They both looked as miserable as I felt and I nudged Gina off my lap so we could go to the bed and I could hold all of them as well as I could. I held Gina on one side, Lana on the other with Beck curled up on my chest. There were no words. We just lay there and held onto each other for a long time.


We separated when we heard the door upstairs and we got up to go greet Louisa. She took in the looks on our faces and asked what was wrong.


“We got an update about the case. We were informed that pictures were taken that weekend and they’ve been shared online. The girls have told the DA that they want to see the images of them to see what’s been shared. We just finished calling the other girls to get them to come here tonight so we can break the news to them.”


She nodded sadly and hugged Gina tightly.


We had a simple lunch with Patty next door, letting Louisa meet her in a slightly less tense setting than they had at Thanksgiving and we told Patty about the pornography. She was as furious as we were.


“The good news is that Marlene kept records of all the money that changed hands. She wrote down who it came from and what it was for. Those records alone are enough to put her in jail for the rest of her life,” I said. “Then there’s the drugs and the pictures. Each of those is a hefty jail sentence, but put together, she’ll spend the rest of her rotten life in prison.”


“Hopefully it’s a long and painful life,” Patty said darkly.


“We’ll see,” I said. I already had some ideas on how to make life miserable for Marlene once she got to prison. I wasn’t about to share them though. Those were for me to play with. “I personally think she’ll commit suicide before she’s in there too long, but we should talk about something less upsetting.”


They nodded and the girls talked about going to dinner Saturday.


“What’s the occasion?” Patty asked lightly.


“I’m introducing Dad to a new woman,” I said. “He’s in need of someone with a very specific outlook and she fits the bill.”


“And she’s someone YOU know?” she asked, surprised.


“A nurse at the hospital,” I told her. “God knows I spend enough time there to get to know the staff.”


“That is true,” she agreed. “That’s how you met?” she asked surprised.


I shrugged. “Yeah. She works in the ICU. I know a fair number of people at the hospital now between my stays, checkups with Samantha and appointments with Victoria.”


“You’ve certainly picked attractive women for your doctors,” Louisa noticed.


“That wasn’t my choice, but it’s certainly worked out that way.” I admitted. “Both of them were assigned to me when I was unconscious. I think Victoria might have intervened on my behalf with getting Samantha as my surgeon though. The last time I had a male doctor, it was a disaster.”


“That bad, huh?” she asked and Gina nodded. She’d heard about Dr. Collins.


“He nearly killed Matt,” she told her mother.


“A couple of ways,” I agreed. “First with the broken rib and then by over-medicating me, but he’s well on his way to losing his license to practice medicine, so we don’t have to worry about him.”


We managed to steer the topic away from any areas of anxiety for any of us after that, but we all had it in mind.


Chapter 30


After lunch, we returned to the house where I showed Louisa around. She nodded as I showed her the upstairs and then the main floor. She gave me a small smile as she saw the supplies for dipping apples on the counter and promised that once the tour was over, she’d show us how they were done so she could clean up afterwards.


She was surprised at the downstairs, especially the bedroom and bathroom. She looked at the bed and then at me. “That’s a lot of room for just two people,” she noted.


I shrugged. “On the weekends, it sometimes gets crowded,” I admitted. “Dawn sleeps here too, though I’m thinking that should stop soon.”


She nodded in understanding and gave the bed another searching look. She looked like she wanted to ask something, but was struggling to find the words.


“You have questions about how it works,” I said knowingly.


She nodded. “I don’t want to insult you,” she said, frowning. “I just don’t understand.”


“I don’t sense any judgment or hostility in you,” I said gently, “so any question you ask is genuine. I won’t be insulted by that. I promise.”


“How can you keep up with that many girls?” she asked.


I smiled. “Until the shooting, I was in good shape. That helps. I’m also willing to do more than chase my own pleasure. I’ve learned a few tricks to keep the girls from feeling neglected. They’re also very well organized, deciding who’s in need of attention between them.”


“Still, how many girlfriends do you have?” she asked.


“Eight right now,” I said. “Two are out of town and two aren’t cleared to have sex yet. That leaves four that have been taking turns wearing me out. Even when they’re all back though, some of my girls are as attracted to each other as they are to me. I think that’s more at the heart of what you were curious about.”


She nodded, but didn’t say anything more so I continued.


“We have a policy that no one ever does something they’re not comfortable with. I would have waited indefinitely to make love to Gina if she wasn’t ready. She was still welcome to be here with us and we loved her no less for not being ready. If she’s interested in girls in that way, she’ll be loved without fail. If she’s not comfortable doing that, she’ll still be loved without fail. They’ll respect that limitation from her and love her like a sister instead of like a lover.”


She nodded. “You’re not offended by the question?” she asked uncertainly.


“Not at all,” I told her. “You were respectful and genuinely curious. I hope knowing that the girls are capable of loving each other that way doesn’t make you think any less of us.”


She smiled at me knowingly. “I grew up in a big family,” she told me. “I learned most of what I know about boys and dating and kissing from my sisters, including how to kiss a boy. Gina never had any sisters, just a pair of brothers. Thank God she didn’t learn to kiss from either of them.”


I nodded. “I’m glad you understand us,” I said and grinned at her before taking her to see the bathroom, which she exclaimed over. It was admittedly spacious, allowing for four people to occupy the shower without too much crowding.


I showed her the furnace room, but told her if she gave it a flick with the broom once a week, it was fine. We used it for storage for the bathroom mostly as evidenced by the boxes lining the shelves.


We went upstairs and I called Patty to join us while Louisa took us through the finer points of dipping apples in hot caramel, letting them chill and then dipping them in chocolate. She made it look easy, but I could tell that she had the planning down to a science. Patty nodded as we watched and she was able to replicate the process perfectly when she tried it. The rest of us gave it a shot with varying degrees of success.


We put them in the freezer while Louisa melted the chocolate and then she dipped several to show us how it was done. We had fun, made a mess, ate a lot of the chocolate and caramel and filled the fridge with two dozen apples for us to try out and for her to take home to Miguel and Hector.


As soon as the chocolate had set, she took one out and cut it for us to try. Gina knew what she was in for and Patty looked like it was exactly what she’d expected it to be. The rest of us were in an unexpected Heaven.


“These are amazing!” I said in awe as the flavors exploded on my tongue. The tartness of the apple and the sweetness of the caramel and chocolate were perfect compliments to each other. Everyone agreed and savored the whole thing.


Louisa beamed. “Now you know how to make them, so you’ll be able to have them whenever you want to go to the trouble and expense,” she said. “But now everyone should let me clean up unless they want to help.


We all retreated, to leave her to work on the house in peace. Patty left and took Beck with her since Gina, Lana and I were going to cheer or in my case, to physio at the gym. By the time we were all packed and ready, Louisa only had to see where Frank’s was and get the tour from Tricia.


We drove over and did the introductions before we had to take off. I told Tricia about the meeting later and she promised to be there and gave each of us a hug.


We were a few minutes early for practice, but all the girls were there milling around, waiting for us. They wanted a hint about the case and they also wanted to find out more about Cheryl and what had happened.


“The DA found a lot of evidence at Marlene’s house,” I told them delicately. “I wanted to talk to everyone to let them know what he found and find out which of you want to go through some of the materials to try to piece everything together.”


“What did they find?” Jessie asked, curious what would prompt them to want input from the girls.


“Pornography,” I said flatly, my mouth twisted in disgust. “I don’t know how much or what specifically was made, but it’s online, so there’s a good chance that the leak wasn’t someone talking about it, it was someone sharing the pictures.”


They all looked shocked and upset. I understood only too well. We exchanged a lot of hugs and there were a few girls who had to excuse themselves to go to the bathroom. Gina and Lana followed them and I talked with the rest of the girls to make sure that they knew it didn’t change the way I felt about them.


“I suppose it was too much to hope for that they wouldn’t have taken pictures with everyone having cellphones,” I said. “Still, I HAD hoped that there wouldn’t be anything like this.”


They nodded and then Jessie brought up the other subject I was dreading.


“Have you heard from Cheryl since she went bat-shit crazy?” she asked, trying to get the girls to concentrate on something else.


“Is that what happened?” one of the girls asked. “When I read the email, I figured something went wrong. What ended it?”


I grimaced and gave Jessie a dirty look that she chose to disregard. “I really don’t want anyone to treat her poorly at school,” I warned them. “She told me that she was ready for sex, that she wanted it. Afterwards, she started having bad flashbacks and it got worse to the point that she accused me of being like those guys in September. She’s deeply tormented, NOT malicious. She didn’t do it to hurt me. She just can’t handle sex or a relationship and after being with me that way, she doesn’t see me any different than the Watermans.”


“That’s bullshit!” someone said. “After everything you’ve done for all of us, she thinks you’re like them?!”


I nodded. “Like I said, she’s tormented by what they did to her. Maybe it was a mistake for her to keep the baby, but it was her decision and it was important for her to make it so she could start reclaiming her life.”


They gathered around me and we all hugged it out. We were in the middle of a slightly awkward moment when Jessie spoke up again. “Well from the looks of your neck and Gina’s, not everyone was upset with how you treated them,” she said, taking hold of my chin to tilt my head back so she could see the marks clearer.


“Those are nothing,” I scoffed lightly, picking up her mood gratefully. “You’ll have to ask her what other marks there might be though. I don’t wanna be accused of bragging. After what happened with Cheryl, Gina breathed life back into me.”


That started them giggling and making fun of me for it and when Gina returned, they included her until she told me to take off my shirt and show my back. The girls all appreciated the scratches and especially when Gina went on in great detail about how amazing everything was.


They were still giggling about it when the coach came in and started calling practice to order. Diego was a few minutes behind her and we separated to start working on my shoulder. I talked to him about the other injuries and how the pain and discomfort had faded almost completely from them.


“That’s a little surprising,” he admitted. “I’d expect some of that pain to linger. How’s the shoulder been treating you?”


“It’s been good. I haven’t pushed the weight too much, skipped a few days over the holidays, but it doesn’t feel as weak as it did,” I told him. “You think we’re getting to that plateau you talked about before?”


“I’m not sure,” he said. “Normally, I’d use your other injuries to give me an idea how your body responds in general to the healing process. It sounds like you’ve made a lot of headway in a short period of time. You were still on the cane just two weeks ago and were JUST out of the chair, right?” he confirmed. “I think you’re pushing your recovery just a bit and I can understand that. Tomorrow, I want to get some new x-rays done and see what things look like in there. I’ll make the appointment for you and we’ll get a good look at how it looks.”


“Well, I go for tests every Tuesday at Harvard. If you want, I can ask them to do a CT scan on the shoulder while they’re doing the other tests. That won’t be until next week though,” I offered.


“If they’re willing, that would go a long way to determining how well it’s healing. Far better than an x-ray, but I still want the x-rays anyway.”


“Fair enough, “ I said lightly. I wondered if Victoria’s legendary technician was going to be giving me the once-over this time. “Diego, I’m told there’s one really outstanding tech in x-ray. I mean scorching-hot. You know who they’re talking about?”


He laughed and nodded. “Yeah. Ingrid,” he said lightly. “You hoping she’ll make all your dreams come true?”


“Nothing so grandiose,” I assured him. “I sort of have a running bet with someone as to whether she’s impervious to my charm since she gets so much attention. The last time I got an x-ray from her, I barely noticed her, so there’s some speculation about whether I’m immune to HER charm too.”


He chuckled a little. “Looking for me to do you a solid and assign it to her?”


“That’s up to you,” I told him. “I personally don’t care if a koala bear runs the machine so long as it’s qualified. I just get teased every time I go to x-ray and don’t come back with her on my arm, so I was curious about who she was.”


“I’ll make sure you get her tomorrow,” he said. “Diego delivers, man.”


“No pressure on me though, right?” I joked.


He made a scoffing sound. “You’re fourteen!” he said. “What are you gonna do with her?”


I lifted my shirt and showed him my back. “Not the warpaint of the unskilled,” I said dryly. “I’ve got that end covered.”


“Please!” he said dismissively and flicked my neck. “Next you’ll be telling me that these are all in the heat of passion.”


“Well I sure as fuck didn’t steal your dentures to make ‘em, Old Man,” I laughed.


“This ‘old man’ is doing you a favor letting you get your x-ray from Miss Fine!” he told me.


“That’s her nickname? ‘Miss Fine’?” I asked dryly.


“No, that’s her last name,” he laughed. “We just make a joke of it because it fits.”


I nodded, making note not to make a jackass about it when talking to her. I really wasn’t interested in picking up an older woman at this point, but I was tempted to just to shock Victoria. “So how’s the shoulder look from your perspective?” I asked.


“You’re good. You’re WAY ahead of where I thought we’d be. I’d say you can move up to a five-pound weight now. Be careful with it and take it gradually and stop if you get any trembling or numbness or you feel tearing in the joint.”


“Will do,” I said agreeably. “You figure we’re at about 40%?” I asked.


“I think we’re a little closer to fifty, actually,” he said. “You just seem to be blowing past all the lulls. Most times it happens when people are really motivated to get well, but I always caution them not to push it.”


“The only thing I’ve been pushing is running since my leg felt better,” I told him. I’m still not cleared for really strenuous work.”


“Good,” he said. “Running will keep you in shape and help you feel like you’re doing something. That’s all for today. I’ll let you off a little early since you’re doing so well. Just keep it up.” He patted me on the other shoulder and left me to go change. Practice was just finishing up and I went to talk to Tina.


“I think I’ll be ready to come back to this side of the gym soon,” I told her.


“You look like you’re walking better,” she commented.


“I can run on it now,” I confirmed. “Diego says he thinks the shoulder is about half what it was before the shooting. He’s sending me for pictures tomorrow to see how it looks and it’s possible that next week or the week after, I’ll be able to rejoin practice. I feel good now, but I know I still have a way to go.”


“Make sure it’s a hundred percent,” she advised. “I can have Naomi work with you on some tumbling since that’s part of what you contracted me for originally,” she said, referring to her daughter. “She’s worked with a few of the other girls and I think she’s coming to like it more than competing.”


“If she wants to do more coaching, I think I could use a little extra coverage since I have a lot of catching up to do,” I told her. “Ask her about it and let me know what she’d want to charge.”


She thought about it and nodded. “I’ll talk to her about it,” she promised. “I hope she doesn’t give up on competing at this point. She’s been training for the Olympics. I’d hate to see her give it up when she’s on the verge of getting there.”


I nodded in understanding. “An Olympic medal would make her very desirable as a coach. I’m sure that’s something you’ve considered.”


She nodded and told me she’d see me Thursday.


I got changed and met Gina outside. We’d decided that Lana should be around the house since the cheer team was going right over. We were catering pizzas for the team again. I’d left Lana with a small fortune and orders to save a pizza for us since we were going to pick up Emma at the airport.


I kissed Lana goodbye and got kisses from half the cheerleaders. Gina marking me seemed to spark a feeling that I was property of the team. I was saved when Gina called a halt so that we could go.


We decided have coffee while we waited for the plane to land, intending to get a late dinner with Emma once we got home so we could fill her in about the holidays in more detail. We checked the arrivals board and it wasn’t listed as delayed, so we figured we had about an hour before it landed.


We went to Starbucks and got coffees and sweets. I generally wasn’t a huge fan of Starbucks, but Gina seemed enthusiastic about it, so we went and she ordered something complicated while I just wanted coffee. I got a square and she got a different one, both of us nibbling at them as we sipped our coffee.


“Any idea what you’re gonna tell the girls tonight?” she asked quietly.


I shrugged. “I’ll break it to them as gently as I can and tell them that the option is there to see what images of them are out there. I don’t know how many of them will want to see them, but they should know that they exist.”


She nodded. “Will you come with me when I look at them?” she asked, looking at me intently.


My eyes searched hers and I nodded. “If you want, I’ll sit with you,” I promised.


She smiled at me and relaxed a lot. “Thanks. I know you don’t want to see those pictures, but you’ve been there with me for all the rest of it, I want you to be there for that.”


I nodded. “I never wanted you girls to have to relive it,” I told her. “If you feel the need to see those images, then I’ll hold your hand and look at them with you.”


“I do,” she said adamantly. “I also want you to know what happened that weekend, all of it. Not because I want to relive it, but because I want you to know how much you’ve helped me and how different it is with you than what they did to us.”


I nodded. I tried very hard to convey how much I loved her with every action I took when we’d been together. I’d done the same with Cheryl, but somewhere along the way, that message had been lost.


“If it’s what you need, then I’ll listen and I’ll see and I’ll love you all the more for knowing what you went through. I’m not looking forward to it, but I know you’re not either. We’ll get through it together,” I promised.


She leaned across the table, to kiss me deeply. “You’re too good to me,” she said adoringly.


“I keep telling you, it’s hard work just managing to be good enough for you,” I said with a slight smile, hoping to change topics. “So tell me something, is your mom’s car and yours and your dad’s running well?” I asked, trying to steer her in a new direction.


She nodded. “Papa does all the maintenance,” she said. “When there’s a problem, he fixes it. He actually got my car from a neighbor who was going to sell it for parts. It took a while to fix it up, but he managed to get it done in time for my sixteenth birthday.”


I nodded. “I hate how much you and your parents have had to struggle,” I told her sincerely. “I literally have enough money to stack it into a chair and your parents are working themselves to the bone to make ends meet.” I looked down, ashamed of how well we were living while they struggled every day. “I can’t even convince your mother to take help with home repairs. I have to hire her to work for me to get her to accept anything. I hate having all this money and not being able to help with it.”


She took my hand and squeezed it. “You’re doing more than you know,” she said gently. “Mama and Papa were upset that they couldn’t send me to college. You took that worry away. You treat me like gold and you treat Hector like he’s part of the family. That takes away a lot of worry that you’ve never seen.”


“You ARE gold,” I told her firmly. “I feel lucky every time I see you grin at me. And Hector IS family. I never had a little brother, but he’s always been perfectly behaved when we hung out. I offered to have him come to our place after school mostly because he doesn’t get a lot of chance to hang out with us. I know for you, he’s the bratty little brother you have to look after when your parents are working, but I know that you’re just a little annoyed that you don’t have more freedom because you need to watch him for your mom. Honestly, you could always bring him over to hang out.”


She grinned. “You’re doing it again,” she said. “You’re adopting my whole family because you love me.”


“Damn right!” I said firmly. “You know that your mother has never said a cross word to me? I’m having rough sex with her daughter and she knows it. That’s plenty of reason for her to chase me with a kitchen knife, but she tells me that I make her daughter happier than she can ever remember seeing you instead. Your dad trusts me with his little girl. Your brother looks up to me like I’m his hero. You know he wanted every Captain America toy we saw that day we were at Walmart? That’s not because of the movie. It’s because of me, because I wore the costume. How could I not call them family?”


She grinned at me and took hold of my hand. “I love that you love them, but you have them built up as perfect and they’re not. They have flaws too, you know.”


I laughed. “I know they do,” I assured her. “I don’t know what they are yet, but I know that they have them. You don’t think I’m perfect, do you? I have some pretty glaring character flaws of my own.”


“Oh yeah? Name one,” she challenged me.


“Dr. Spencer is worried that my ability to be monogamous is permanently damaged,” I told her truthfully.


“So you have the ability to love more than one person,” she countered. “Not a flaw.”


“I’m too trusting with people, which has led to you girls having to protect me from getting involved with someone that could hurt me quite badly because I don’t see the sinister motives behind their smile.”


“You choose to see the good in people,” she said with a smile.


I gave her a wry smile. “I sometimes cope with stress by fleeing from the situation,” I confessed.


“Isn’t that the ‘fight or flight’ response? You choose to defuse the situation rather than lash out in response to stress. If you didn’t do that, you probably would have put Lana in the hospital that day you screamed at her.”


“You’re not making this easy for me,” I pointed out.


“I’m not supposed to,” she said sweetly. “I’m your girlfriend. I’m supposed to make you feel good about yourself like you make me feel about myself.”


“I could point out that there’s a side of me capable of inflicting deep cruelty unto others.”


“This is ‘Bad Matt’ we’re talking about now?” she asked and waited for my nod. “Okay, so that side exists. So what? Have you ever used it?”


“Several times,” I admitted.


She shook her head. “Playing bondage games with Beck doesn’t count as inflicting cruelty,” she argued. “You let a little of him out the other night with me too. That doesn’t make it cruel. That’s part of the game. I’m talking about inflicting it on someone specifically to make them suffer. Have you ever done that?”


“Vance,” I said. “That’s the only time it slipped off the leash.”


“That was self-defense. He didn’t give you a choice.”


“Zoe’s boyfriend,” I told her. “I punched him in the balls and told him if I didn’t have more important things to do, I’d drag him out into the garage and experiment with power tools.”


“Did you mean it?” she asked.


“I think so. He stalked the girls back to the house after they told him he wasn’t welcome. I thought about getting one of the toys in the collection I don’t even let Bad Matt touch.”


She nodded. “I suppose that would be similar to Vance then. I mean he showed up at your house, right? That’s asking for a response.”


“Okay, then I guess I am perfect,” I conceded with a chuckle. “I’ll try not to let it go to my head.”


“You’re a good person,” she said. “Don’t doubt it.”


“I try to be,” I admitted. “There are some people that I’d like nothing better than to spend a year torturing them to a slow death. I don’t act on those impulses for a very good reason. If I got caught, the people I love would suffer for seeing me go to jail.”


She nodded, understanding who I meant. “I understand. If we had the option to capture one of them, I’d spend that year with you, covered in gore and wrath.”


I nodded. “It was pointed out that if I’d killed Patrick on Christmas Eve, it would have been ruled self-defense since he came to the house. It was one time that giving in to wrath would have cost us all a lot since his testimony has helped put that investigation in high gear, so I don’t regret that one, but part of me wishes that Vance had died slower, more painfully.”


She nodded. “We all wish that for what he did to all of us,” she told me. “I know a lot of the girls are more vicious about what he did to YOU. None of us were really hurt physically. You nearly died and you’re still fighting to get the use of your arm back. That bothers me more than what happened to me.”


I nodded, understanding. “The night my mother had her melt-down, she roughed me up pretty good. My face was swollen and starting to bruise and I remember asking Lana and Beck how they were feeling. They were shocked because I’d just had my head handed to me by my mother. I pointed out that I KNEW how I was feeling, but that I wasn’t sure how they were.”


She nodded. “Exactly. None of us have ever been shot or needed physiotherapy or had to go for surgery or had to spend time in a wheelchair, so we worry about you more than us because we can feel how bad it is for us.”


I nodded. “Which is why I sometimes treat you girls like you’re made of glass. I don’t know what you went through or how it feels so I can’t normalize it in my head. My situation is relatively minor in my head though. I don’t think of it as terrible. This past year, I’ve sort of learned to thrive on pain. When I got out of school in June, I was really a typically immature kid. I’ve done a lot of growing up since then and most of it was because of the pain I’ve been through.”


She shrugged. “So how do we stop wanting to protect each other?” she asked.


“I’m not sure we should,” I told her. “I don’t intend to stop looking out for the girls that were hurt that weekend, especially, you, Lana and Beck. I kind of have to stop looking out for Cheryl except in a very passive, general sense.”


She nodded. “I personally feel like she deserves to have all of us take a front-row seat to watch her go down in flames for the way she treated you,” she said sourly. “I know that the rest of the girls are gonna feel the same way when they hear the details.”


I nodded. “Jessie brought it up at practice while you and Lana were in the bathroom. You caught the tail end of it, but I had to tell them what had happened in vague terms.”


She nodded. “I intended to do that anyway,” she said and looked at her watch. “Should we head to the gate?” she asked.


I nodded and picked up my cup, tossing it in the trash still half full. I really preferred Dunkin’ Donuts. It felt wrong to me to get two coffees and two squares and pay almost $30.


“Didn’t like the coffee?” she asked, still nursing hers as we walked toward her gate.


I shrugged. “I don’t normally drink a lot of coffee,” I said dismissively. “Since the stomach surgery, I find it hard on me.”


She looked at me sympathetically. “You got sick the other night from eating the wrong thing too. Why didn’t you say something? We could have gone somewhere else.”


“You wanted Starbucks,” I said simply. “You don’t ask for a lot, so I’m not gonna pull the rug out from under you when you do. Next time I’ll try one of their cold drinks or something.”


She nodded, slightly mollified for the moment. “So I saw you talking to Tina at the end of practice. What were you guys talking about?” she asked as we waited.


“About when I’d be able to return to practice,” I admitted.


She brightened at that prospect. “Really? When?”


“I think I could rejoin next week or the week after, but Diego’s gonna get some fresh x-rays done tomorrow so he can look at how it’s healing on the inside. He approved me moving to a heavier weight at home and that’s good news. He says he thinks I’m up to about half the shape it was in before Vance fucked it up.”


“That’s a big change!” she grinned, excited. “You might be able to go with us when we compete.”


“I have to go anyway,” I pointed out to her. “I’m the club treasurer and massage technician. I pay the bills and touch the girls. Those are my jobs and I take them seriously.”


She laughed. “So what kind of hotel are you gonna book us when we go away?”


“The kind that have a hot-tub in the room and a view to kill for,” I told her. “We’ll shop around to see if any of the local hotels have a honeymoon suite and book it for us.”


“That would be nice, but would the bed be big enough?” she asked playfully. “It’s meant for two and by the time we start going to competitions, you’re going to have me, Lana and probably half the team looking to curl up with you.”


“That wouldn’t leave much time for attending the competition, would it?” I said playfully. “I’d have thought you’d want me to be there looking strong and impressive, not exhausted and dehydrated.”


She leaned over and kissed me. “That’s a good point,” she conceded. “Some of the teams suffer because they just come to fuck and they can’t move by the time the competition starts.”


“While that sounds like a great deal of fun, I’m more in favor of booking the hotel for an extra day and celebrating naked when we smash the other teams. Maybe we’ll take their best members back to our room as trophies and fuck them unconscious.”


“That sounds like fun,” she admitted. “We’d have to be choosy though. There’s some of those girls that are like the drinking fountains at the library. There’s no telling who’s had their mouths on them.”


“You know for sure or is that the rumor?” I asked.


“I’ve never watched them in action, if that’s what you mean,” she admitted reluctantly, “but their reputation is huge!”


I nodded. “But we don’t know how they got that rep,” I reminded her. “Depending on who saw those pictures, our team might have that reputation at competitions this year. I doubt it. Those creeps didn’t seem like the kind of people that have connections in the cheer community, but I’m just pointing out that something similar could have happened to them to earn them a rep.”


She nodded, troubled by what I’d given her to think about, so I put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Let’s make ourselves a promise,” I suggested. “This year, we’ll get to know the ones that have a reputation without assuming that their rep is true or fair. If it turns out to be, we can back off and if it’s not, then we can make friends.”


She nodded and liked that idea, beaming at me in response before her face clouded. “What if they’ve heard about September?”


“Then we play my YouTube channel and ask if anyone wants to disrespect my girls,” I said simply. “I’ll bring my shield.”


“You can’t beat them all up,” she said sternly.


“Well, how about we explain what happened and tell them that they need to tell us where they heard about it and tell us who showed them the pictures if that’s how they found out. I intend to chase down those pictures to every hard drive they passed through if I get the chance.”


She nodded. “How’re you planning on doing that?” she asked curiously.


“I was looking at some facial recognition software,” I admitted. “The topic came up in one of my computer sciences courses and the software looked interesting. I think I could take those images and do a more broad-spectrum spacial relation comparison to find matching images on computers. I just have to build a Trojan to deliver the initial software that lets the program search their system.”


“You’ve been preparing for this!” she said, realizing what I was talking about. “You’re writing programs and planning to track down everyone that shared those photos! How long have you known?”


“I suspected that we’d face this problem as soon as I realized how bad that party actually was,” I admitted. “I’d hoped that I was wrong when we hadn’t heard anything by Christmas. I want to track down everyone that’s seen you girls naked and see that they’re punished for enjoying what happened to you.”


“And how do you plan to make that happen?” she asked. “You can’t go to every house and beat up those guys.”


“Actually, I think I’d dig their eyes out of their heads if I was going to the trouble of going to their door,” I muttered darkly. “The reality of the situation though, is you’re right. I can’t, so I’ll work with law enforcement to get them the tools to hunt down these pieces of shit.”


“You really think it’ll work?” she asked.


“The software isn’t revolutionary,” I said. “It’s been around in primitive forms since the early 90’s. Instead of recognizing just faces though, I’m using it to identify broader features of the photograph like the furniture configuration in the room, the color of the walls, the position of the stuff on the table and other things like that.” I pointed across the terminal at a waiting area. “See those seats? Here’s how it would work. Imagine a photograph of that scene. The software would look for photos that have a row of seats like that. So it would eliminate pictures without twelve seats in the row. Then it would look for the position and number of people sitting in the chairs and then it would move on to the color of their clothing, the color of the floor, the shape of their luggage, the position of the wall behind them, the people moving around at the edges of the scene. It takes a known photograph and fingerprints the contents. Then it searches for points of commonality.”


“How close to done is it?” she asked, sounding like she understood the general idea, but not the nuts and bolts.


“I think the software is complete. I just have to get a connection to the computers to test it. I could hack my way into the internet companies and do it that way, but then it’s off to federal prison for me for computer crimes. I think I’ll talk to DA Forbes about it when we talk to him about the images.”


She nodded and we were still waiting for Emma’s plane to taxi to the terminal. I was playing with my phone while she was looking at the arrivals board when we heard a shriek of rage.


“I’LL FUCKING KILL YOU!!!!!”


Chapter 31


I turned and there was Marlene Garrett, hurling toward me with murder in her eyes. I flicked on my camera and passed the phone to Gina to record everything.


I could see the cops she’d been traveling with picking themselves up about sixty feet away. She was still cuffed, but that didn’t seem to phase her. She was furious at the sight of me. I stood my ground and waited for her to reach me. The area was clear as Gina backed away so she wouldn’t get hurt.


Sometimes the universe hands out strange gifts. Tonight was a gift from the universe or God or Disney or whatever higher power you feel is most firmly in control of events. Thy Will be done.


I curled my fingers into fists and snapped out my left, feeling the satisfying crunch of cartilage giving way as her nose bent and flattened before her momentum carrier her into me. Her hands went to my throat and I let them. I was looking to inflict as much pain onto her as possible and I only had a moment or two before the cops pried us apart. I swung my left hand as hard and as fast as I could, using my weakened right hand to hold her head steady with a vicious grip on her ear, twisting and mangling it as much as I could as I pistoned my fist into her jaw as hard as I could, wanting to break bones. I felt them start to give way and felt a couple of teeth bounce off of my face and skittle away.


She was shrieking incoherently as she tried to strangle me, her fingers digging into my throat as I beat her mercilessly. I was lying on my back and she was on top of me. I wondered where the cops were and worried that airport security was playing jurisdictional grab-ass while we fought, so I took the bull by the horns. I grabbed her other ear, feeling the cartilage crumple like cardboard in my fist, twisted and pulled her down while I lunged up. My forehead shattered her cheekbone and when her grip on my throat loosened, I grabbed the handcuffs in both hands, wrenching them as violently as I could back and forth until I felt her wrists break and her hands hung limply.


I kicked her off me and shakily got to my feet. The cops were coming toward us, but it looked like they’d been taking their sweet time, maybe hoping I’d press charges. I was gonna do a Hell of a lot worse than that. I grabbed her ankles and stood over her. “This is for the girls you brutalized,” I seethed at her in a loud enough voice to be heard on the video. I raised my foot and drove it down on her pubic bone with everything I had.


The scream that ripped out of her was worse than any sound I’d ever heard and I savored it in sadistic glee. She thrashed on the ground, pissing herself and possibly shitting herself at the same time.


“That’s what we do to people that sell little girls in Boston, Bitch!” I said to her and then I spat on her. “Welcome home.” I was aware my voice didn’t sound right and coughed a little, my throat starting to hurt a fair bit now that I was done having fun.


“Are you okay?” one of the cops asked. There was a large lump raising on the side of her face where Marlene had hit her or knocked her over hard into something.


“I’m Captain America,” I rasped, feeling my throat delicately. “I can do this all day.”


“She just went ballistic when she saw you standing there. I’ve never seen anything like it,” her partner gasped. He was holding his ribs and seemed to be having trouble breathing.


“Get that checked out, Soldier,” I told him. “Looks like you might have a couple of cracked ribs from whatever she did to break free.”


“Yes sir!” he threw a salute, playing along. “You’re the guy with the YouTube channel?”


I nodded. “The video from Thanksgiving was one of her gang. The one at Halloween was several of them.”


“Thanks for your help in apprehending an escaped fugitive,” the first one said, offering me her hand.


“No problem,” I said, my voice still feeling like I had something loose in there. “I suspect she’s too half-dead to give you any more problems.”


Gina had come up beside me and pointed the camera down at Marlene. She was passed out, covered in blood, had very clearly pissed herself and her hands hung at strange angles.


I crouched down into the shot and smiled at the camera with some obvious effort. “I’m sorry. Where are my manners? This is Marlene Garrett. She invited sixty girls she was friends with to a party one weekend, drugged them all out of their minds and then sold their bodies to the highest bidder. She’s a little miffed with me because ... well I’m not certain why she hates me. It could be because the young man who shot me and lost his life was one of her close friends and helped her organize and carry out that sick deed or maybe she thinks that I played an important role in bringing her to justice. Either way, she’s likely to be VERY angry that she failed to kill me tonight. She’s probably going to be a little embarrassed that she just shit her pants too, but I think she’ll get over that.”


I patted her cheek and stood up. “I think that’s enough footage for the world,” I told Gina and she stopped the camera and handed the phone back to me.


“Putting that up tonight?” the cops asked as we waited for their Boston counterparts to arrive.


“Maybe,” I said thoughtfully. “Maybe not. I mean I just beat the living shit out of a girl.” I sniffed the air. “Literally.”


“I am NOT cleaning that up,” the female cop said, making us laugh. Airport security had the area cordoned off and were herding people away from it.


A few minutes later, the Boston contingent showed up, one of them looking down at the human wreckage and swearing softly at her condition. “What the HELL!??!” he blurted, looking toward the two officers that had been on the plane with her. Then he caught sight of me.


“Why am I NOT surprised to find you here, covered in blood?” he asked.


“I’ve missed you too, Officer Daniels,” I said with a laugh, immediately reduced to a coughing fit.


“It’s not his fault,” one of the officers confirmed. “He was standing here waiting for a different plane when she broke loose and attacked him. He was defending himself,” she said.


“He always is,” Daniels said dryly.


“I’m here to pick up my fiancee,” I told him. “Her plane is just pulling up to the jet-way now,” I pointed, my voice sounding like a twenty year smoker.


“Alright. DA Forbes isn’t gonna like this,” he warned and I nodded.


“Tell him to get a copy of the airport security footage and it’ll show what happened,” I promised. “She was screaming that she was gonna kill me and she had her hands around my throat. You can hear my voice. I was in real danger.”


He nodded and jotted it down quickly. “I’ll tell Forbes to call you, but the officers called it self-defense and I have no doubt that the security footage will show the same. At least this one still has her head attached.” He looked down at her and shook his head. “She might wish it wasn’t when she wakes up.”


“For the record, I would like very much to press charges. Could we see something in an Attempted Murder trial?”


He nodded. “Not surprising. You’ll probably have to talk to some more officers later on.”


“Can we do it at my place after I’ve had some rest and medical attention?” I asked.


He nodded. “Tomorrow,” he said.


“Evening,” I confirmed. “I’ll be seeing doctors after school.”


He finally let me go and we went over to meet Emma.


“You okay?” Gina asked gently. “You sound bad.”


“I’ll live. You asked earlier if I ever let my sadistic side out to play,” I reminded her. “That was a little taste.”


She nodded. “Thank you for that,” she said softly.


“Thank YOU for recording it,” I said. “The other girls are gonna want to see it. I don’t think we can post it though. Violence against women.”


She nodded. “Let’s talk about it at home. You know you’re covered in blood, right?” she said delicately.


“Well, it’s too late to clean up now. Might as well wear the war-paint home,” I said, spotting Emma coming down the jet-way.


She spotted me and her eyes flew open as she ran to me. “OH MY GOD! WHAT HAPPENED TO YOU?!!?” she demanded loudly.


“I had to stop and say hello to Marlene,” I said with a slight smile. “She was arrested last week and brought in to stand trial today. She should still be laying on the floor over there,” I pointed where they had the area cleared for paramedics. “Those would be the people tasked with scraping her off the ground.”


We explained what had happened with me coughing occasionally and I showed her the footage Gina shot.


“I’m not sure we can post it, but the girls should see it,” I said.


She nodded and we collected her bags when they cleared the baggage carousel. “I love you, Slugger, but I’m not hugging you until you get a shower.”


I laughed and coughed and picked up her bags. “At least I’m walking better,” I said lightly. “Let’s go home. I can’t wait to see the reaction from the girls to this news.”


We walked out to the car, drawing some horrified looks for my condition and then we were off. I was grateful traffic was light. Gina and Emma chatted in the front seat and I had the back to myself. Gina explained that she was just about moved in, which was news to Emma.


“Well, I challenged him to ask my parents if I could and they said yes. I brought most of my clothes over today,” she explained.


She laughed at that a little bit and turned to look at me, shaking her head. I’d taken care to leave the blood on my face alone and played with the souvenir I’d found stuck to my shirt after the fact. I smiled back at her, which must have looked strange because of my appearance. “We’ve missed having you here,” I told her truthfully. “The girls are meeting us at the house to discuss something related to the case and then I’m going to be taking a quick shower and we’re gonna catch up on that kiss I owe you before we eat.”


“What’s for dinner?” she asked, suddenly focused on that.


“We ordered pizzas since the cheerleaders are waiting for the meeting at the house. Lana’s in charge of saving us a whole one so that the three of us can eat,” I told her.


“Good!” she said. “I’ve missed good pizza,” she said.


“They don’t have decent pizza in LA?” I asked incredulously.


She shook her head. “I’m sure it exists somewhere, but the best pizza I ever had was in Chicago. The stuff here is good, but out there, if you don’t order from Little Caesar’s, you get toppings like tofu and eggplant slices instead of pepperoni. At least that’s the way it was at the places close enough to order from.”


“You get pizza from the poor part of town,” I suggested. “It’s supposed to be frat-food. Cheap, easy and goes well with beer. So campuses and slightly poor neighborhoods are the best demographics for pizza. Areas where personal chefs tend to work, do poorly for pizzerias. Not that I’d suggest you wandering around dangerous areas of LA for the sake of pizza,” I assured her. “Maybe we should look into good recipes to make our own and try our hand at it this summer. Of course, we’d have to make twelve pizzas for the number of people we’ll have.”


“Two less now,” she said with a sigh. “How are you taking that?”


“I was pretty bummed for a minute,” I said with a shrug. “Gina breathing life back into me after that took a lot of it away. Losing out on the baby hit me a lot harder than I realized it would. I’m not so bad about Cheryl now. If she needs to go her own way for her recovery, that’s what has to happen. I was really looking forward to the baby though.”


“I know,” she said sadly. “I can still hook you up with that girl who wants your sperm for her baby,” she suggested.


I shrugged. “Let’s see how the next few weeks go and then we’ll decide on that. Talk to her and find out what she wants from us as far as raising the baby goes. We might not be comfortable with what she tells us for answers.”


Gina glanced at Emma sideways. “There’s a girl that WANTS Matt to get her pregnant?” she asked, surprised.


“She wants a baby,” Emma said. “She’s not so attached to having a husband, boyfriend or anything like that, but she wants the best genetic partner she can find. Matt’s good looking, doesn’t suffer from any diseases, he’s reasonably sane, freakishly smart and driven to succeed. If there’s a more perfect partner, I can’t think of one.”


“So you might be a dad after all,” she said, perking up some for me.


“Maybe,” I said casually. “It depends on what we want and what she wants.”


“I KNOW what YOU want,” Emma teased suggestively. “You want a milk-maid of your very own.”


“Very cute,” I told her. “I still think a pregnant girl looks really hot,” I defended myself, “and so what if I’m curious what breast milk tastes like?”


“I’m not saying it’s wrong,” she backed up right away. “I just think it’s cute how you look forward to it and most guys even twice your age just see the work.”


“Guy’s are stupid,” I pointed out. “Remember Tony? Ten minutes of wisdom and he’s got his head together enough to date two girls. I try not to put myself in the same category as guys for the most part because of how stupid they are.”


“Girls aren’t much better,” Gina pointed out. “Marlene went after you in front of fifty people while she was still wearing handcuffs.”


I smirked at that. “She’ll regret THAT for a while,” I laughed. “I used the handcuffs to break her wrists.”


We laughed about that as Gina pulled into the driveway and we got out. The street was lined with cars, so clearly, the girls had arrived. I wondered if Cheryl was there and I lifted Emma’s bags out of the trunk with none of the strain it would have taken to carry them even a week ago.


“Let me go in first,” I grinned mischievously, making them laugh. We were a few minutes late so the rest of the girls should have been starting to get bored by that point.


I opened the door and turned my back, pulling the suitcases behind me before I turned around to a sea of eyes.


“What the fuck?!!?” Lana exclaimed, seeing blood all over me. “What happened?!!?”


I grinned broadly. “You run into the most unexpected people standing around the airport,” I told them. “Gina and I were just chatting quietly, waiting for Emma’s flight when an old acquaintance ran up to give me a hug. We have some fantastic footage of what happened next.”


I crooked a finger for them to follow me and I made my way through the crowd to go downstairs. They filed down the stairs and watched as I plugged the phone into the computer to download the video.


I set it up and started it before standing aside and watching the girls. Several were lounging on the bed as they watched, but I noticed Cheryl had come as far as the doorway and hadn’t stepped inside.


They watched the video of me breaking her bones and beating her senseless before I drove my foot down into her crotch as hard as I could. I could hear a few of them crying softly and I understood. She’d been the person who’d destroyed their lives and she was disgraced, humiliated and broken in their names.


“I’ll let you girls watch that again while I go get a quick shower to wash all the blood off,” I told them. “Then I can at least give hugs and kisses to all who need them.”


I grabbed my robe and ducked out of the room, passing Cheryl without stopping to talk. I crossed the hall and closed the bathroom door behind me, stripping off my clothes and getting into the shower to wash the blood off my face. I’d already decided that my jacket was fucked and so was the shirt I’d worn. They looked like I’d rolled in the sluice trough at a slaughter house. I took a few minutes to bask under the spray and opened my mouth, taking in a mouthful of water to gargle a little of it in hopes of soothing my throat. I seriously thought about calling Victoria after I was done in the shower. I sighed and shut off the water, vowing to do it after I talked to the girls.


I dried off quickly and threw on my robe before opening the door and returning to my room. The video wasn’t playing when I walked up to Emma and kissed her deeply. “Welcome home, my love,” I told her softly. “I’m sorry for the delay in giving you a proper welcome. I’ve missed you these past two weeks.”


She grinned. “I’ve missed you too,” she said, running her fingers through my short blond hair. “It’s gotten a little longer,” she noted. “Talk to the girls so we can eat and then you can fill me in on everything that happened while I was away.”


I nodded and turned my attention back to the girls. “So, that obviously wasn’t the reason I asked for you all to come here tonight,” I told them. “I felt it was important for you to see it though. I don’t know that we’ll post it online. It’s pretty brutal and it’s me beating up a girl. That’s not looked on favorably.”


“Oh, I don’t know,” Emma told me softly. “I think if we did an introduction and explained what she’d done and how she attacked you, that might put it in the right perspective.”


I nodded and let it sit for now. “The real reason that I wanted to meet with you is actually closely related to it. The police executed a search warrant at Marlene’s house last week. They found a treasure trove of evidence. There’s a complete list of everyone who paid Marlene, including how much they paid and who they paid to be with. That means that Cheryl can use that information to track down the father of her baby if she chooses and the rest of you can finally know exactly who abused you that weekend.”


I paused and let that sink in, letting them digest that the list could fill in blanks for them. “That wasn’t all they found though. There was money and drugs, which is to be expected. What came as something of a blow was the last thing that they found. Marlene documented the event. I don’t know how many pictures there are or what they show, but DA Forbes told me that they recovered pornographic materials that were made that weekend. I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you that.” I grimaced. “DA Forbes told me the images are already out there, shared to the internet. It’s possible that’s how word of the party spread around the school and why some people persist in bugging you. Mr. Forbes said he would allow you to see the images if you wanted. He promised to have a female assistant sit with you and interview you about your recollections base on what’s in the pictures. I also wanted you to know that I talked to Principal Peterson and the school is going to host an assembly to discuss rape. It’s being held this Friday. I want to be clear, none of you are being asked to speak or are being asked to come forward. None of you will be identified by name, but the topic of Marlene’s party will be brought up in general terms.”


“Why did he talk to you about it?” Cheryl demanded, the first sound she’d made since I’d arrived home. I met her eye across the room and she didn’t look pleased.


“I’ve been speaking for you girls since I became aware of your plight,” I said. “I’ve shielded your identities when I could and advocated on your behalf when I couldn’t. Because of how close I am with you, I’ve been asked to speak on Friday.”


“I’m not really comfortable with that,” Cheryl said hotly. “After what happened here on Friday, I don’t think you should be speaking at any assembly.”


I nodded. “That’s one opinion,” I conceded. “Others have a differing opinion. I’m interested in hearing what you believe happened here on Friday that revokes my right to speak.”


“You know what you did!” she said indignantly.


I nodded. “I wasn’t going to do this, but I get the feeling that you’re going to continue to object more and more loudly. What happened in this room on Friday makes me uniquely qualified to speak at the assembly,” I told her.


“And how do you figure that?!!?” she demanded.


“Because you sexually assaulted me in this room on Friday night,” I told sixty-three stunned women.


“I DID NOT!” she raged. “If ANYONE was violated, it was ME!”


I shook my head. “You told all my family and our friends that you were ready for me to make love to you. The ONLY restriction I placed on my consent when you told me that you wanted me to make love to you, was that you were ready and you were sure. You told me you were ready and you were sure and you loved me. None of those were true. You stole my consent from me by making me believe them and then when you had what you wanted, you told me how untrue they were. You made me feel violated and unclean and used, and BETRAYED. I loved you and afterwards, I held your words of love in my hand and told you that if they weren’t the truth, then you should have them back. You took that letter out of my hands, telling me that they weren’t true and worse, that you KNEW they weren’t. What you did isn’t rape because it wasn’t violent, but it was sexual assault. You used me, abused me and then left me destroyed and now you’re standing there, accusing me of being the one to hurt you. You violated my trust and my body and my heart. I felt less pain from what Vance Waterman did to me than I do over this.”


I delivered the whole speech in one long monologue, never pausing or wavering. There was no heat in my voice, just a leaden ache that conveyed just how badly she’d treated me.


“So much for wanting everyone to stay friends!” she said, on the verge of tears as she turned to leave.


I sighed. “I HAD wanted that part to stay private,” I admitted to the girls. “I really don’t want any of you to treat her differently at school. What happened here Friday wasn’t done out of malice. She’s deeply traumatized and she really can’t separate what they did from how I treated her. If you can’t be a friend to her, at least swear to me that you won’t hate her for it?”


Jessie nodded and a few of the cheerleaders joined her. They’d heard slightly more than the initial email had said.


“I don’t know about anyone else, but I don’t believe you’re capable of rape,” one of the girls said. She wasn’t someone I knew well, but she came to all the gatherings. I was reminded that not all the girls were comfortable with males after September. “I don’t talk much when we get together, but you feel too much to ever be able to do that to someone. I could tell how disgusted you were by the thought of what happened to us. You’d never do that to someone else, not even Marlene.”


That met with a general agreement that it was true. I thanked her and she nodded. “I guess that officially makes you one of us now,” she said sadly. “Winchester’s broken toys.”


“None of us are broken,” I said softly. “Even Cheryl, who’s deeply affected by this, can recover. She has a long road ahead of her, but she’s getting help. If any of the rest of you feel like you need it or want it or even want to see if you could get anything out of talking to a counselor, PLEASE, tell me! I want to make sure you get help. Don’t put it off thinking that it makes you look weak. I talk to a psychiatrist every week. I frequently NEED her. I don’t want any of you to bottle it up like Cheryl did until you explode. I can talk to the DA to help get you into counseling if need be.”


“He already offered,” Gina said. “All of us have the number for a therapist that works with assault survivors.”


I nodded. “That’s good,” I said, relieved. “That’s really all I had. Some of the girls have already decided that they want to see those images and I’ve been asked by one person so far to sit with her while she views them. She wants me to see what she went through. I’m not looking forward to it, but I’ll be there for her. I’ll be there for any of you who want me to to be with you when you have to go back through it.”


There were several nods and I felt like I was likely going to see more horror than I wanted to.


“I guess that just leaves one question. Are we going to do this as a group or one by one?”


“I think the time for us to be shy about it is done,” Jessie said. “I didn’t come forward in November because I didn’t want my name dragged through court, but now they have my name anyway. We might as well do it as a group.”


“Okay,” I said. “I have one more thing that I told Gina about tonight and then I’ll let you all go. I’m working on a program to search out these photos online and trace them back to the computers they’re on. I don’t know if it’s gonna work or not or if the police will give me access to the photos to input the data to search for them, but I think the program has potential.”


“Why search for them?” someone asked.


“So we can have the people that have them arrested. It’s child pornography. I know that’s kind of a silly thing for me to say considering that some of you gave me flash drives for Christmas, but it’s also pornography that was made without your consent and I don’t want people jerking-off to pictures of you being raped. If you’d made it willingly and put it out there for people to see, then I wouldn’t have a problem with it, but I don’t want those pictures out there without your consent.”


They understood that and Jessie smirked. “So what happened to those flash-drives you were talking about?” she asked suggestively.


“Locked in my safe,” I told her. “That way they don’t get lost, misused or accidentally shared.”


That got some relieved looks.


“Have you looked at any of them?” someone asked sweetly.


“Honestly, the past week has been too hectic for me to sit down at my computer for more than a minute. I promise, I’ll look at every single one though and I’ll personally thank each and every one of you that were bold enough to show off like that.”


In the end, we agreed that we’d view the images from that weekend together as a group and I’d be there to support them. I wasn’t looking forward to it, but neither were they.


We went upstairs and let the girls out, thanking them for coming and promising to see them at school tomorrow.


Gina, Emma and I sat at the kitchen table, flanked by Lana, Beck and Mom, who’d kept out of the meeting with the girls.


“I saw your latest video,” Mom told me when we were eating pizza and chatting. “It was playing on your computer when you were in the shower. I must say I was surprised that you were that forceful with her.”


“If I hadn’t been, I would have been back in the hospital now,” I said dismissively.


“Oh, I’m not criticizing,” she said quickly as she stole a slice of pizza. “I’m glad you didn’t feel like your hands were tied because she was a girl. Just the same, it looked a little like you were enjoying yourself while you were hitting her in the face.”


“Oh, I was. I was sure the cops were gonna separate us any second,” I said. “I got in as many hits as I could. When I realized they weren’t pulling her off, I decided I’d had enough and laid her out. I did manage to pick up a souvenir though,” I said proudly.


“Other than ANOTHER bloody T-shirt?” Lana asked with a smile.


I held up the tooth I’d found stuck to my shirt with congealed blood. “Spoils of war,” I answered.


Lana reached out for it so I let her have it. “I wish I knew how bad her injuries were,” she said wistfully. “It’d be nice to know how much pain she was in.”


“Broken wrists, a badly broken nose, a busted cheekbone, broken jaw, missing teeth and maybe a fractured pelvis if I put enough force into that stomp,” I told her. “I’m sure about the nose, the wrists and the jaw though. The rest of it is guesswork.”


Emma wanted to know more about what happened while she was away and we told her the bits that got glossed over when we were having conversations on Skype since our time was limited. She wanted more information on what had happened with Cheryl, how my recovery had progressed and how Gina had ended up moving in.


“I think her parents were more comfortable with it because Louisa will be here to check on her every day,” I said lightly.


Gina shrugged. “Maybe. I think you underestimate how much they trust you though.”


I nodded. “Probably true,” I admitted. “I don’t feel like I’ve done a huge amount, but other people see it differently.”


We talked a little more and then Emma said she had some extra presents and bounded off to get them.


She brought them back and handed them out. She had something for Lana, Beck and Gina, Mom and for me. She had one for Lilly too, but Lilly was hiding in her room. Mom went to get her and she came down to say hi. “The rest of Matt’s harem left?” she asked, seeing only the six of us.


“Cute,” I said to her. “Emma got you a Christmas present.”


She picked it up and started unwrapping it curiously. She opened the box and there was a guitar pick on a chain inside the small box. It looked like it had been autographed and she peered at a signature.


“Is that...” she asked, trailing off.


“Eric Clapton,” she said. “We had a couple of parties to go to over the holidays and he was happy to sign one for me.”


“Thank you!” she beamed and put it on right away, fingering it at her throat lovingly.


Mom was next and opened hers slowly, savoring the moment. She smiled curiously at the box, glancing at Emma.


“It’s from a candy shop back home. They do everything by hand. They specialize in candied fruits. That’s a sample of a bunch of different ones.”


She thanked Emma and opened the box, sampling a piece before handing it around for us to share.


The were all amazingly good. Sweet, but bursting with the flavors of each fruit. “That reminds me,” I said and got up to get a couple of apples from the fridge and a cutting board. I cut up two of the apples we’d done with Louisa and we shared them around while Mom put her box of candy away.


Gina, Lana, Beck and I were prepared for the experience, but Emma hadn’t tried them and neither had Mom or Lilly. We quickly made the apples disappear and then Lana and Beck went to open their gifts. Lana’s was a framed animation cell from an anime she loved. “How did you get this?!!?” she gaped at the certificate of authenticity that was with it.


“LA is funny,” Emma told her. “Fame comes and goes for a lot of people. They buy all kinds of things like that and then can’t pay the bills so it ends up going to auction. I spotted that in a lot when Danielle dragged me to an auction. She saw some stuff in it that she wanted so we bid on it.”


Beck looked at her gift and then frowned at Emma. “You really shouldn’t have gone to all this trouble,” she said softly. “You already got me and Lana the gifts we really wanted.” She touched her collar in explanation. “That was more present than I think any of us expected.”


She smiled and shrugged. “I know you weren’t expecting anything, but I tried not to spend stupid amounts on most people. Go ahead and open it.”


Beck tore open the paper and looked at the disc case questioningly. “Matt mentioned how much you liked video games. One of the guys I went to school with is a developer now. He just skipped college because he was that good. That’s an advanced copy of their newest game. They do that now for high-end customers. They can pay a fee to get the game a month or two early. He managed to slip me a copy for you when they were sending them out.”


“Thanks!” she said, grinning. “I’ve never been the first to get a game like this before.”


Gina looked at hers and then at Emma. “I’m almost scared to see what you got me,” she admitted as she held the package in her hands.


“Don’t be. It’s something you’ll love, but it didn’t cost me anything, I promise.”


She nodded and opened it. Inside was a gorgeous gown. “How can you say this didn’t cost anything!??!” she gaped. “This is a designer dress! How? Where? What?” She stammered, trying to find the words to express what she wanted to say.


“I took it out of Mom’s closet,” she said casually. “I asked her if I could take it and she said yes. She wore it to an awards show last year and she found it a little tight. I’m sure it’ll fit you.”


Gina’s love of fashion made that a gift worth the world. I smiled, enjoying her obvious delight at the thoughtfulness of the gift. That just left mine. I wondered what she’d done. She’d threatened to do something to spoil me and I knew that she had access to the boutiques in LA to indulge her wishes.


When Gina finally calmed down and went to hang up the dress, I turned my attention to the box in front of me. “Should I be afraid?” I asked playfully.


She shook her head. “I think you’ll like this. It’s kind of the perfect gift for you.”


I picked up the box and it had some weight to it. I finally gave up trying to guess and tore off the wrapping paper. Inside was a plain cardboard box. That made me more curious. I tore off the tape and opened the box. I blinked and reached inside to pick up my present. I turned it over in my hands, unable to speak. It was perfect. I’d become something of a Marvel icon since Halloween. No weapon was more iconic in Marvel comics as the Infinity Gauntlet. I put it on. “Your dad’s work?” I asked softly, still lost in the magnificence of it.


She giggled. “Yup. He said he’d considered making you a hammer since I told him you’d wanted to know if the one from my costume would stand up to some rough use, but he decided that the airline would get grumpy with shipping something with that much weight to it.”


“It’s beautiful,” I said, looking at the softly glowing gems. “I need to figure out how to display it.”


“There’s a stand to go with it,” she said. “It’s packed in my luggage so it didn’t damage the glove.”


I nodded and took it off. “Your dad is amazing,” I told her. “I love it. Thank you so much.”


“Thank him,” she laughed. “I didn’t do any of the work. He got your hand size from Mark and went from there. You’re not done yet, though,” she warned me and slid another small box across the table to me.


I arched an eyebrow and then unwrapped it, knowing this one had come from her. Inside was a jewelry box and I opened it tentatively. “Fuck!” I breathed. “This must have cost a fortune!” I looked up at her in shock. It was a Rolex, but it was all gold and diamonds. It looked like it came straight out of a rap video.


“Not so much as you might think,” she said lightly. “There was no way I was going to let those ruby rings pass without revenge though.”


I leaned over and kissed her deeply. “You definitely spoil me,” I told her. “Now where am I going to wear a watch like this?”


“I have some ideas about that. We’re attending some red carpet premiers this summer. We’ll have to get you some new clothes while we’re out there, but you can use more than one suit anyway. We’ll get you in to see a designer or two.”


We chatted some more and then Mom shooed Lilly off to bed. “You all have school in the morning, except for Emma,” she reminded us. “Save your marathons for the weekend. Matt, you’ll be happy to know that Becky took Dawn for her walk while you were at physiotherapy today since you’d been too tied up to do it earlier.”


I nodded. It was the first day that I’d missed Dawn’s walk and I felt bad about it, but thanked Beck for filling in for me.


“No problem,” she said lightly. “She pulled me along in the direction I wanted to go until I tugged on her leash to go a different way. Then she stayed with me a little more to let me lead.”


She and Lana both said goodnight and kissed me deeply before giving hugs and affectionate pecks to Emma and Gina. They were going home to get ready for school the next day and Gina and I had to do the same.


“So I get to sleep in tomorrow while you guys run off to class?” Emma asked a little too brightly.


I nodded. “You’ve probably got a little jet-lag to recover from,” I allowed. “I’ll try to get up early enough to take Dawn for a walk before school so you won’t have to do that. You want me to let Patty know that you might stop by during the day?”


“Sure. I’ll keep her company,” she enthused.


We went downstairs and got ready for bed. I took the opportunity to tell Emma about the conversation I’d had with Zoe and she shook her head.


“She was really surprised that you don’t want her around?” she asked, disgusted.


“I pointed out that she should avoid Hanna. After some of her remarks, Hanna may punch her out and she might be holding a dumbbell when she takes the swing.”


I took Dawn out to sniff around the yard while Emma started unpacking and the girls got ready for bed. Dawn took her time figuring out which specific pile of snow needed her immediate attention and then we were back inside for bedtime. The three of us collapsed into bed and were asleep almost as soon as we were settled. The day had been long and exhausting for all of us and we were in no shape to welcome Emma home like I wanted.


Chapter 32


Tuesday started too early and went too long. My throat hurt a lot more than it had the night before and I had a lot of bruising. My voice was also a mess and I hoped I wouldn’t have to do a lot of talking in my classes.


Everyone pointed out the finger-marks on my throat when we went next door for breakfast and I nodded. “I’m going for testing right after school and then to the hospital to get checked out. Any volunteers to come with me to see Carl?”


Gina said she would and Lana and Beck offered to come along for the ride, so we took Lana’s car. I’d packed my sketchpad and intended to start working on my family portrait while class was going on.


As it turned out, that ended up not being possible for most of the day. Shortly after class started, police cars started arriving and those cops secured all the exits before the prisoner transport bus showed up. They marched into the school and they started leading out scared, sniveling boys. We had a great view from our classroom and the teacher rapidly gave up on the lesson, letting us cluster around the windows to watch as we counted them up. I took video of all of them as they were led out to the waiting van in handcuffs, most of them crying and wailing, all of them frightened and a few of them abandoning all dignity and trying to fight their way loose.


I’d been keeping count and when the last of them were put in the bus, I looked at Beck and she grinned back at me before we took our seats again. Everyone else was waiting for the next student to be led out, but they closed the doors and the police started to leave, with no explanation of what they were there for to the student population. That would come later.


The rest of the class was taken up with talking about why they might have been arrested, but no one knew since there was none of the arrests had been made from our class.


The rest of the morning went fairly slowly with everyone speculating and trading rumors that ranged from ridiculous to surprisingly accurate. I wondered if some of the girls had spoken up when the arrests started. By lunch time, the whole school was in an uproar trying to find out what had happened. I stayed out of it and was left more or less alone since I still wasn’t on speaking terms with over half the school. The story was spreading anyway. A couple of people had heard them being read their rights and the charges.


At lunch, I sat at my normal table and was quickly surrounded by the girls. Each of them was excited and hugged me and each other before we sat down. I showed them the video of the guilty being led outside. They laughed at some of the reactions from the students being led away and then we all enjoyed lunch in a much more celebratory mood than normal. Gina, Lana and Beck shared my table with me and Jessie sat next to me at the next table, flanked by a few other cheerleaders and some of the more friendly girls as we chatted. Some of the others had drifted off on their own. I was glad to see that. They felt safe in the school again now that it had been cleaned out.


We chatted a bit, but my throat was still sore so I didn’t want to push it until I saw a doctor later. I’d prefer Victoria and decided to excuse myself so I could call her.


“Hello, Matt,” she said, answering the phone almost right away.


“Hi,” I said, my voice sounding a little rough to me.


“Are you okay?” she asked, picking up the change.


“Not really,” I admitted. “I was waiting for Emma’s plane last night when I was attacked by Marlene Garrett. She was brought back to stand trial for everything and went berserk when she saw me. She choked me pretty good before I got her off me. I’m planning on going to the hospital to get checked out later and wanted to see if you wanted to do it personally.”


“Absolutely,” she said. “What time will you be here?”


“I’ve got tests with Carl, so probably around 4:30. Diego also wants me to go get some X-Rays of my shoulder. He wants to see how things are healing.”


“Alright,” she said. “I’ll add some X-Rays of your throat and neck to the order for them. There’s a lot of little bones in your neck that can get damaged, as you well know from reading Grey’s Anatomy once, six months ago. No, don’t start naming them. I know you can.”


“Fair enough,” I chuckled hoarsely. “Do you want me to come up to see you first or after I’ve seen Diego and gotten the X-Rays?” I asked.


“After,” she decided. “Get the X-Rays and I’ll have a chance to review them while you work with Diego.” She paused and then asked. “How’s Marlene doing after the encounter?”


“She probably has a lot of broken bones, but she was still breathing when I left and I don’t think I did anything that would kill her. I’ll show you the footage when I see you.”


“Why am I not surprised you got it on video?” she said with a laugh.


“Because it’s me. I also got some great footage of the arrests they made related to the party at Marlene’s in September,” I told her. “You can see that later too, if you want.”


“If you think it’s important,” she said casually. “I’m not sure how much of interest would be in that video though.”


“Totally your choice,” I said lightly. “I’ll see you later on.”


We said goodbye and I returned to the lunch room a few minutes ahead of the bell. There was a little bit of a cluster around our table and Gina, Beck and Lana seemed to be talking animatedly to the girls. Gina caught sight of me and tipped off the girls that I was on my way back. They all stopped and stared at me like I was dinner.


‘Not good, ‘ I thought to myself and sat down next to Gina.


“What’s going on?” I asked slowly, looking back and forth between them.


“We were just chatting,” Gina told me. “Girl stuff.”


“Girl stuff, huh?” I commented suspiciously. “You wouldn’t happen to be telling tales about my weekend, would you?”


“Who me?” she asked with elaborate innocence. I knew I was in for it then.


“Yes, you,” I said evenly. “What did you tell them?”


“Nothing that wasn’t true,” she said with a mischievous smile. “Ask Lana and Beck if you don’t believe me.”


“Oh, I believe you,” I assured her. “That’s what worries me.”


She grinned. “Get plenty of rest,” she grinned. “You’re gonna need it.”


I sighed. “Keep it on simmer,” I told her. “I have eight girls that want a piece of me and at least two more warming up for a chance to jump on me if I ever get a free night. Don’t make promises that I can’t keep.” I glanced sideways at Jessie and I squirmed a little.


“Is this talk making things a little uncomfortable in your shorts?” Gina asked playfully.


“No, it’s not that. I’m just wearing something I got for Christmas and it’s a little uncomfortable. I don’t think it’s quite my size, to be honest,” I admitted.


She glanced down at my outfit and frowned. “Those don’t look like any of your new clothes,” she said.


“Yeah,” Lana agreed loudly. “What are you wearing that’s new?”


I waited until Jessie was about to take a drink and smiled. “Well, it’s not a tie, but it came with a note that said I should think of the giver when I wore it.”


Jessie coughed and sputtered, Sprite coming out of her nose as she sprayed it all over the table in front of her. I patted her back while she coughed the rest of it out, her eyes streaming from the soda burning her sinuses. I passed her some napkins to clean up and she looked at me in shock. “You didn’t really?!!?” she asked in horror.


I smiled sweetly as she blew her nose and cleaned up. Everyone else was curious about what was going on by now. Lana and Beck were both bewildered, but Gina had been with me when we’d picked up that particular gift and she looked between me and Jessie for a few seconds before she clued in. “OH MY GOD! YOU DID, DIDN’T YOU!??!” she shrieked in laughter and covered her mouth, turning red.


“I think it was a very thoughtful gift,” I said primly and then turned back to Jessie. “It just takes some getting used to and she had to guess my size, I suppose.”


Jessie looked like she was going to pass out. Her face was so red, I thought she might have to visit the nurse. I leaned over and whispered in her ear. “And I’ve been thinking about you all morning,” I told her and licked her ear.


Lana caught the lick and started laughing. Jessie trembled from shock, embarrassment and more than a little lust.


Fortunately the bell rang and people were forced to move toward the door. Jessie didn’t move with the rest of the crowd, staring at me instead. She put her lips to my ear. “Did you really wear them?” she asked.


I nodded and slid my hand down my hip under my jeans to grab the string so I could lift it into sight for proof. She stared at it and bit her lip. Students were still clogging the entryway, so she wasn’t in danger of being late yet. She took the opportunity to kiss me hard. “I should make you show me later,” she said sternly. “Having Sprite up your nose hurts like Hell.”


“I’m sure I’ll make it up to you,” I said sweetly and kissed her again before nodding to the back of the line to indicate she should go. “I’ve got a long day today between tests, hospital and police, but I think you’ll get the chance to see more of me in the near future.”


She nodded and got up, walking off with just a little more sway in her hips than usual. I texted Emma quickly.


“Dare completed. Made Jessie’s day, but she sprayed Sprite out of her nose.”


She texted me back with laughter and then asked if she’d tried to drag me away to a vacant classroom.


“Not yet, but the rest of the girls have sort of approved her to do that if you agree. That’s a discussion we need to have sometime this week. She was clearer about what she wants. Gina and Lana approve, but your vote is always the swing vote.”


“How do YOU feel about it?” she wanted to know.


“She wants me to treat her right. She doesn’t know anything about sex except rape. She says she wants someone to treat her nice even if it’s just once.”


“What if she gets it once and then can’t give it up?”


“We’re friends. We both agree that we’re not likely to fall in love, but I could fuck her occasionally if she feels like it and there’s an open night.”


“So it’s nothing more than friends with benefits?”


“Yeah. I think she’ll go looking for a boyfriend of her own once she gets an idea how she should be treated.”


“Okay. Gina and Lana know her better than anyone. If they’re sure it’s okay, do it.”


“Want me to bring her home so we can tag-team her?” I asked and grinned as the second lunch crowd started to filter in.


“Maybe if she’s gonna stick around for more than once. For her one night, take her somewhere and treat her right.”


Someone sat down across from me and I sent one last message to Emma before looking up. “Will do. GTG. Love you.”


When I looked up, it wasn’t Tricia sitting with me or even Cheryl, but someone I hadn’t spoken to since the start of the year. Cheryl and Tricia were sitting at another table and Tricia was looking at me uncertainly. I looked at her and gave her a small nod that I was okay with her sitting there before I turned my attention to my company for lunch.


“Roger,” I said quietly, my mood crashing harder than I would have expected. “It’s been a long time.” I looked around and noticed several of the other players for the team were taking seats with us like we were all still friends.


“It has,” he agreed. “I figured it was time we mended fences.”


“Mended fences?” I repeated, mildly curious. “I wasn’t aware I did something to offend any of you.”


“Well there was that rumor at the start of the year,” he said, obviously not catching to tone of my voice. “I guess it’s gone on long enough, right? Time for you to come in from the cold.”


I looked at him like he was simple. If we were anywhere except school, I’d have beaten his head in and left him for the paramedics. “That’s awfully generous of you, Roger,” I said, my voice low. I looked around at the rest of them. “Does the same go for the rest of the team?”


I always knew Roger was a little bit of an asshole, but this cemented that image in my head.


“Well, like I said, it’s gone on long enough,” he said in what I’m sure he meant to be a jovial tone. “We’re willing to forgive and forget. After all, I’ve heard that Becky’s speaking to you again and we all missed having you around for baseball last summer.” I guess their replacement for me hadn’t worked out well. If he had, Roger wouldn’t be here. For that matter, none of the rest of them would.


I nodded, catching the eyes of the rest of the team. They all looked like they were playing along on Roger’s lead. “I see,” I said casually. “So you made this decision as a team?”


“It’s a new year,” Roberta Dawson said to me with a smile that looked normal. “What better time to bury the hatchet.”


She laid her hand on my arm and I looked in her eyes. “I always considered you a friend, Bobbi,” I told her in a slightly louder voice. The other tables nearby could hear, including the one Cheryl and Tricia were sitting at and I noticed that conversation had quieted to watch. A lot of interesting things had happened around me last semester and news must have spread because the rest of the room was straining to hear what happened next.


She grinned at me. “Of COURSE we’re friends!” she said as if I was just being silly to have to say it out loud.


I nodded. “That’s why it hurt me so much to find out what you all decided as a team last semester,” I told her.


Her smile faltered, but she left her hand on my arm, tightening her grip just a little. “I’m sorry we didn’t come to you sooner, but everyone was so sure.”


“Did any one of you ASK me if it was true? No. No one did. Not one person on this team or in the school, for that matter, stopped to even ask if there was any truth to the rumor. I didn’t even know what you’d all found me guilty of until the week before Halloween.” I shook my head. “Turning your back on me was something I could have gotten over,” I said. “Everyone abandoned me. I’ve come to accept that it happened. I even accepted that it was hard for people to come back after the word got out that it had been a lie in the first place. No, what I’m talking about was how all of you used Beck.”


She looked deeply uncomfortable now, but it was Roger that spoke. “Come on now,” he said, trying to reason with me. “That wasn’t how it was.”


“No?” I asked loudly, looking around at all of them. The rage on my face was unmistakable now and they looked like they were regretting their choice to join me today. “The seven of you knew Beck probably better than anyone in the world except me or her sister. You KNEW she wasn’t right. You KNEW something was wrong. You might not have known that Marlene and the Watermans were pumping her and Lana both full of drugs, but you FUCKING knew that wasn’t who Beck was. You knew she wasn’t acting like herself and each and every FUCKING one of you took advantage of her and fucked her. I don’t know whether you did it to hurt me, to hurt her or just because you were horny and didn’t GIVE a shit about what it would cost her, me or didn’t give a shit about what was going on, but as far as I’m concerned, for having sex with her when she wasn’t in control of herself, the seven of you should have been charged with rape this morning along with the rest of them.”


I’d been shouting at the end and got to my feet, pulling my arm out of Bobbi’s grip roughly. “Now did you have anything to say about THAT or are you still planning on trying to convince me that YOU forgive ME for everything?”


They sat there, stunned. They’d had no idea that Beck would have told me what had happened. I looked at Bobbi and seethed. “Roger’s a piece of shit. He always has been, but I thought better of you. When Beck gave me a list of things that happened while she wasn’t in control and your name was there, it hurt more than anything else she’d done. More than breaking up with me, more than believing I was capable of what that vile lie said I’d done, more than helping turn the rest of my family against me. Not because you fucked her, but because you did it to inflict pain. I never did anything to you, to ANY of you. You helped wreck my life last term and now you sit down at a table with me and tell me you’re WILLING to forgive ME?!!? I don’t even KNOW you any more! Don’t ever fucking speak to me again. ANY OF YOU! Don’t even LOOK at Beck ever again. You’ve inflicted enough damage on both of our lives that the best thing you can do is pretend like you never knew us.” I’d been shouting, ranting really and suddenly I didn’t feel words were enough. I wanted ... I needed to get out of there before I acted on that urge.


I picked up my backpack and walked away, each step coming a little quicker than the last as I crossed the cafeteria to the door. I gave it a vicious kick to get it out of my way and stormed out. I really wanted one of them to come after me. No, I wanted them all to come after me. I was spoiling for a fight and I had so much rage inside me that I might have killed one of them or all of them in that state so I got out of there.


I found my way to the boys restroom farthest away from the cafeteria and splashed cold water on my face to try and calm myself. It wasn’t working and I knew that I was out of control. I pulled out my phone and made the call I was supposed to make and locked myself in a bathroom stall while it rang.


“Hello, Matt,” she answered calmly. “What’s wrong? Your throat worse?”


“No,” I said. “Well, yes, but that’s not the problem. I mean it could be part of it, but I don’t know.” I was babbling. I was scared. Scared of what I was feeling, scared of what was happening, scared of what I wanted to do.


“Calm down,” she advised. “Breathe for me.” She waited while I got hold of myself. When she sensed that the worst of my panic was under control, she tried again. “Now, I want you to slowly tell me what’s going on, starting with how you’re feeling.”


“Homicidal,” I admitted. “I’m so angry right now that I seriously thought about killing someone. I’ve never had that happen before. I mean, I wanted to kill Patrick and Vance, but that was ... different. I mean, the things they had done ... I didn’t think there was any way to redeem them or salvage them as human beings. Today though. Someone who helped hurt me last term tried to smooth things over. He’s an asshole and he didn’t want to admit that he’d done anything wrong, just said that things had gone on long enough and he was willing to forgive and forget.”


“Not the best choice to approach you,” she admitted. “Is that what made you angry?”


I sighed and told her in detail about the baseball team and how Beck had slept with them to hurt me. I told her how I’d considered some of them close friends and how it cut me deeper because none of them had held out and stayed out of it even if they couldn’t bring themselves to believe in me when everyone else abandoned me.


She listened and when I’d talked it out, she sighed. “I’m sorry this keeps hurting you, Matt,” she said softly. “You’ve given me some pushback on talking about your pain and I think that has to come to a stop. We need to address it. You’ve forgiven the girls, but it doesn’t wash away the hurt. You’re still carrying it and today you got a small taste of how much pain you’re still carrying. I’m not saying you shouldn’t be angry at those people and I’m not saying you should forgive them, but how mad at THEM are your really?”


“One of them has always been an asshole. He’s always been generally okay, but he can never admit when he’s wrong. Even today, he couldn’t manage an apology for what had happened. He tried to spin it so that they were doing me a favor by letting me back into their circle. I don’t think I’m so much angry at him because he was never any better than that. There were a couple of people on the team that I DID consider friends though. I VALUED that friendship and would never have betrayed it.”


“You feel betrayed by what they did,” she said simply, putting her finger on it. “Even though they had sex with Beck, it was designed to harm you and you would never have harmed them.”


“I suppose that’s right. It’s not even just the betrayal. I don’t know what it is. Last night I put Marlene in the hospital and felt WAY different than this kind of rage. I don’t know how to handle this right now.”


“I’m not discounting Marlene’s influence on this,” she assured me. “Yesterday you were feeling pretty good. Last night you were attacked and someone injured you. You’re just now recovering from one injury and you’re worried that you might have more recovery ahead of you. You’ve been hurt and attacked and under siege for months and it’s a lot to ask that you let it all go at once. It’s probably too much to ask that you give everyone a free pass to get back into your life. So don’t. It’s okay to tell people that they don’t have a place with you after everything that’s happened. It’s not your responsibility to absolve them of their guilt. Let them figure that part out.”


“Yeah. I guess part of it is that I held out hope that they’d come to me and admit what they did and clear the air rather than try to cover it up and make me eat responsibility for it.” I sighed. “When they didn’t come clean, that moment was when those friendships really ended.”


“That’s very true,” she said gently. “I want you to keep one other possibility in mind though. You’ve suffered a lot of trauma this past year. Your parents divorce, your experience with Jake Collins, the rumor, your ostracism at school, losing your girls, your mother’s episode, helping the girls through their experiences, Vance and, finally, the dissolution of your relationship with Cheryl was especially devastating to you. Irritability and anger are symptoms of PTSD. This WILL happen again as things draw your attention back to these traumatic events. I don’t want you to feel hopeless because you’re doing a very good job of managing, but not every day is going to be easy. Today is your first day back to class after a month away from normal life. Give yourself some credit and cut yourself some slack.”


“I’ll try,” I promised. “And thank you.”


“It’s what I’m here for,” she said lightly. We both knew she was more involved in my life than her profession required, but it was left between the lines.


“I always feel better, knowing you are here for me,” I told her.


“If you need to, I can call the school and tell them that you have an emergency. You can come here and we can talk it out some more,” she offered.


“No,” I said softly. “You’ve wanted me to find some sort of normal and I guess this school is as close as I’m going to get right now. I guess my normal is under siege.”


“Hang in there,” she said sympathetically. “I’ll call Carl and tell him not to waste time with your tests since you’re needed at the hospital.”


“Thanks,” I said gratefully and hung up.


I gathered myself and opened the stall door, picking up my bag and going back to the sinks. Bobbi was leaning against them waiting for me. I ignored her.


“Can we talk?” she asked tentatively.


I turned on the water, not looking at her. “Talk if you want,” I muttered and leaned down to scrub my face. I still felt rage flaring in my chest like a flame threatening to burn me alive.


“Look, I’m really sorry for everything that happened,” she said and sounded more sincere than when she’d announced that we were friends. “The cafeteria, that was Roger’s idea. You were right about the rumor. We should have asked you about it.”


“What do you want, Bobbi?” I asked, annoyed. “Forgiveness? A hug and a promise that it’ll be alright? I can’t give you what I don’t have. The only woman that stuck by me last year told me that if I keep forgiving people, they’ll keep finding things I need to forgive them for. You helped take everything from me and then you waited until I built myself back up before you came to talk to me. You were one of my closest friends. What you did to Beck was the worst thing you could have done to hurt me. I would never have done it to you.”


“I know,” she said, ashamed of herself. “I don’t want you to think I’m that awful though. We’ve been friends forever.”


“Remember when we were seven and you lost your baseball glove?” I asked. “I went down to the field and searched for it for you?”


“I remember,” she said.


“I didn’t find it,” I told her. “I went and bought a new one with the money I’d been saving. I spent all night breaking it in so that you wouldn’t know the difference.”


“I knew,” she said softly. “I spilled grape juice on mine and could never quite get it to stop being sticky or smelling like grape.”


I hadn’t suspected that she’d known. That surprised me. “What I don’t get is how you could hate me enough to want to do that to me,” I told her. My throat hurt, my head hurt and my chest ached. I coughed and tried to clear my throat. I wasn’t sure if it was a panic attack or the rage pounding on my ribs for escape. I gripped the sides of the sink, staring down at the drain.


“Do you really want to know?” she asked delicately.


“What I want never seems to matter,” I said bitterly. “Ten minutes ago, I told you never to speak to me again. Two minutes ago, you were listening to me talk to my doctor about wanting to kill all seven of you with my bare hands.”


“Are things really that bad?” she asked, shaken.


“You really have no sweet clue what’s happened to me since I left baseball, do you?” I asked, disgusted at how many people passed judgment on me without a clue what was going on. I finally looked up at her balefully.


She shook her head. “Just what everyone said you’d done.”


“Then you don’t even know me any more. The boy you knew is dead. He’s not coming back. He was murdered last year and what you did helped kill him.”


“Tell me what’s happened then,” she challenged me. “Let me get to know who you are. I don’t want to throw away our friendship like this.”


“WHAT FRIENDSHIP!??!” I burst out. “I’ve been hospitalized FOUR times in the past six months. How many times have you come by to see me? Before you start talking about that fucking rumor again, two of those times were last summer before that shit started! How many times did you come by the house to see me? When this shit started, you didn’t ask me what was going on and you didn’t seem to hesitate to jump on the bandwagon and do something to make my life worse. What ELSE did you take part in to add misery to my life?”


She looked ashamed of herself all over again and looked at the floor. “I’m sorry,” she repeated helplessly. “I ... I didn’t do anything else! I swear! Roger did tons of stuff. I know he poured shit in your locker. He bragged about that. I ... Becky ... I LOVE HER!” she wailed. “I’d have done ANYTHING to be with her! She never had eyes for anyone but you though! When you split up, I thought I might have a chance with her, but then she was tied up with her sister and HER friends all the time. Then when she asked me ... I couldn’t say no ... It was what I’d always wanted, but it was STILL all about you.”


She was crying and blubbering and a weepy mess. I was really coming to hate this school and all the people in it. “So there it is,” I said dully. “Revenge for me coming between you and Beck was to come between her and I. Did you ever once tell her how you felt about her?”


“I couldn’t!” she said, horrified. “What if she said no? What if she laughed? What if she hated me? I’d lose even the friendship we had.”


“How’s that friendship doing now?” I asked dryly. “Has she even talked to you since you slept together?”


She shook her head. “No!” she wailed piteously.


“Does that surprise you?” I asked her softly. “Of all the things that she’d done, sleeping with you was the thing that brutalized me worse than anything else. She knows that. I never told her anything other than saying that I couldn’t go back to baseball now, but she knows me well enough to know how deep that knife went. So do you.”


She nodded. “I just ... I couldn’t help it. She’s all I’ve ever wanted!”


“And you crawled over my dead body to get her,” I reminded her.


“You’re doing fine though!” she said, stricken.


“You think so?” I asked with a snort of mirthless laughter. “Do you know what PTSD is?” I waited for her to shake her head. “It’s post-traumatic stress disorder. That means when something bad happens to a person, it continues to cause them pain for years. It ruins people’s lives because they can’t outrun the worst things that have happened to them. You know about all the crap people have done to me in this building since that rumor started. How do you think I feel, coming back here every day, seeing people that I know did things like pouring animal blood into my locker? How do you think I feel when people sit down at lunch and remind me of what happened? I asked Lana to kill me last term. I told her to stab me in the throat and put me out of my misery. I wasn’t kidding when I said it. What you people put me through, made me want to die, just to stop the pain. I have to talk to a therapist every week because of everything that’s happened. I still go to physiotherapy every day to try to get the use of my arm back. Does that sound FINE to you?”


She shook her head. “I didn’t know all of that,” she mumbled, looking down.


“Then maybe you need to invest some time in finding out what actually happened before you decide I’m fine,” I told her. “Ask Beck what I’ve been through. Ask her sister. Ask some of the cheerleaders. Tell them I said it was fine to tell you.” I pulled off my shirt and pointed to my stomach. “Does THIS look fine?” I snarled. “I was gutted like a fish while you were sitting down to Thanksgiving dinner and wishing you could be cuddling with Beck. Do they still hurt? FUCK, YES! I stopped having to use a cane to walk LAST WEEK. I’m physically destroyed, I’m emotionally fucked. You walk around this school and see your friends. I walk down the hall and I wish I had a knife to protect myself from you people. I see enemies everywhere I go because last year, every face in this FUCKING hole WAS my enemy. How the fuck could I be fine after that?!!? You heard me tell my therapist that I wanted to kill you all with my bare hands. Does that sound like the good old Matt you knew?”


She didn’t flinch as I growled hoarsely at her. I pulled my shirt on again and picked up my backpack.


She was looking at me in horror. “How do you keep going?” she whispered.


“I thrive on pain now,” I said. “The more you people hurt me, the more it drives me forward.”


“There’s nothing I can do to fix this, is there?” she asked.


“Why do you want to?” I asked, exasperated. “Why do you care if I hate you or love you or pretend you don’t exist? I’m nothing to you. You’re in love with Beck. You think I’m gonna stand in your corner and help you win her over? You think I’m gonna come back to baseball and play like we always have? What difference does it really make?”


“Because you’re right, dammit!” she said. “You didn’t deserve what we did to you. I should have known better than to believe what they were saying about you.”


I shrugged. “I don’t even care about that. If I did, I’d walk through the school with a knife, slitting throats until the walls ran red.”


“I still feel bad about it. Even if you don’t want to be friends, I don’t want to leave things like this.”


I put down my backpack and pulled out a scribbler and a pen. I wrote a brief note and tore the page out, handing it to her. “That’s the best I can do for you,” I said dully.


She opened the folded paper and read it.





Beck,


Bobbi didn’t sleep with you. She’s been in love with you for years. It was her chance to make love to you. I’m not telling you what to do except to follow your heart.


Matt





She looked up at me, confused. “Why would you write that?” she asked.


“Because I despise secrets,” I said.


“What if she leaves you because of this?”


“Then it’s what she really wants,” I put away the scribbler. “You love her, I love her, she has to figure out which of us she wants to be with.”


“You’d really let her go?” she asked, still not grasping it.


“What’s so hard to understand, Roberta?” I asked. I’d always called her Bobbi, but I was letting go of a lot of things that I’d always done. “She’s not a fucking possession. I want her to be happy. If she’s happy with me, she’ll tell you no. If she’s happy with you, then that’s where she should be. Like I said, what I want doesn’t fucking matter, if it ever did. Use the note or not, tell her you love her or not, ask her to tell you what happened to me or not. Up to you.” I zipped up my backpack and walked away. My skin crawled. I wanted to claw at it, but I knew the itch was in my head. I walked down the hall and parked in front of my next class. I had no interest in spending the rest of the day here, but I’d promised Victoria that I was going to.


Chapter 33


I took my phone out and messaged Emma. “My day’s taken a turn for the worst. I’m in the mood to kill someone. Already talked to Dr. Spencer. Why won’t people fuck off?”


She messaged back quickly. “Deep breaths. Tell them to fuck off and hold on. The end of the day is coming.”


“Carl, then physio and then Dr. Spencer after school. Then cops about last night. This day won’t end.”


“I sympathize. If it helps, I’m having a good day with Patty and Louisa.”


I just put my phone away and waited for class. I put my earbuds in and blasted music so I wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. I wanted to be gone from here, but I’d promised Carl and Victoria to tough it out until graduation. I sat across the hall with my back to the lockers and put on my sunglasses to shut out the students just a little more.


Mercifully, the bell rang, barely audible over the roar of music in my ears. I got up and waited for class to empty out before I went inside and took my seat. People started filing in a few minutes later, some of them turning to stare at me, having been in the cafeteria for late lunch. I ignored them and turned down the volume while I waited for the class to start. I half-listened to the lecture like normal, but I couldn’t concentrate on the portrait I was supposed to be drawing and finally put it away to give the class my full focus for once. People were whispering softly to one another and shooting occasional glances at me.


The rest of the day was like that. People stared, talked and speculated about me. I was getting used to ignoring it. Finally the last bell rang and I went out to meet the girls at Gina’s car.


Beck showed up first and looked at me sideways. “I heard the baseball team came to talk to you,” she said softly.


I grimaced and nodded. “I owe you an apology,” I said. “I shouted at them about what they’d done to you and how you weren’t in control. I’m sorry I let that out.”


“It’s okay,” she said. “Someone said they sat down and told you that they forgive you for last semester.”


I nodded. “They treated it like they were doing me a favor by letting me come back to the team.”


She nodded. “Anything else?”


“I told them they should have been charged with rape since they knew you weren’t in control of yourself and they did it anyway,” I admitted. “Roberta followed me out of the cafeteria to try to talk to me. She may come to talk to you about it.”


“I’m not going back to the team either,” she said adamantly.


I nodded. “I think she’s aware of that,” I told her. “She’s got other concerns. I’ll let her tell you. I’m staying out of it.”


“You don’t like her though,” she said, seeing Lana and Gina approaching.


“I feel like if she was actually a friend of mine, she would have visited me in the hospital or at home at least once when I was hurt last summer,” I said. “She didn’t though. She didn’t come see me after Vance shot me or after it got out that the rumor was a lie. I don’t particularly hate her. I just really don’t give a shit any more. She might ask you about what happened with me last term. Tell her all of it except the money. She doesn’t get to know about that. The rest of it though, if she asks, don’t sugar-coat it. If she asks what she can do to make it right, you can tell her about the list you made for me or not. It’s really up to you. I don’t give a shit at this point if she even talks to me ever again.”


She nodded and then Lana and Gina joined us. “Hi,” they said on top of each other, both looking a little uncomfortable.


“You heard,” I said flatly.


“Tricia texted us,” Lana confirmed. “She’s worried about you.”


I pulled out my phone and sent her a message that said I was fine and then put it away.


“Shall we?” I asked, my throat hurting. Every time I spoke it was like the vibrations went right through me.


They nodded and we got in the car. “Want to talk about it?” Gina asked.


“People that did something disgusting and very personal to make my life miserable sat down with me today and told me they were willing to forgive me for what happened,” I said. “I was overwhelmed by the depths of their generosity.”


“They got under your skin, huh?” Lana asked gently.


“I left the cafeteria because I sincerely considered killing all seven of them with my bare hands,” I said. “Yes, I called Victoria, no, there’s no solution. She says it’s PTSD and it’s going to continue to happen. I have to find a way to manage.” I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself. “I’m sorry. None of this is any of your fault,” I assured them and included Beck with a look. “If we’d had the conversation anywhere but school, I would have spilled blood.”


“Well, I know Roger was the one that dumped the bucket of piss in your locker,” Beck said miserably.


“Roberta said he was the one that dumped diarrhea in there too,” I said softly.


“He’s an asshole,” she said adamantly.


I shrugged. “He always was,” I said dismissively. I really didn’t want to talk about it. I was trying to claw myself back into a mood that didn’t make me want to kill someone.


“How can we help?” Lana asked.


I shook my head. “This just needs time. I’ll cope with it. I have to or I won’t be able to go to school.”


“Let us do SOMETHING,” she said emphatically. “We can talk to the girls and find out who can run interference on late lunch. There’s a couple of cheerleaders that take late lunch and some of the girls from September. You’ve got a few hours at the hospital. We’ll find out who can help while you’re there.”


I started to protest, but Gina cut me off. “No! We’re doing this. You did everything you could to keep us safe and protect us. When Vance came back to school, you told everyone you’d be there, no matter what. Now it’s our turn and we’re not going to take no for an answer.”


“Fair enough,” I said softly, giving in. “It’s not just them though,” I tried to clarify. “The whole school feels like I’m surrounded by people out to hurt me, because last term, they all WERE out to fucking hurt me. I hit anxiety triggers every time I walk around a corner or walk into a bathroom or when I looked up and saw Cheryl today at lunch.”


“Did seeing her really affect you that much?” Beck asked, surprised.


“After her outburst at last night’s meeting, yeah,” I said. “She left me over a lie. It’s just sad that it’s a lie she created in her head.”


“Yeah, a lot of the girls are not happy with her for that,” Lana confessed. “They know that you’re better than what she accused you of.”


I shrugged. “I didn’t want to get into it with her in front of everyone last night,” I said. “She didn’t give me much of a choice other than sit there and let her call me a rapist.”


“She’s a fucking moron,” Gina spat. “I don’t care if she has a baby on the way and it’s driving her crazy. You’re not what she accused you of and we’re all making sure that she doesn’t ruin your reputation.”


“Thanks guys,” I said softly and sort of unplugged for the rest of the trip to the lab.


Carl welcomed the four of us in and had the tests set to go as soon as my coat was off. “Victoria called,” he confirmed. “She said that you’re having a bad day and I should do what I can to speed things along.”


“I appreciate it,” I said. “Just us today?”


He nodded and I decided to help run the sequence since I knew the drill now. “Julie’s taking the day off and the grad students won’t be back for a couple of weeks. Next week we’ll do your extended sequence though, just the same.”


“I have a request about that,” I said. “My physical therapist wants more detailed images of my shoulder. Do you think we could get a CT scan of that for him?”


“No reason we can’t,” he said lightly. “How are you feeling? Victoria wouldn’t say what was wrong, but she made sure I knew something was.”


“After what happened last year, high school is kind of a stressful place for me. A lot of triggers hit me all at once today. My reaction was ... barely restrained.”


“I see. Well, we’ll get these tests done and have you off to Victoria in a jiff,” he promised. “Your voice seems a little rough today. Coming down with a cold?”


“No, I was attacked last night. Got choked some,” I said and he looked at me before shaking his head and returning his attention to the tests. The girls had their heads together, plotting against me or planning how to keep me separated from the rest of the school for my own good and I was secretly glad they felt strongly enough about us to do this.


We ran the tests and it went incredibly smoothly, given that there was just the two of us. We finished the tests and then Carl was ushering us to the door. “I don’t want you to keep Victoria waiting,” he explained. “We’ll have a chance to talk next week when you’re here for the afternoon.”


I hugged him and thanked him for understanding before the four of us trudged back to the car for the drive back to Winchester.


“Just drop me at the hospital,” I said softly as we approached town.


“We’re coming with you,” Gina said.


“I don’t know how long I’m gonna be,” I explained. “I have x-rays and then physio with Diego and then Dr. Spencer is going to look at my throat and then she’ll want to talk about what happened today. I could be there for a few hours. You said you were planning to talk to the girls tonight about making sure I had company I could count on for lunch. You can do that much easier from home.”


They nodded reluctantly, but they did it and a few minutes later, they let me off at the hospital with kisses and promises that they’d see me at home.


I went in and found Diego right away. He noticed the bruising and asked if I was okay. “Yeah. Just got attacked by someone that’s on their way to jail once they get out of the hospital. Not sure which one they’re at, but it could be here.”


He nodded and the two of us walked down to x-ray where he left me. “You know your way back to the clinic from here, right?” he asked and clapped me on the shoulder when I nodded. “Good luck and I’ll see you when she’s done with you. If you’re lucky, you’ll need more physio.” He walked away laughing and I shook my head at him.


“Well, he certainly has a high opinion of you or a low opinion of me,” came a voice at my shoulder.


I looked up and really looked at this x-ray tech that Diego and Victoria had both remarked on. I shrugged noncommittally. “He doesn’t have a low opinion of you,” I told her. “Just the opposite. My name is Matt.”


“Yes, I know. Diego told me you asked for me specifically.” She gave me an appraising look as if considering whether I was going to be a problem or not.


“Diego likes to tell lies,” I deadpanned. “I asked if he knew who you were since I get teased by my other health care providers about not having picked you up the last time we met.”


“We’ve met before?” she asked, surprised. “When?”


“I was here in the summer when Jake Collins made my injuries worse. I’m Victoria Spencer’s pet project,” I told her.


“Oh! Her precious genius,” she nodded, making the connection.


“I don’t know about precious,” I said with a little levity. “I’m attending four degree programs at Harvard though, so I’ll agree to the genius part.”


“Only four?” she asked, leading me to one of the X-Ray rooms. “That doesn’t seem very genius to me.”


“Well, I could be doing more, but I’m taking martial arts and dance classes, running my own cheer team and fighting crime on the side,” I argued, feeling a little better for the banter.


“Fighting crime?” she asked me skeptically.


“I’m Captain America,” I told her. “The guy that got shot over Thanksgiving.”


“Really?” she asked as she set up the machine. “Shouldn’t that shield have helped you avoid getting hurt?”


“He fired twelve,” I told her. “It deflected six.”


“That’s a terrible track record,” she griped.


“The shield was in a different room when he shot me the first two times and I was hitting him with it when he hit me the last three times.”


“What happened with the last one?” she asked.


“He shot me in the leg while I was protecting the upper body,” I admitted.


“That’s a slightly better picture,” she admitted. “So you said that you’re getting teased about not picking me up the last time you were here. Why is that?”


“I have a habit of leaving the hospital with more girls than I arrived with,” I said. “At least that’s how Victoria spins it when she wants to tease me.”


“And she expected that I was going to fall down at your feet?”


“In fairness, I DID hit on her the first time I met her,” I said lightly.


“I can see that. She’s a very attractive woman.”


“She says the same about you. When we met last time, I had a lot on my mind so I barely even noticed. She’s right though. You ARE uncommonly beautiful.”


“She said that?” she asked, surprised.


“She said you were the best looking person in the department. I’m told my response to her teasing is hung up around here somewhere.”


“What response was that?” she asked, positioning my arm for a proper picture of the shoulder joint.


“I told her, ‘I never hit on x-ray techs. They see right through me.’ I know, it’s a cheesy pun, but the double entendre is worth the groan,” I said, making conversation. She was beautiful, but I was still recovering from earlier today.


“That was you too?” she asked, amused now. “Everyone in the department laughed about that when it was posted up.”


“Yeah, I actually said it,” I admitted ruefully. “I really do feel like I owe you an apology though.”


“Why’s that?” she asked as she moved to the other side of the room, behind the partition where the computer and the controls for the machine were located.


“You’re still not really getting me at my best. It’s been sort of a crappy day,” I told her.


“It’s sort of refreshing to have someone not hitting on me like we’re in the first scene of a bad porn movie,” she admitted. “So tell me about these girls that keep leaving the hospital with you.”


I talked to her a little bit about how Vance had victimized the girls at our school and how they looked up to me for standing up to him. “There’s a lot more to it than that. He actually brutalized them. So after that, they’ve all kind of adopted me. Some of them as a brother, some as a crush and a few have fallen head over heels.”


“Well, that’s the last time you were in here,” she pointed out. “You made it sound like it was more consistent than that.”


“It is,” I confessed. “The time before that, I got engaged the next day. Before that, an older woman expressed her ... passion for what she wanted me to do for her and the first time ... The first time, I actually arrived single and left with my first girlfriend. People actually joke that I can’t go anywhere without leaving with a pretty girl.”


“Well, I think you’re about to strike out,” she told me with a sympathetic look as she came back to adjust the position of my shoulder.


I shrugged. “Like I said, it’s been sort of a lousy day. I’m just paying attention and making conversation, not trying to score points.”


“I’m sure your doctor will be greatly disappointed in your progress,” she said and returned to the computer.


“Probably not as disappointed as Diego,” I told her. “Victoria teases me about it casually. Diego uses a special tone of voice when he says ‘Miss Fine’. It’s like when an addict says ‘morphine’. You can practically hear the exclamation point at the end.”


That actually made her laugh. “He told you that’s what they call me?” she asked.


“Yeah. He says I’m out of my league. I think he wants to start me on a nurse with training wheels, like Nurse Tanner or one of the other ICU nurses that aren’t used to feisty patients,” I told her.


“So you’re feisty?” she asked dubiously.


I shrugged. “I’ve been known to surprise people,” I said casually. “You’re not interested in that sort of thing though, surely.”


“It’s been a while since I’ve seen feisty,” she said. She looked at the chart and reset the machine to take the pictures of my neck. “That’s a lot of bruising!” she commented. “How did you get all this?”


“There’s two layers. The most recent one happened last night. I was attacked at the airport and choked. That’s why the pictures of my neck and throat,” I told her.


“What about the older ones?” she asked, touching my neck gently.


“One of my girls is Latina. She’s feisty too,” I told her with the first smile since my lunchtime texts to Emma.


“You almost had me there for a moment,” she laughed and patted my shoulder.


I shrugged and then pulled off my shirt to show her my back. “Does that look like the work of a girl who’s bored with what I’m doing to her?” I asked in response.


She looked over the scratches and fingered them lightly. “No,” she admitted. “That looks like very enthusiastic behavior.” She told me to put my shirt back on and then adjusted the machine against my neck again before ducking out of the room. “No talking for a few minutes,” she told me and she took the image, waiting for it to come up on her screen.


“Okay,” she said. “I’ve got a few more shots and then we can get you back to Diego.”


“He’ll be disappointed that you haven’t set back my recovery,” I told her. “He was hoping to live vicariously through me.”


“He’ll have to get cable,” she told me sarcastically.


I laughed and let her set up the machine for the next image. “I don’t disagree,” I told her. “It just seems like a shame to me that someone as attractive as you doesn’t have anything feisty in her life. That seems like a terrible shame to me.”


“And you’re volunteering for the job naturally,” she said flatly.


“Naturally,” I said. “I can think of no one feistier than I am.”


“Your doctor didn’t TELL me to take an x-ray of your modesty bone, but it’s clearly broken.”


“I had that removed,” I told her. “It was getting in the way. If you wanted to take a random x-ray though. One of the two of us rolling around would make Diego pass out on the spot. It would probably make Victoria very proud of me too.”


She laughed. “That’s an interesting way to proposition a tech,” she admitted.


“Well, I’d also take a copy to go and hang it on my wall in a light box. It IS art, after all.”


“I’ve always kind of wanted...” she said wistfully, trailing off before she came to her senses. “NOOOOOO!” she said emphatically. “Not gonna happen!”


“If it helps you out, I could get a doctor to order one,” I offered.


“I’m sure you could talk Victoria into doing it just for the comedy value,” she accused me.


“I think I could convince a different doctor to do it,” I said. “Want to make a small wager on it?”


“What did you have in mind?” she asked.


“Well, since this is a deeply sexual wager, how about we make it for sexual stakes?” I offered. “If I convince a doctor OTHER than Victoria to request an X-Ray of my body during sex, then you confess to me your deepest, darkest sexual fantasy and give me a chance to make it come true.”


“And if you can’t?” she asked, certain of herself.


“Name your stakes,” I told her just as confidently. “If we agree that the wager is fair and the stakes balanced against each other, then we’ll call it a wager.”


“What if you win and my deepest darkest fantasy is something you can’t bring yourself to do?” she asked warily.


“Then the wager only calls for you to give me an opportunity to fulfill it. I think it would have to be something that would be physically or psychologically harmful to me to make me turn it down though.”


“Alright. If you can convince a doctor to put through an official request for it, then I will fulfill a sexual fantasy of yours,” she agreed.


“That wasn’t the deal at all,” I reminded her. “If I win, you confess your deepest fantasy and we act it out.”


“Shouldn’t we act out one of yours if you win?” she asked.


“My fantasies can be involved. I don’t think you want to sign on for a fantasy that would take longer than a day to carry out.”


She looked at me suspiciously, but shrugged. “Alright, if I win, you have to wear women’s underwear for a month with daily proof.”


I nodded. “It’s a wager,” I told her. “Can I use my phone in this room?”


She nodded and I went over to my backpack and got it, dialing Samantha’s number. She picked up on the second ring. “Dr. Forester,” she said.


“Hi there,” I said brightly. “I need a favor and it’s technically not out of line, believe it or not.”


“This ought to be good,” she said and I could hear a smile in her voice.


“I need an x-ray done and I need it routed to a specific tech. Can you help me?”


“What’s it for?”


“I need a tandem pelvic x-ray with me and a partner to review my recovery in relation to my normal sexual activity. Naturally, I called you since this is something that we discussed at our last appointment.”


“You want a WHAT?!!?”


“I want an x-ray of me having sex.”


“And which x-ray tech am I routing this request to?” she asked.


“You can’t guess?” I asked in mock disappointment.


“I can guess, but I want you to say the words, Matthew.”


“Ingrid Fine is waiting for the new x-ray order right now,” I told her.


“You owe me for this Matt,” she told me and I could hear her typing.


“I already promised you two weeks in Hawaii when I turn 16,” I pointed out.


“I didn’t think you were serious,” she admitted.


“I’d take you now if I thought you’d go,” I told her truthfully. “It’s not like I’m shy about the possibilities. Book your vacation accordingly.”


“You’re serious?” she asked.


“I was even serious when I said we could walk up into the hills hunting for bamboo,” I said earnestly. “I’ll see you tomorrow for my checkup and we can talk about it then.”


“Yeah,” she said faintly and we hung up.


I put my phone away and went to join her at her computer. She looked at me oddly. “You have blackmail material on Samantha Forester or something?” she asked me, unnerved.


“Nope. She’s my surgeon,” I explained. “She legitimately warned me that I could injure myself with sex if I wasn’t careful.”


“You want a copy sent to Diego and Victoria too?” she asked.


“I think they would both appreciate the sentiment,” I told her lightly.


“You really want to go through with this?” she asked, embarrassed.


I looked at her seriously. “I do, but I can see you don’t, so we’ll call it off,” I told her gently. “Besides, I was serious when I said it had been a lousy day. Keep it on file and if you decide you change your mind some day, get my number from Victoria. She’ll gladly give it to you any time and razz me about it until she gets bored or I do something to distract her.”


She looked at me oddly. “Just like that?” she asked, unconvinced. “You have a girl willing to follow through on a bet and you turn it down just that easy.”


“Just like that,” I agreed softly. “The guy that shot me, he was a real creep. He and his brother and his brother’s girlfriend put together an idea to make a lot of money. They got themselves a pretty big stash of drugs. Then they threw a party and got the girls high. They took turns raping them and selling them to other guys for the next three days, so I don’t want anything less than an enthusiastic partner. Ever. If you never give me a call, I’ll still be pleasant and friendly if I see you in the hospital, but I’ll never bring it up unless you do. Besides, like I said, today’s been a lousy day. You wouldn’t be getting me at my best.”


“I didn’t know that,” she admitted. “About what he’d done, that is. I knew you were shot and that the guy was supposed to be a real scumbag. Is that what happened to your throat?”


I nodded. “The girlfriend attacked me when she realized that she was going to jail too.”


“And you let her?”


“She overpowered the two cops that were escorting her back here for trial and charged me. I beat the living shit out of her to get her off me. Literally. She was getting back up when I curb-stomped her on the pubic bone. She shit herself and passed out.”


“Ouch. That hurts just to think about it,” she said. “I can see why Victoria and Dr. Forester like you then.”


“Dr. Forester?” I asked. “Not on good terms with her?”


“She’s ... Intimidating. I’m sure you’ve noticed.”


“Samantha and I got off on the wrong foot, but quickly found common ground and mutual respect. It probably DOES help that I took a stand to help their victims though. I was damn lucky to have her as my surgeon when he shot me. She fought the Devil himself to keep me alive.”


She nodded. “You’re not what I would have expected,” she admitted.


“Thank you,” I said with a smile. “I’m fourteen. What most people expect is that I’ll be coarse, crude, obvious and inept.”


“I’ll make sure to tell Diego you’re not inept,” she laughed a little. “You’re all done here though if you’re calling off the bet.”


“I think that’s what you’d prefer,” I nodded. “I wouldn’t say no to hearing about your deepest, darkest fantasy though if you’re in a sharing mood.”


“Next time maybe,” she said and opened the door. “I sent the pictures to Diego and Victoria. By the time you get back to his office, he’ll have a chance to look them over.”


Okay. Thanks, Miss Fine,” I said with a small smile. “Is it okay to call you Ingrid?”


She considered that. “I think so. You seem to be on a first name basis with the other staff.”


“Only the attractive ones and Diego,” I clarified.


“All the attractive ones?” she asked, leading me out into the hall.


“Well, Jill from ICU, I call ‘Creep’, but that’s Morphine’s fault,” I told her.


“Nice. Well I enjoyed meeting you, Matt. Come say hi some time when you’re around the hospital.”


“I’m here every day practically with Diego, so you’ll see me again soon.” I paused and checked that we were alone in the hall before I beckoned her closer. I reached into the top of my jeans and pulled out the string of the thong I’d been wearing all day. “You’re not the first person to challenge me to do that,” I told her with a grin.


She blushed and gaped at me. “Wow. I just made that up on the fly.”


“It was a Christmas present from an admirer,” I confessed. “She tossed it in with the gift at the last second and she’d already put a note in the bag saying she hoped I thought of her when I wore it. I think the note was meant for the tie she’d gotten me, but she was shocked to find out that I actually wore it.”


She laughed at that and told me to stop by again soon. We said goodbye and I was in a much better mood when I got to Diego’s office.


Chapter 34


“You can still walk!” he complained when I opened the door.


“Very cute. It’s my shoulder that’s the problem,” I said dryly, “not my hips.”


“Your shoulder looks good. Not perfect yet, but it’s healing up nicely. Better than I expected, to be honest. Let’s work it out, push it some and see how you feel,” he suggested and we went out to the clinic where he pushed me a lot harder than he had before.


By the time we were done, I was in a lot of pain, but I also felt like we were making big strides for the first time. He cautioned me to let him know tomorrow if there were any side effects and let me go for my third appointment of the day.


Victoria let me in and sat me down before bringing up my chart. “There are no broken bones,” she said, giving me some relief. “There looks like some extensive bruising though.” She took out a tongue depressor and shone a light down my throat. “Have you had pictures taken of the injuries?”


I nodded a little. “Last night,” I said softly.


“Alright. Tell me about your symptoms,” she said, eyeing me critically.


“My voice is a little hoarse, when I talk, it feels like I can feel the vibrations at like ten times the intensity. It hurts to swallow and I find myself coughing a bit.”


She nodded. “Okay, you’ve got some serious bruising on your throat and neck and I can hear the change in your voice. I recommend you try to eat cold things. Ice cream is ideal, but most frozen treats will do you some good. That’ll help with the swelling some.”


She returned to her seat and faced me across the desk. “Now, let’s talk about how your day went.”


“Well, it started with the arrests of the people that paid to rape my girls. School was mostly a farce through the day. No one was paying attention all morning because of the arrests. Then early lunch period went fine. I called you, talked to the usual crowd and was texting to Emma when class changed. I finished with her and the baseball team was there.”


I paused to cough some and swallowed painfully. I’d used my voice too much today. “I told you all about what happened with them last term and what they said at lunch. I guess it also kind of bugged me that Tricia went to sit with Cheryl. Things with her took a kind of sour turn last night.”


“Oh? What happened?” she wanted to know.


“She tried to start a conversation about how I’d treated her in front of the other girls.”


“How did you react to that?”


“I reminded her that the only condition I’d placed on my consent was that she was certain she was ready. Since she obviously wasn’t, if anyone was sexually assaulted, it was me, since she got my consent under a premise that wasn’t true.”


“It’s called Intimate Partner Sexual Violence,” she confirmed. “Using coercion to obtain sex is one of the practices that fall into that category.”


I nodded. “Well, I felt like all the other victims I talked to after the fact, unclean, betrayed, humiliated...” I trailed off. “I know she didn’t do it on purpose. She wasn’t TRYING to hurt me. She’s just so damaged that she might never be ready to pursue a relationship like that.”


“That’s possibly true,” she said sadly. “I want you to know that you did nothing wrong, Matt. You’ve described to me what happened with Cheryl and if she says she’s ready, then you can either follow through on her request or not. Neither of those choices was wrong, regardless of the outcome. That’s on her. If she’d shown any distress you would have stopped.”


“She stiffened up the next morning when Lana and Beck were there and I stopped right away,” I confirmed. “As soon as I realized she was uncomfortable, it all came to an end.”


“Then there’s nothing more you could have done,” she said gently. “As for the baseball team, you and I need to talk extensively about your anxieties and the triggers you’re hitting.”


“Honestly, the school is my biggest trigger right now. All last semester, the student population was openly hostile to me. Walking into a bathroom or around a corner makes me itch to have a knife or a gun or my shield.”


She nodded. “Maybe we should look into a school transfer then,” she suggested and I shook my head.


“No,” I argued. “If I do that, I abandon all my friends, all the girls who look to me for support and I let the rest of them have the satisfaction of running me out of their school. I won’t let them have that and I won’t turn my back on my girls.”


“You’d have to face Cheryl again every day at lunch,” she reminded me.


“Each of those girls did the same every day of last semester with their attackers,” I pointed out. “I can draw strength from them and try to live by their example.”


She smiled. “I think you should tell them that,” she told me proudly.


I thought about it and nodded. “I think I will,” I told her.


“You’ll continue to run into triggers like you did today, but if you continue to recover at the rate we’re seeing in the x-rays, then physically, you should be fine in a few weeks rather than a few months and that should lift a lot of stress off your shoulders.”


I nodded. “I hope so. I’m looking forward to getting back to normal.”


She nodded. “Speaking of your x-rays,” she started, “How did you enjoy your experience this time?”


I decided to screw with her just a little bit. “Ingrid is a remarkable young woman and we’ve agreed to see each other again.”


She blinked, the smile fading from her face as she studied mine. “Really?” she asked finally.


I nodded. “We talked a great deal and in the end, we were delighted with each other. She even told me that I managed to surprise her. I wasn’t what she was expecting.”


“I get the feeling that you’re choosing your words carefully,” she said suspiciously. “What really happened?”


I chuckled a little. “We made a bet,” I told her. “If I could get a doctor other than you to order an x-ray of me having sex, then she’d be the other party on film. I told her I wanted to hang it on the wall in a light-box. She agreed.”


“Other than me?” she asked, surprised.


“She referred to me as your precious genius, so she might have believed you’d indulge me in the name of science,” I said lightly. “I called Samantha.”


“Naturally,” she said, amused.


“Samantha wanted me to know that I owed her, so I gave her a late Christmas present.”


“What present was that?”


“I told her the age of consent in Hawaii is 16 and to book her vacation accordingly. She knows my birthday from my charts.”


“Did a little research, did you?” she asked dryly.


I shrugged. “Seemed prudent,” I admitted. “I think I might buy a house out there. I get the sense that I’ll be taking a lot of vacations to the islands for a few years.”


“We’re straying from you and Ingrid,” she prompted me.


I nodded. “Well the bet was that if she lost, she’d confess her deepest fantasy and we’d act it out. If she won, I had to wear panties for a month and prove it to her daily.”


“Do I get to know what her fantasy is?” she asked playfully. “I KNOW Samantha would put the order in for you.”


“I turned her down,” I said simply.


“Why?”


“Because today was a terrible day for me and I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to have sex and because she would have felt obligated to follow through on the bet, but her heart wouldn’t be in it. I don’t want a partner who’s not there with me in the moment.”


She nodded. “I’m very proud of you for putting the brakes on. She’s very attractive. You must have been tempted.”


I nodded. “I left it to her discretion,” I said. “I told her that if she decided to change her mind to get my number from you, but that I wouldn’t bring it up ever again if I didn’t hear from her.”


She nodded. “She may call. She may not. I’ll bet she’s intrigued.”


“She asked me to stop by and say hi,” I told her “and she DID admit that I was different than she expected.”


“That’s almost universally true for you,” she agreed. “We can talk about your week a lot more tomorrow when you see me. I want you to pay close attention to how you’re feeling through the day tomorrow. I suspect you’ll find that you’re angry and feeling anxiety most of the time and that’s another symptom of PTSD. I think you should also know that I contacted Marlene Garrett’s doctor after we spoke and told him that he needed to get her HIV status determined because of the possibility of exposure during last night’s scuffle. I told him that yours had been negative and that you’d been screened in the last thirty days. He called me an hour ago and confirmed that her rapid test was negative. They also blood tested her in Alaska and she was clean. So unless she managed to have sex on the plane, you’re good. Go on home and we’ll talk more tomorrow.”


I nodded and left her office, walking back to the entryway of the hospital and out into the night. It wasn’t as late as I’d expected, but then, I still had police to talk to.


I walked home slowly, not knowing what was going to be waiting for me when I got there. I knew the girls were cooking up something, but I had no idea what. I glanced around the street and noticed a strange car parked down the block, but didn’t stop to investigate further. I let myself in at Patty and Dan’s, figuring everyone would be there for dinner.


“How’d everything go for you today?” Patty asked, coming to take my coat.


It was just her, Dan and I and that threw me for a loop. “Where’s everyone else?” I asked.


“We ate,” Dan told me. “The girls said they had a project to work on for you and they’d be next door. They said you had a rough day.”


“Yeah, kind of,” I admitted and told them about the baseball team without revealing what they’d done with Beck.


“You’re gonna get a lot of that,” Patty warned. “People are going to come back looking to make up and not all of them are going to apologize.”


I nodded and sat at the table while Patty brought me a plate. “I know. What they did though, it was some of the most personal attacks. I’d really been hoping they’d come to me and clear the air so we COULD be friends again. Sitting down and telling me they were willing to forgive me was one slap in the face too many.”


“Well, you need friends,” Patty said gently. “As smart as you are, you still can’t get by without other people.”


I nodded. “I have friends,” I said, thinking about the girls. I trusted them. We had things in common. I knew that they’d suffered like I had. “I don’t really want to make new ones. I’ll always wonder what they might have done to me last term, or what they might have said. I’m feeling a little better after some time away. Victoria said I’ll continue to have days like this. She said it’s Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. So much shit happened to me that the whole building feels like a trap, you know?”


Dan and Patty both nodded. “High school isn’t pretty,” Patty said. “When we were going, it was practically a death sentence to come out as gay. When there was even a hint of it, the school turned into a shark attack.”


“Yeah, I guess some things never change,” I sighed and shrugged. “Victoria’s talking about taking me out of school.”


That surprised them both. “What about the study?” she asked. “That was one of the cornerstones of the research.”


I nodded. “She’s more concerned for my well-being. I told her I wasn’t willing to abandon the girls. They got through all last term without having to change schools. I told her I’d draw strength from their example. She wants me to tell them that.”


Patty nodded. “I think they’d like that,” she said with a smile. “You should go next door and talk to the girls though. They’re worried about you.”


I nodded and looked down at my plate which I’d somehow managed to empty while we talked. I got up and tried to get my head on straight. I was all over the place, happy one minute, enraged the next and morose in between. I gave them each a hug before I put on my coat and boots and headed home.


When I got inside the house, the girls were all clustered around the dining room table and everyone had cellphones and laptops in front of them working on something. In addition to Gina, Lana, Beck and Emma, Tricia and Jessie were there


I approached them and looked around curiously. “How’s it going?” I asked softly.


“Good!” Gina said brightly and looked around. “I think we’ve mostly got a plan to keep you out of trouble.”


“Do I get to know what the plan is?”


“It’s not that complicated,” Jessie said. “One of us sticks to you like glue all day every day when you’re not in class.”


“That’s going to make trips to the bathroom interesting,” I said dryly.


“Dibs on that job,” Beck said, making everyone laugh. I remember her mortification the first time we shared the bathroom while she was on the toilet. How things had changed.


“Mom and Lilly upstairs?” I asked. They nodded.


“Your mom has some lesson planning to do,” Emma informed me. “She heard about your day too. You didn’t tell me it was that bad.”


“It was worse,” I said simply. “I would have killed them if I hadn’t left. I WANTED to kill them. Dr. Spencer says I’m suffering from PTSD and a lot of it is focused on the school and the people there. She suggested pulling me out of school altogether.”


That met with some alarm. “What?!!?” Jessie blurted, stricken. “You’re leaving school?”


“No!” I said quickly. “She suggested that there were too many triggers there for me to continue. I told her I wasn’t abandoning my girls. You all need me. I’m going to continue to be there for you.”


“That’s sweet of you,” Tricia said carefully, “but what about what you need?”


“I told her I’d be fine. I’d find the strength to deal with it. I have a bit of a strategy, but I think all of the girls should hear about it ... except maybe Cheryl. She’s one of my triggers now. Dr. Spencer agreed with me that what she did was a sexual assault.”


“Really?” Tricia asked, surprised.


I nodded. “It’s called Intimate Partner Sexual Violence. It’s a category for any form of assault between intimate partners. It can range from outright rape to coercion and lying to get sex apparently. I looked it up on the walk home.”


“She didn’t LIE,” Tricia pointed out. “She was just ridiculously, tragically wrong about being ready.”


“I know. I never thought for a moment that she did it on purpose or wanted to hurt me, but I WAS hurt and humiliated and used and betrayed and a host of other emotions. Mostly I felt unclean after she started.”


The other girls nodded. They’d had the same feelings. We would have continued the discussion, but the doorbell rang at that point, so I went to answer it.


There were two cops standing there and I nodded. I’d expected them to be here to take my statement. I showed them in and went upstairs to get Mom. I wasn’t having any conversation like this without a parent present.


We sat in the living room and I started my phone recording while I told them what had happened from my perspective.


They asked a few questions and then left, saying that it wasn’t going to be an issue. They did tell me what injuries she had though.


“Her jaw was broken in three places, 6 teeth knocked out, broken nose, broken cheekbone, shattered orbital socket, two broken wrists and a shattered pelvis. From what the doctor said, she’s got your boot print stamped into her vagina pretty clearly and she has two cauliflower-ears. You don’t believe in going half-way, do you?”


“After what she did? She got off easy. I don’t think anyone would have missed her if I’d snuck a punch into her throat and crushed her trachea.”


“Maybe not, but it’s better that it didn’t happen like that.”


“I agree,” I said with a nod. “I’ll leave that to her cellmate.”


“You’re sure she’s guilty?” the other officer asked.


“Beyond all doubt,” I told him. “She deserved to live in extreme pain until all the people she hurt go to their grave of extreme old age. If I had a way to inflict crippling arthritis on someone, I’d give it to her, because nothing in the justice system can compare to what she did to people who trusted her.”


“Harsh,” he said. “What did she do?”


“She organized a party for people from school. She filled them full of drugs and then sold them off for the next three days to be raped while they were semi-conscious. She was the mastermind according to her accomplices and made bank off their misery.”


He nodded. “That would do it,” he said, understanding a little better. “I know I’d feel the same if someone I knew was treated like that.” They said goodbye after that and I went back to the dining room to sit with the girls for a little while. Mom disappeared back upstairs.


They’d come up with a surprisingly complete plan for keeping me isolated from people they said were bad for me. Everyone seemed to know someone that had pulled some dirty pranks on me last term. Emma was a little disgusted at the details of some of them. “They made you clean up your locker after that?” she asked, revolted when she’d heard about the feces.


“And after the animal blood and after the vomit and after the piss,” I confirmed.


“I know that the football team made a contest out of who could do the worst thing to him,” Jessie said. “I heard two of them talking about who was going to win it one day just before Halloween. They said Vance was gonna take the prize. I don’t know what he was supposed to do, but it was bad, whatever it was.”


I shrugged. “I really don’t care about the details,” I promised them. “I don’t need to know what each person did or wanted to do. If you girls tell me someone’s bad news, then I trust your judgment.”


“I’m putting Cheryl on the list,” Gina said. “I’m sorry Tricia, but after what she did, she doesn’t get within ten feet of him again.”


She nodded. “Yeah, I don’t think that she should talk to Matt any time soon,” she agreed.


“She’s still a mess?” I asked delicately. I didn’t want to pry for information, but I also wanted to make sure that she was getting help and other than her problems with me, she was doing okay.


“She called me after she left here last night. I’m not sure that you want her around ever at this point. She’s refusing to see you as anything but a villain at this point.”


I nodded. ‘Just another brick in the wall, ‘ I thought bleakly. I took a breath and let it our before speaking. “That’ll hurt her some day,” I predicted. “Dr. Gionetti will eventually get through to her and start cleaning up the damage in her head. Then she’ll realize how badly things ended. She’ll likely need her friends more than ever at that point.”


Tricia nodded and the look on her face told me there was more. “That’s not the worst of what you have to tell me though, is it?” I asked her.


She shook her head. “She won’t see Dr. Gionetti since you know her,” she said.


That made me deeply worried for her, her baby and Tricia. “Is she looking for another counselor?” I asked.


“No, she says she knows what happened and she’s not talking to a stranger about it,” she winced, waiting for my reaction.


I ran my hands through my hair and closed my eyes. “Okay!” I said finally, putting my hands down and shrugging. “That’s her choice and her decision. She’s on the list though. No contact whatsoever. I don’t want to talk to her, see her or receive notes from her. I’ll block her on all my social media tonight and I’ll cut her out of the support group. I’ll send out an email to the other girls and let them know.”


“Let us handle that part,” Beck said. “We’ll do it face to face.”


I nodded. “I have just one more thing to say about Cheryl. I’m worried about you Tricia. She’s not well. She’s capable of seeing me as an enemy, she may come to view you with suspicion. Try not to let your guard down around her. Honestly, I’d prefer to keep you far away from her, but I don’t control you or who your friends are, so I’m not even going to ask you to. Just be careful. Carry your pepper-spray when you’re at her place and be aware that she’s unbalanced and not willing to get help.”


She nodded. This made her miserable being caught in the middle and I hated that. “As of now, we don’t talk about Cheryl. It’s fine to mention that she’s on the list of people that don’t get access to me, but we don’t ask Tricia for information, we ask her not to give Cheryl any on us and we generally pretend like she doesn’t exist. That sound good to everyone?”


“It sounds fine to me,” Lana said and Tricia relaxed a little bit.


“I don’t think there’ll be any problems,” she said. “Thanks for not asking me to choose.”


I nodded. “That would have been a shitty thing to do to you,” I said. “I try to be better than that.”


I decided we needed a change of topics and told them about Saturday. I invited Jessie to come along.


“What’s the occasion?” she asked brightly.


“My father’s meeting someone new and wants some support,” I said lightly.


“So you’re gonna bring all your girls and me?” she asked. “That’s not gonna be weird at all.”


I shrugged. “She’s one of the nurses from Intensive Care. She’s met most of you. She knows what’s going on.”


“She knows that you’re going to bring all of us as your dates?” Jessie clarified, surprised.


“Yup,” I said simply. “If you’re not comfortable, you don’t have to come along,” I assured her. “I just thought you might like to be included.”


“I do,” she said quickly. “I’m really happy to be invited. I’m just not certain how you’re going to explain it to her.”


“The reason that I’m involved is that my father is looking for a non-conventional relationship. He’s into bondage and that kind of thing. So I asked a few people to keep an ear to the ground for a woman that’s not out of her mind to set him up with.”


“So they’re gonna...” she trailed off.


“I have no idea what they’re specifically going to do,” I said. “I stay out of his bedroom antics and he does the same for me.”


She nodded. “So this dinner...” she started, not certain how to ask what she wanted to know.


“For the most part, it’s just a normal dinner with some slightly more interesting conversations,” I told her. “No one gets freaky and everyone’s clothes stay on. At least that was true last time.”


“You’ve done this with your father before?” she asked.


“Sort of. He knew of two young women that he thought would be right for me and that I would be right for, so he did the introductions that time. I believe you’ve met Tabby and Collie at the hospital and here?”


She nodded, her eyes widening. “I didn’t know they were like that,” she confessed.


I glanced at Lana and she looked at me. I nodded for her that it was okay to say.


She explained her collar and how it worked and what it meant.


“So he OWNS you? Like property?” She gaped.


Lana shrugged. “Sort of. If he asks me to do something, I do it.” She glanced at me. “If I think he needs something, I do it. I take care of him any way I can because he takes care of me the same way. He always has.”


I could see Jessie was confused, so I laid a hand on her arm. “Lana has the drive to be in charge in any situation she wants to take control of,” I said. “She doesn’t want that in me. She responds powerfully to authority figures and gets great satisfaction from devoting herself to supporting someone she thinks is worth her support.”


“Then why would she break up with you?” she asked. “I’m sorry if that sounds mean, but really, why would she?”


“She thought I’d done something shameful and that I’d lied to her when I said I’d never been with anyone else before her,” I explained. “Like I tell anyone that asks, her submission is a gift she gives me, not a chain to bind her with.”


“So if you ordered her to strip naked, right now, she would?” she asked.


“She would, but I won’t order her to do that.” I said calmly. “Part of our dynamic is that she trusts me to protect her. That means I don’t order her to do things frivolously and especially not for the sake of demonstrating her devotion in front of others. That’s what her collar is for, so she can be proud of that bond.”


“And what do you have to demonstrate how proud you are?” she asked. She wasn’t being accusing or snide. She was asking genuine questions.


“I have Lana,” I said simply.


She nodded and looked around at the other girls, noticing that Beck had a collar, but no one else did. “So you only own Lana and Beck?” she asked, confused.


I nodded. “Five of my girls feel strongly about bondage and domination. Gina hasn’t asked, Tricia hasn’t and Emma hasn’t. The rest of my girls all wear collars. That was their choice.”


“So it’s all Fifty Shades?” she asked and I laughed because it was how Gina had asked about it originally.


“Not quite that way, but it’s a good starting point to understanding how it works,” I told her. “Every dominant/submissive dynamic is different, just like any other relationship. The people involved find what works for them and sometimes they figure it out by trying things that don’t work and discarding them. Sometimes they find them by talking about their deepest feelings and sometimes they find them completely by accident.”


“So how did it start?”


“We found out how strongly Lana responds to authority by accident,” I said, taking her hand. She grinned at me. “She’d had a misstep shortly after we got together and she was overly devastated by how much she’d let us down. We decided that it would be better for her to have one voice to listen to rather than her parents, my mother and me.”


“That’s not true,” she chided me. “I screwed up and they decided that they couldn’t punish me without being cruel, so instead, they said they were setting new rules, but it was really that Matt was my owner.”


“YOUR PARENTS KNOW?!!?” she gaped.


I nodded and took over the story again. “Patty wasn’t happy with the idea of formalizing it with a collar until she saw it and admitted that no one would know it was anything more than jewelry. They knew that the three of us were together. This was just another step.”


“A HUGE step though!”


“Not so much,” I said lightly. “In most relationships there’s one person who leads and one who follows. Most of the time, it’s things like what movie to watch or where to eat and neither of them think about it. It’s just a subconscious dynamic. These types of relationships just shine a light on it and formalize it.”


“Yeah, but those relationships aren’t filled with leather and whips.”


I chuckled. “I’ve never once used a whip on Lana. Beck, you’re on.”


“That’s my thing!” she grinned, perking up. “I love it!”


“You like him to whip you?” she gaped.


Beck spent the next half-hour talking about Bad Matt and how much she loved our sessions, loved the pain and loved the hard sex more than anything. “It’s perfect!” she gushed at the end. “Matt’s normally so gentle and kind and caring, that it’s really fucking HARD to get him to show that side of himself. When he does and I don’t have to prompt him to go harder or faster, then I get to see all of him. Not just the parts he’s proud of, but the parts he’s not proud of too. He shows me all of himself. It’s more intimate than anything else I can imagine.”


Jessie looked at her like she’d lost her mind, but she understood in her own way. “Isn’t it too much like what happened at Marlene’s for you?”


I was interested in this answer, so I paid rapt attention as Beck shook her head. “Nope. He might do some of the same things, but I know in my heart that he loves me. Sometimes when he does those things, I can see the regret in his eyes, but he does them anyway because he’d do anything for me. And he takes such good care of me all the rest of the time, but especially after one of our sessions. When he holds me in the shower afterwards and washes me gently, I feel totally loved and safe and valued. The guys at Marlene’s, none of them even looked at me like I was a person, let alone like I was someone they cared about.”


“That’s intense!” she said and everyone nodded.


“Intense is probably the best word to describe sex with Beck. Gina gave me a little taste of how Beck feels when she bit me and clawed me. I think she’ll find it less difficult to coax out Bad Matt now that I’ve had someone sink their teeth into my neck to keep my attention on the moment when I start to drift on the tail end of an orgasm.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” Gina said with a satisfied smile. “I was worried I’d done too much damage.”


“Not a chance,” I told her. “It all kept me focused.”


“Good to know,” she said with a smile.


“So have you ever actually done anything really violent with sex? I mean like has anyone ever actually been hurt?” Jessie wanted to know.


“Not with me, but there are things that can very easily hurt people if they’re improperly done or carelessly handled. I’m fortunate. I found someone that’s helped mentor me a lot.”


Beck looked at me in surprise. “You never mentioned that before!” she said.


“That’s because she started mentoring me shortly before Hanna joined us,” I told her.


“It’s a she?” Lana asked, interested in where this might be leading.


“She is,” I confirmed with a cryptic smile which Emma mirrored. “She and Emma and Zoe watched my first session with Hanna.”


“That must have been killer!” Beck said. “Hanna seems really tough.”


I nodded. “That’s a discussion for another night, though,” I said.


“Do we get to meet this mentor?” Lana wanted to know.


“You already have,” I told her, amused.


“Dr. Spencer?!!?” Beck blurted.


I laughed. “No, not Victoria,” I said. “She has no interest in those kinds of games. I’m not quite ready to reveal my mentor’s identity yet, but it’s someone I deeply respect.” I paused and realized that they’d completely distracted me from my bad day. “Thanks,” I said to them. “After today, I was kind of struggling to keep my mood from crashing out. This helped me a lot.”


“Good,” Emma said. She’d been mostly quiet during this time, but she smiled at me. “I was getting ready to go down to that school and start handing out kicks if people kept you in a bad mood. I haven’t gotten that welcome home that you promised me yet.”


I smiled a little and nodded. “We’ve had too much going on the last couple of days,” I said regretfully. “I promise that you have my best tonight, but I need to find some ice cream. Victoria suggested it for the swelling and bruising in my throat. There’s no permanent damage, by the way. That’s the good news. The REALLY good news is Diego is cautiously optimistic that my recovery is doing well. He actually pushed the pace some tonight and wants to know how I feel tomorrow.”


“That IS good news!” Emma said brightly and Lana was already out in the kitchen, rooting through the freezer, since I’d said I needed ice cream.


“Found some,” she called out. “I’ll bring it to you.”


A few minutes later, she returned with a bowl of ice cream topped with chocolate sauce, strawberry syrup, whipped cream and a cherry on top. She kissed me sweetly on the cheek and then sat down again. “Thanks,” I said and dug in, taking small bites and swallowing carefully, savoring the cold feel of it in my throat on the way down as we chatted.


We all contributed until Tricia sighed and admitted she had to go. “Want me to walk you home?” I asked.


She shook her head. “You’re needed here,” she told me. “Just make sure you save me a little affection on the weekend. I miss being here through the week.”


“Well, we could talk to your dad,” I offered. “He knows your grades aren’t going to suffer.”


“Nah. We put him through enough as it is,” she said. “By the way, he told me to let you know he can take July 6th to the 20th for vacation.”


“That sort of works. Patty and Dan aren’t staying the full summer either,” I told her. Once I hear from everyone else, we’ll book the tickets.”


“You’re going away for the summer?” Jessie asked. “Where are you going?” She got up and started packing up her stuff too. “I’ll drive you home, Tricia,” she offered.


“Emma’s parents live in Malibu and want to meet us. She promised to teach me to surf if I’m not too hopeless and it gives us a chance to get out of Boston for a bit.”


“That sounds like fun,” she admitted. “I think our vacation is going to be to my grandmother’s in Pittsburgh. Eleven fun-filled hours in the back of the car sweating my ass off and wishing they’d trust me enough to leave me home without them for two weeks,” she said glumly.


“Try talking them out of it now,” I suggested. “You’ve got your own car so you won’t be tied to the house while they’re out of town. Or try getting them to do something more fun for vacation.”


“THAT’S not happening,” she laughed. “The last time they had fun was before the internet.” She kissed me on the cheek. “Feel better,” she urged me before hugging the girls and going to put her coat on. We all walked out and I gave Tricia a long, deep, lingering kiss. My throat hurt from the movement of my tongue and I wanted to cough, but I swallowed hard instead and held her, telling her I loved her and she smiled before she and Jessie ducked out into the cold, headed to her car.


As soon as the door closed, I started a hacking cough that threatened to tear my throat out.


Emma put an arm around me and patted my back gently. “I can wait one more night,” she promised. “I’ll go shopping for more ice cream tomorrow though.”


“Anything frozen, she said,” I told her hoarsely. “Milk-shakes, ice cream, anything eaten frozen for the swelling.”


“Well, it’s still early,” Lana suggested. “We can run to 7-11 for slushies and pick up stuff to have in the freezer for tomorrow.”


That seemed like a good idea and the five of us squeezed into Lana’s car for the trip with me sandwiched between Beck and Gina in the back.


“So tell me more about your recovery,” Emma said. “When I got on the plane to go back to LA, you could barely walk. Now you don’t have a limp and I hear you’re running. You said Diego likes your progress on the shoulder too.”


“Yeah. The day things hit the skids with Cheryl, I went walking and just didn’t stop until the leg felt terrible. I expected to be crippled the next day, but it felt a lot better, so I guess I was babying it when I needed to push. My arm seems to be a similar story. Diego’s been holding me back from pushing it. I don’t mean that in a bad way. He’s just more cautious with my recovery than I am. Today, he looked at the x-rays and decided it was time to push me a lot harder. I was actually hurting by the end of it, but I feel good. If it still feels good tomorrow, I could be farther along in my recovery than we suspected. I still have a lot of gym time to make up to get back to where I was before though.”


“Once you’re done with physio, Hanna’s gonna take over,” she told me. “She kind of feels guilty for not doing your rehab, but it’s one thing she has problems with.”


“I know,” I said simply. “I don’t resent her for that. I wouldn’t ask someone with a fear of heights to climb a ladder for the same reason. Please, tell her to relax, but don’t tell her how far along I am. I want that to be a surprise.”


“How’re you gonna tell her?” she asked, turned in her seat to look at me.


“I’m gonna have her help me walk Dawn and then challenge her to a race home,” I grinned. “I can limp a little on the first half of the walk and then blow her away on the run back.”


They chuckled about that and then Lana parked the car at the store and we got out.


The clerk looked at us like we were crazy when we each got slushies in different flavors for our trip to the market for ice cream to put in the freezer. My throat DID feel a little better for having something cold to drink while we shopped. We picked up a couple of gallons of vanilla and one each of strawberry and chocolate to put in the freezer and then went home.


Lana and Beck separated from us at that point and Emma, Gina and I went to put the ice cream away and spend the evening together. Gina settled in with her books, wanting to get some reading done before classes got too heavy, so Emma and I went downstairs.


“Should I post the video of me and Marlene or just update my channel with a clip of me telling people that I was attacked?” I asked quietly.


She thought about it and shook her head. “Just put up that you were attacked. That’s not a video you need to put out there. Feminist groups would paint it as violence against women.”


I nodded and I started the camera while she sat off to one side. I showed off the injuries to my throat and told a little about how I’d gotten them without too much detail. I mentioned my progress with my recovery and that I hoped to be in good enough shape to give Chris Evans the competition we were both looking forward to. I signed off and then posted the clip.


She came back over to sit with me and I picked up my phone while she perched in my lap and Tweeted the link to the new video to my Twitter. I Decided to call Chris Pratt to let him in on the joke.


He answered brightly and we chatted for a few minutes before he asked about my recovery. “It’s good,” I said. “In fact, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. It’s a lot better than I exactly let on in the new clip I just posted. I think my leg’s a hundred percent and my shoulder’s not far behind. I’m playing wounded duck for a little while longer though.”


“Why’s that?” he asked, surprised. “I figured you’d want to shout it out.”


“Well, mostly because Evan’s has had two months to train hard. I’m betting that he’s slacking a little and not expecting to have to work for it since I’ve been down for the count. Mostly I’m gonna be posting my videos in sweatshirts so my progress won’t show.”


“Gonna show up the day of looking like you want his job?” he asked with a laugh.


“My personal trainer has orders to put me in shape to make him look old, fat, slow and weak,” I said. “My flexibility coach starts me back into gymnastics next week if my physiotherapist approves. I’ll probably start back with my combat trainer too around that time. But I’m planning on a reveal video for a few days ahead of time. Just far enough out that he can hit the gym hard for a few days, but close enough that it’s not gonna help him if he’s not working on it hard.”


“He said you have a team. Taking this seriously much?”


“That’s nothing. I haven’t mentioned my nutritionist, personal doctor, surgeon, cosmetic surgeon, weapons specialist, Emma handles all my public relations questions, I have a lawyer on standby, a marketing expert I can call on, an accountant, dance instructor and the list goes on.”


“All you need is an agent,” he said in disgust. “You really ARE after his job!”


“Well, not necessarily. If they were looking for someone about my age with killer looks and the ability to do the stunts though, I wouldn’t say no to being part of the Marvel Cinematic Universe. I think it would be a blast.”


“I’ll let people know you’re sniffing for scripts,” he said. “You particularly choosy? Because I hear Fox is looking for people for movies.”


“I guess it depends. I am NOT signing on for another one of their awful Fantastic Four movies, although it would be a fit of irony to be cast as Human Torch.”


“That WOULD be funny,” he laughed. “I was thinking that they’re planning on blowing up their X-Men movies though.”


“That would be interesting,” I admitted. “Guess we’ll see how it goes. I don’t wanna keep you too long. Just wanted to let you know I’m doing even better than the video suggests and give you the chance to get some side-action on who’s gonna win.”


He laughed. “So long as you get a cut?”


“Depends on what the winnings are. If Seth Rogan bets a lapdance on the outcome, that’s all yours. If Jennifer Lawrence does, I call dibs.”


“Seems legit,” he said and we hung up.


Emma gave me a little kiss and rubbed my chest. “How’s your throat now?” she asked sympathetically.


“A little better,” I admitted. “I think I might be able to give you the welccome home you deserve so long as I don’t push it too much.”


“Save it for tomorrow, Slugger,” she told me with another kiss. “I was worried about you while I was away,” she admitted.


“Why?” I asked, surprised.


“Because you don’t make a habit of telling people when you’re not doing so well,” she reminded me. “I was worried that you weren’t telling me everything about your recovery and I’d come back to find you in rough shape.”


“Just the opposite,” I smiled. “I wanted to surprise you with how well I’m doing.”


We went upstairs where I had another small dish of ice cream before I took Dawn out for a visit to the backyard. While she was sniffing around, I went out to the garage and worked out my arm with the heavier weight and even took a few experimental jabs at the heavy bag before deciding the arm was almost ready to go back to work on it.


The three of us went downstairs to bed and I curled up between the two of them, Emma blonde and Gina dark-haired, contrasting each other. They both stretched up to kiss me deeply and then Emma looked over at Gina and Gina looked back. Something passed between them and Gina nodded slightly, biting her lip uncertainly. Both girls stretched across my chest and kissed as deeply as they had with me.


I stroked their backs and watched them kiss wetly, their tongues dancing together before they separated. Gina looked at me uncertainly, trying to gauge my reaction. I grinned at her and took her hand in mine, guiding it to my lips. I held her hand to my chest after kissing it and then took Emma’s and laid it on top of hers.


She grinned and got the message. “I love you both,” I whispered as we turned off the lights and Dawn settled in beside us. The both hugged me tightly, the three of us tangling together to sleep soundly.


Chapter 35


Wednesday started out on a completely normal note. I took Dawn for an early morning run, showered, had breakfast and got ready for school as normal. When we got there, the girls came with me to my locker and hung around when I went to Tricia’s locker to see her before class. She showed up and grinned at the bunch of us, kissing me as deeply as the school policy on public displays of affection would allow.


We all chatted for a few minutes while she grabbed her books and then we split up, Beck and I going to our first class of the day together.


“It’s not necessary for you guys to escort me to class,” I pointed out, feeling relaxed and cared about, but also feeling a little guilty that they were going out of their way because I had a tantrum the day before.


She looked at me funny and shook her head. “Tell me with a straight face that you didn’t secretly wish you could be with each of us last term to take us to and from every class. Think about the day Vance came back to school and tell me that wasn’t something you wished you could do.”


“Point taken,” I said, suitably chastised. “Lunch time yesterday was the first time I really felt like you girls were safe here,” I admitted. “I know it’s stupid, but I knew I’d fight like Hell to keep you safe. I didn’t trust anyone else to do the job right.”


“Well, there’s sixty-two of us and only one of you,” she pointed out. “We can watch out for you a lot easier than you could keep track of all of us.”


“So do I get to know who’s on the watch-list?” I asked as I hung out at her desk, waiting for class to start.


She shrugged. “We’re still putting the list together,” she admitted. “We’re all going to have a meeting to figure out who did what to you sometime this weekend.”


“Include Tricia in that?” I requested. “Assuming she’s interested in going. She’s kind of juggling life with me and life with Cheryl at the moment.”


Beck looked around and put her head close to mine. “You know that’s a disaster, right?” she asked. “As fucked in the head as Cheryl is, she’s not gonna stop running her mouth about you.”


“We all know what happened,” I told her. “Even Cheryl knows deep down. If she keeps kicking up a fuss, we’ll have it out in public and let the chips fall.”


She nodded. “I think you’ll have to put her in her place before you have to go back to classes at Harvard,” she told me. “Just make sure you do it as harshly as you did with the baseball team.”


“I will,” I promised. “Speaking of the team, the guy they used to replace me must have really sucked for them to try to get me back yesterday.”


“He was okay,” she said casually, “but his parents moved to Woburn at the start of the school year, so he’ll be on a different team next summer.”


I nodded and then had to go to my desk since class was starting. I got some work done on my family portrait and kept enough attention on the class that I noticed a couple of the students paying more attention to me than normal. I ignored it for the most part and returned to my drawing with colored pencils, trying to capture some of the people that were central to our family.


When the bell rang, Beck waited for me and walked me partway to my next class. She chewed her lip and I leaned in to kiss her. “Go to class,” I told her. “I’ll be fine and if someone annoys me, I’ll handle it. Promise. I’ll see you at lunch.”


She nodded finally and then took off for her class and I went to mine without incident, but again, there were a couple of people looking at me off and on during the lecture. At the end of class, I stopped one of the people that had been looking at me oddly. “Pete,” I called his name. “What’s going on? People have been giving me weird looks all morning.”


He looked at me for a second, surprised before he recovered. “You don’t know?” he asked. “Roger got beat up after school. He won’t say who did it, but they roughed him up pretty good. Everybody thinks it was you.”


I shook my head. “I was with doctors from right after school until dinner,” I said. “This is the first that I’ve heard of it.”


The topic came up during lunch and no one seemed to be able to figure out who had attacked Roger or if it had been more than one person. I ignored the conversation and ate, noticing that I was again the focus of attention and wished it was for something as pleasant as a call from Scarlett or even a new challenge from Chris Evans.


“So who’s on guard detail for the late lunch?” I asked lightly, hoping to change the topic from Roger’s beating which had been earned in my opinion. He generally treated everyone like he was in charge and had a right to be giving orders.


“Elizabeth Cameron and Janice Link promised to keep your table filled today,” Gina said. They were the only two of the cheerleaders that had late lunch and that filled me with a relief that must have been visible because Lana reached over to take my hand.


“You’ll be fine,” she told me and I nodded, trying to be nonchalant about it.


“I had no doubt you girls would take care of me,” I told them all. “You’re too good for me.”


“I personally had more to do with making you hate this place than anyone,” she reminded me. “You’re not too good for us. You used yourself up to keep us safe and protected last term. We’ll stand guard with sticks to keep the assholes away if we have to.” Her voice was fierce, reminding me that she’d die to protect me. I was humbled all over again at the outpouring of support from all of them.


“Thank you,” I said softly. “Thank you all. I’m deeply grateful for your help and support. You were all there for me when I got hurt and you’re keeping me safe from my anxieties here.”


Jessie leaned over and kissed my cheek. “You’re worth it,” she said. “You’re the only person who made us feel like we were worth a damn thing after September. We all agree that if you need it, we’re doing it.”


The rest of their lunch was pleasant and I watched them go, wishing we had more time together while all the students filed out of the cafeteria. I was waiting for the second lunch period to start when Roger burst into the room. He must have run from his class to be the first one here.


We looked at each other across the cafeteria and I calmly put my phone in my backpack since I figured he was going to charge me. I stood up and stepped away from the table, giving him a clear path to me if he was willing to take it. Personally, I didn’t think he looked like he’d really been roughed up.


“I know it was you!” he spat at me. “You attacked me after school yesterday.”


“Roger, if I attacked you, you’d be dead right now,” I told him coldly. “Don’t tempt me.”


“You think you can take me without my back being turned?” he demanded, flexing his hands.


“I know I can take you, Roger. Vance Waterman had a gun. He’s dead. Marlene Garrett attacked me from behind. She’s gonna have to learn to walk again. You wanna go for a ride in the ambulance? That’s fine, but it’s on you if you attack me.”


It was about that time that people started showing up for lunch. They stayed clear of the two of us, figuring that this was gonna turn into entertainment.


“I have no idea who beat you up yesterday,” I said in a clear, loud voice. “I was with doctors from right after classes until I had a late dinner. I have witnesses. I think we can say that whoever took you to the woodshed had a good reason. Anyone who knows you, knows that you’re an asshole to everyone around you. So why don’t you start by trying to figure out who you’ve been an asshole to lately and see if you can’t narrow down the suspect pool.”


“SHUT UP!” he yelled. Today it was him getting angry. I shrugged and turned to sit back down in my seat. “If you didn’t do it, you put someone up to it! So you’re gonna get yours!”


I froze, half crouched to sit down and then deliberately stood up straight and turned toward him. I didn’t say anything. I didn’t change my expression. I just walked across the cafeteria to him. “Say that again,” I challenged him.


He looked uncomfortable, but he repeated it, his voice trembling a little. “So what does that even MEAN?” I asked him. “Are you threatening to pour crap into my locker again? Yeah, I know that was you. That and the vomit and the piss and the animal blood. Are you threatening to attack me? I take martial arts and I’ve either killed or hospitalized everyone who’s physically menaced me. You think you can do better? I’m urging you not to try. Back down, walk away, eat your words, tuck tail, lower your eyes, abandon whatever plans for revenge you have. If you come after me, it’s gonna end badly for you. I know you want to be a professional player some day. I’ll break so many bones you won’t be able to play chess. Your pitching arm? I’d pull it out of the socket, hyper-extend the elbow and break it in two places just because I’m a thorough sort of guy. If I’d laid a beating into you, you’d still be in surgery.”


“You think you’re really that tough?” he sneered and I sighed.


“Would you like to see what Marlene Garrett got when she attacked me on Monday?” I asked him and turned around to go get my phone. I brought up the video and showed him the vicious attack and the brutal beating I’d delivered in response.


He watched it, his face slowly turning from red, to white to slightly green. “That’s what a broken nose, shattered orbital socket, broken cheekbone, six knocked out teeth, jaw broken in three places, two broken wrists and a shattered pelvis look like,” I told him. Everyone else in the cafeteria could hear it too. You wanna see the video of Vance now? No? You’ve seen that one? Good. If I’d been the one throwing the knuckles yesterday, you wouldn’t be able to talk. I was a Hell of a lot more pissed off at you yesterday than I was at Marlene when I did that. I was mad enough to peel your skin off while you were still awake. If I was gonna give in to that urge, I wasn’t gonna leave you in any condition to come to school today and maybe not ever again. When you pray to God at night, remember to thank God that I’m better than that.”


I left him standing there and walked back to my seat. Elizabeth and Janice came to sit with me, carrying trays as they took up the seats beside me and across from me.


“That was intense!” Janice said, looking at where Roger had gone to sit with some of his friends. “I thought he was gonna hit you a couple of times. How’re you doing today?”


“I’m a little better than yesterday. I kind of had a meltdown and had to get out of here before I went nuclear.”


“Yeah, we know. We would have come to sit with you yesterday, but they were already here,” Elizabeth told me.


“I’ll be sure to save you seats from now on,” I told them lightly with a smile.


Janice was a beautiful African American girl with extremely dark skin and gorgeous features. She was one in a million, I’d often thought. I hadn’t really known her except through cheer and having her at the house for the meetings. Where she was dark, Elizabeth was so pale she seemed somehow less real than the rest of us. I didn’t think she was true albino, but I wasn’t sure. She had such pale white skin, almost white hair and her eyes were such a pale blue that from a distance, they seemed to be completely white. They were literally night and day, which was their nickname around school. It wasn’t surprising that they’d become close friends, since most of our community was white with a sprinkling of Italian and Hispanic ethnicity. They were the extreme opposite ends of the scale.


The three of us settled down to get to know each other a little better and had a quiet, enjoyable lunch without being bothered by anyone unpleasant. Tricia had chosen to sit with Cheryl again and that made me sad, but I couldn’t be the one to put pressure on her. I knew she was getting a subtle, constant sort of suggestion that I was bad in the form of Cheryl’s comments, so I kept mine neutral. I caught her eye before the end of lunch, but saw Cheryl give me a filthy look and immediately she drew Tricia back into conversation with her.


I rolled my eyes and shook my head as I left the cafeteria, knowing that we were going to have to talk about it again before too much longer. I wondered if I’d made a mistake in keeping the girls from slapping her around some. Not that I’d admit that to them. They’d take it as permission. Even if they each slapped her once, that would be a beating to remember.


I shrugged and immersed myself in the afternoon classes, working slowly on my sketch and listening to the lectures a little more than I normally would. I really kind of missed German. There was a class participation part that had us talking to each other. I wasn’t doing any of the things that I’d tested out of it to do. No one needed my protection except Cheryl and I hadn’t even seen a hint that people were talking to her other than Tricia.


After school, I got to Dr. Spencer’s just in time to see Stephanie as she was leaving. “Hi, Stephanie!” I said brightly, giving her my best smile.


She smiled shyly in return. “Hi,” she said quietly, but a little more easily than she had when we first met.


“How are you doing?” I asked.


She glanced at Victoria and then back at me. “Dr. Spencer says I’m making progress,” she told me. “She said I should be proud of myself.”


“You should,” I agreed happily. “You’re a lot more comfortable talking to me than you were when you first met me and that’s only a couple of weeks ago. You SHOULD be really proud of that.”


“Did she say why I’m seeing her?” she asked me uncertainly.


I shook my head. “She would never tell your secrets to anyone,” I assured her. “She only told me that you normally don’t talk to strangers. I did tell her it was okay for her to tell you a little about me if you asked her questions though.”


“You did?” her eye widened. “You won’t mind? I can really ask?”


I nodded. “If you’re curious about something, you can ask her or talk to me when you see me on Wednesdays. I don’t mind at all.”


She bit her lip and looked at me shyly. “Are you really gonna marry the girl in your video from when you got hurt?” she asked.


I grinned. “Yeah, that’s the plan,” I told her. “It’s what we both want.”


She seemed satisfied with that answer, but it was hard to tell with Stephanie since she was so shy and reserved.


Again, Victoria came to my rescue and reminded her that her mother would be waiting for her. She nodded and took off running, seeming a little more relaxed than usual. She stopped and waved from the corner and I waved back before following Victoria into the office.


“How was your day today?” she asked when we were settled.


“It was better,” I admitted. “I had a confrontation with one of the baseball team. Apparently someone beat him up yesterday while I was with Carl. I have no idea who, but I owe them a thank you note.”


“Was that the worst that happened to you?” she asked lightly. “You usually tell me the least troubling things first.”


I shrugged. “Cheryl’s trying to come between Tricia and I. She’s stopped seeing Alice and refuses to see a different counselor. I’m worried that her mind is going to be more and more warped as time goes on.”


“And naturally, you’re concerned with Tricia being close to her, but you don’t want to be the one that makes her choose,” she supplied. She knew me too well.


I nodded. “I’ve had this experience before. I trust Tricia. I really do. I’m more worried that it’s going to turn ugly and she’ll have to cut Cheryl out of her life. I don’t want to cost her friendships.”


“But you don’t think that Cheryl shares your philosophy?” she asked gently.


“I think she’d tell everyone I straight-out raped her if she thought that anyone would listen to her,” I said sourly. “She invests every look she gives me with a passionate disgust that says more than words could.”


She nodded in understanding. “You’re not going to be loved by everyone. Some of those people that dislike or even hate you will have petty, foolish or even false reasons for disliking you. It’s not always even going to be a reason you understand. I’ve heard patients expressing extreme revulsion for someone based on one eye being slightly higher than the other.”


“That’s a little extreme,” I admitted. “Her disliking me is something I can handle,” I assured her. “I can even handle her refusing to get treatment for her problems. My real fear is that she’s going to use her friendship as a crowbar to try to tear Tricia and I apart. Regardless of how that turns out, Tricia gets hurt.”


“You’re sure that’s the only outcome?” she asked. “It’s possible that Tricia can bring her out of her current state, you know.”


I nodded. “If anyone can, it’s Tricia,” I said slowly.


“You’re not optimistic though.”


“Fully trained doctors lose patients. She’s not fully trained and Cheryl is deeply disturbed right now. I fear very much for her well-being and when she breaks with reality completely, Tricia’s gonna be at ground zero for the explosion.”


She nodded. “That’s a very real possibility,” she admitted. “There’s nothing you can personally do to avoid that though. Better to prepare her for the situation in case it comes up.”


We talked about it a little more and she warned me that we’d be delving into the traumas of last semester in the coming weeks.


I nodded. “The girls have developed a plan to keep me insulated from people they know were rotten to me last term, so that’s helping. They’re just making sure that there are trustworthy people nearby most of the day.”


She nodded and we wrapped up our session. “We haven’t done anything to flirt with Samantha,” she pointed out.


“I have that handled,” I reminded her. “I’ll be able to ask her a lot of questions about how much vacation time she’ll have accumulated by then.”


“I see,” she said with a dismissive shrug. “I doubt she’ll agree to go with you, but then, she was my first choice when you asked me about someone for your father.”


“Speaking of which, I need to get hold of Jill to make the arrangements for her to meet him,” I said, remembering suddenly.


She nodded. “I’ll text her number to you rather than force you to pass messages through me,” she promised and then shooed me out of the office.


I walked through the halls to Samantha’s office for once, her assistant was still on hand. She had a receptionist named Owen whom I’d met once or twice, but he was usually gone this late in the afternoon.


“Hi Owen,” I greeted him. “I have an appointment for a checkup?”


He nodded and checked it off her appointment sheet. “You’re her last one of the day,” he told me with a smile. “How are you feeling these days?”


“Samantha let me return to my normal routine except for my shoulder and I’ve been fine. Even the lingering pain in my leg when I walk on it is gone now.”


“That’s great news!” he said with a smile. “I know she’s been worried about you. She’d never admit it out loud, but it’s tied her up in knots.”


“I know. I’m lucky she was there with me in surgery. I don’t think I’d be here if I had a different surgeon,” I told him.


She’d opened the door to her inner office in time to hear that statement and crossed her arms. “Bragging about the miracles I performed?” she asked, pleased.


“Often,” I said with a nod, turning toward her. “And to anyone who’ll listen. You saved my life, without a doubt.”


“Well get in here and we’ll see how well you’ve been treating all my hard work,” she barked sternly, but the corners of her lips were quirked in a smile.


I shook Owen’s hand and told him it was good to see him again before following her inside. “Having a delightful chat with him?” she asked me, standing close to me instead of going back to her seat.


“Owen is nice enough,” I said lightly. “He never asks weird questions, never looks at me like he’s better than me and he’s never acted like he’s got better things to do than talk to me when I see him for an appointment.”


“Good,” she said. “I’m glad you like him.”


“Do I sense a complication to our Hawaii plans?” I asked with a smirk.


“Are you asking if he’s mine?” she asked pointedly.


“I was asking if you were getting involved with him, but I suppose one probably follows the other. I just don’t assume.”


She nodded. “Owen’s been mine for a few years. He doesn’t wear a collar because of the jobs we have, but he’s about as passable a slave as most men manage to be. Does that make you have second thoughts about your offer for Hawaii?”


“Not really,” I admitted. “My orientation is straight as your scalpel, but I’ve sworn that I’d step out of what I was comfortable with if the right person asked me.”


“Did you now?” she asked, intrigued. “And if I ordered him in here to join us?”


“I’d still take you to Hawaii when the time came,” I answered. “My girls already know that too.”


“You’ve told them that?” she asked, surprised.


“You met most of them after the surgery,” I pointed out. “You even met a couple of them beforehand. They know how grateful I am to you for saving my life. I’d do anything for you or Victoria so long as it didn’t destroy what I’ve built with my girls.”


“You seriously told them that you were taking me to Hawaii for your sixteenth birthday?” she gaped.


“Unless someone else grows the balls to man-up and invite you to go sooner. Then I’ll have to find out what other exotic destinations are on your bucket-list and make sure they don’t go unexplored.”


“And what if I DID end up unable to take you up on your offer?” she asked skeptically.


“Then I will be unspeakably happy for you and that fantasy of the two of us will have to become a gleam in our eyes that no one understands in years to come,” I told her. “You and I won’t end up together, but I think we could be occasional lovers for decades if we’re both in situations that allow us to collide like that. I’ve known that to be a very workable deal.”


“And when I become too old and wrinkled for a young guy like you?” she leaned against the desk and crossed her arms.


I shrugged. “What makes you think that’s going to happen?” I asked. “You’re ... what? Thirty-two?”


“Thirty-three,” she corrected.


“We have twenty years before we have to face that possibility. By that point, I’ll be slightly more mature and hopefully a little taller too, but definitely older myself. If we can’t be lovers at that point, you’ll always be part of my life.”


“Going to adopt me?” she asked dryly.


“If no one else manages to see the amazing woman I do,” I said lightly. “Look, you know about Dr. Saddler, right? He runs the study I’m part of. He’s dying. He doesn’t have any family. He never married, never fathered children, never adopted and now at the end of his life, he regrets it. I’ve come to love him like a father and I’ll be devastated when he dies, but I’m proud to be there for him in these months. I hope to God that you and I BOTH have the kind of life that leaves us with few regrets and an abundance of fond memories and enviable experiences. If you never find the person in life that can be your everything, then I want you to feel like you have family with me anyway, whether it’s as a lover and occasional bondage partner or whether you look at me like a little brother ... or both if that’s your kink,” I finished with a smirk to lighten the mood some.


She laughed a little and looked at me in silence for a long time. “Where did Victoria find you?” she mused quietly.


“When she found me, I was more than half-dead, electrocuted, bleeding internally and drugged out of my mind, she’s fond of telling people,” I joked and reached out for her hand, giving it a squeeze. “I mean it though. You’ve been my mentor and my savior this past year. When I’m a little older, I’ll ask you to be my lover, even if it’s only for the length of a vacation in Paradise. After that, whether we continue to see each other that way or not, you’ll always be part of me.”


“You keep talking like this and we’re not gonna make it to Hawaii,” she said and stood up straight. She put her arms around me and gave me a hug that was surprisingly delicate and gentle.


I returned it tightly and chuckled. “You can squeeze me harder than that,” I told her. “I was put back together very well.”


She held me tight for a few moments and then we separated. “Okay, strip,” she ordered. “Time for your checkup. While I’m getting an eyeful, why don’t you tell me how you’ve been feeling the past two weeks with sex and your increased activity.”


I grinned and started getting undressed for her. “It’s been good. At first, I took it very easy, but I raised the bar a little every time I did something and realized I wasn’t in any discomfort. One of the girls sort of jumped the gun last weekend and crawled on top of me before you had a chance to certify that I was up to that kind of pressure.”


“How did that turn out?” she asked, concerned.


“You can still see the claw marks,” I told her and showed her my back. “The bites on my neck are bruising nicely too.”


“I meant with your incisions, ya mouthy little braggart!” she snapped with some amusement in her voice.


“Absolutely no reaction,” I told her. “There was no pain, no discomfort, no sensitivity, nothing.” I finished undressing and let her start the examination. “My leg also feels perfectly fine now. I’ve actually started running this past weekend.”


She nodded as she probed my scars deftly, poking firmly and frequently asking if I felt any discomfort. “That’s good. It means that you’re healed for the most part. You’ll still get twinges from time to time, but overall, you’re back to normal except for the shoulder. I’ve asked your physiotherapist to keep me informed about your progress there. He’s most pleased about your progress and suggested that you might not need him any more after the end of the month.”


“I think I could be back where I want to be sooner, but he only just started pushing my progress this week. I want to be back swinging from my chin-up bar before the end of the month.”


“That’s your exercise of choice?” she asked. “That explains your upper body condition before the shooting.”


“It’s the single most useful piece of equipment I own,” I said. “When I’m not swinging from it, it’s convenient to hang someone by their wrists for torment and pleasure.”


“That’s true,” she allowed and took an interest in my leg, prodding the scar and kneading the muscle. It felt incredibly erotic for some reason and I reacted to both her hands and the sight of her crouched down in front of me. She watched my cock rise to attention and looked up at me with a knowing smile. “It looks like that’s one vote for not waiting for Hawaii,” she said and patted my leg.


“Oh, I’d bet there’s more than one vote for not waiting,” I said, looking at her directly. “If I were to go exploring under that skirt, would I find you very much aroused at the prospect?”


She smiled at me and stood up gracefully. “Probably,” she admitted. “But what’s really going to make you wonder is whether I was like that before or if it was because your were climbing under my skirt to look.”


“I don’t think I’d wonder,” I shot back, picking up my shorts, but not putting them on yet. I smirked and dropped them back onto the chair, approaching her slowly, mindless of my own nudity. I put my hands on her hips, looking deep into her eyes as I slowly hiked her skirt up around her waist. She arched her eyebrow at me, but we both knew that I hadn’t had to strip completely for the examination she’d just given me. That was pure entertainment. I knew that because she hadn’t donned a pair of examination gloves to touch me. Any other patient, she would have maintained that level of propriety.


I held her gaze as I held her skirt up with one hand and slipped the other between her thighs, touching her pussy through her panties slowly, gently as her breath caught in her throat. Her panties were soaked. I smiled. “I think one of us needs to clean up a little,” I noted. “I think it’s my fault, so really, I should be the one to do the work.” I carefully slipped her panties down her thighs and down to her ankles. She looked down at me and stepped out of them carefully. She was starting to smooth her skirt back down when I put my hands on hers and looked up, catching her eyes. I shook my head and guided her hands to hold her skirt up high for me.


She did so, curious as to what I had in mind. I tossed her panties onto the pile of my clothes and slowly kissed and licked my way up her thighs, swabbing away any traces of her juices with my tongue until I got to the very tops of her thighs where her leg met her pussy. She smelled divine and her pussy was so over-excited, I could see her lips were swollen and red. Her eyes never left mine as I grinned and kissed her pussy, sliding my tongue into her to taste the source of her nectar. She gasped and rewarded me with a breathy sigh.


She spread her thighs a little wider apart to give me access and I tucked my chin in between her legs, tonguing at her labia with a smooth constant motion of my tongue. Her clit was protruding from its hood and I started to swirl my tongue around it, making her breathe harder as she got more and more turned on. I wrapped my arms around her and filled them with the firm globes of her ass as I let her ride my face with small hip movements that ground her pussy against my face.


We stayed like that for an eternity, me drinking ambrosia from her body and her grinding happily away on my tongue. I was aware that the position we were in was one of extreme supplication to her dominance to the casual observer, but we were equals, exchanging control with each buck of her hips, each clench of my hands on her ass and each swirl of my tongue. I wanted her as much as she wanted me. I ate her until I could feel her thighs trembling around my head and then I shifted my hands a little so I could support her when she came. I slurped her clit into my mouth, my tongue tormenting it with rapid flicks as I sucked on it firmly and started to hum softly. I bit my lips as they worked the hood of her clit, making her tremble and groan and whimper as she came, flooding fresh juices over my lips and chin as she tried to collapse on top of me, her legs no longer willing to support her.


I held her up and ate her hard through a second climax, this one more overwhelming and she tossed her head, crying out softly, trying not to be heard outside the office. I pulled my head away from her pussy and blew a cooling breath across her clit, making her groan again and her pussy clenched while I watched the aftershock make her pussy twitch enchantingly. I thought it looked extremely erotic to see her cum without me touching her and I finally guided her to a seat, spreading her thighs wide so I could actually clean her up, licking her clean like a cat as she watched me work, drifting in utter bliss.


“Have you done this with Victoria yet?” she asked faintly, her voice betraying a deep satisfaction with my work.


I chuckled and shook my head. “Not yet, no,” I admitted and lifted her knees, pushing them back so I could chase small dribbles of her juices back across her ass. She shivered all over again and squirmed a little, but didn’t protest. “I think she’s focused on waiting until the study is complete so she doesn’t have those ethical concerns,” I confided. I was very careful about capturing the last of her juices from her pussy directly. I didn’t want to set her off again today. I was really cleaning her up this time.


She watched me as I finished my task and then lowered her legs again before I stood in front of her and helped her up. I smoothed her skirt over her hips and ass, but I didn’t return her panties to her. I don’t think she expected me to.


“Now you’re the one that’s a mess,” she noted. When she’d cum, I’d been drenched from my chin to my navel. We both looked down at me and I shrugged. “I consider it a pleasure and Diego will assume it came from Ingrid.”


“I noticed I didn’t get an x-ray back from that request,” she prompted me.


“I turned her down,” I said lightly. “We’d made a bet that I couldn’t get a doctor in the hospital other than Victoria to order an x-ray like that. She agreed to be the other person in the shot if I could, but when she lost, she wasn’t enthusiastic about following through, so I let her off the hook.” I shrugged and started getting dressed slowly. “With my recent experiences with sexual assault, I wasn’t eager to force the issue if she wasn’t completely willing.”


She nodded knowingly. “You’ve been a big help to those girls,” she said softly, her voice filled with respect for how I’d acted.


“Yeah, that’s the biggest part of what I meant,” I told her and figured she deserved to have me level with her. “I’ve had a more recent experience though. I was assaulted last weekend.”


She looked at me in shock and was suddenly on her feet, taking my face in her hands. “What happened?” she wanted to know, her features stricken with shock and anger.


“One of those girls told me she was ready for sex, swore that she wanted me to help her get over what they’d done to her. The next morning, she talked herself into believing that I was like them. Her mind’s pretty unhinged right now. The only thing I asked of her before I took her to bed was that she was sure she was ready and it was what she wanted. Clearly she wasn’t. Don’t worry,” I told her. “I’m not scarred by it too badly. I felt pretty dirty when she treated me like that after I did everything I could to make her feel clean. I keep telling myself that she’s not well and she didn’t do it on purpose, but I guess that’s the same thing girls have been telling themselves for years after guys get drunk and take what they want after a date or a party.”


She nodded and her eyes hardened. “Let me know if you want something done about her,” she said darkly. “I have a bullwhip that no one’s had the nerve to let me use.”


I looked at her blandly and pulled my shirt over my head. “If I wanted to do something like that to her, I have a cat-o-nine-tails with stone barbs at the ends of the tails.”


“You WHAT?!!?” she gaped.


“Miranda was one sick fuck,” I confirmed. “The point is that I don’t want to inflict punishment on her. She’s unwell and needs counseling. She’s refusing to get treatment though. THAT’S the part that hurts me. In a few months, she’ll have a new baby to take care of. With that still on her head, how’s she going to react if the baby looks too much like the father.”


“She’s pregnant and you still got involved with her?” she asked, surprised.


“I was going to help her raise the baby. We were going to list me as the father at birth.”


“Why?” she asked, confused.


“Because she was trying to make sure that no one knew her baby had been conceived by rape. I was actually looking forward to helping her little girl into the world and teaching her everything about the world. That hit me harder than what she did to me. I can’t be part of the baby’s life when she’s born because of what happened.”


She looked at me with sympathy and kissed me gently. “You’re an amazing young man,” she said ardently. “I hope none of this ever taints your ability to care about people.”


“Me too,” I said with a sigh and picked up her panties. “Now, what to do with these...” I mused softly.


“Adding them to your collection?” she asked with a smirk.


“Well, my bet with Ingrid was that if I lost, I wore panties for a month and provided proof. I didn’t lose, but in an unrelated bet, I was wearing a pair yesterday. I could stop by wearing these and shock her.”


“I’m sure she’ll appreciate the gesture,” she said with a smirk. “You should see Victoria too. She and I like to compare notes about your recreational activities.”


“Yes, Ma’am!” I said and hung them around my neck, arranging them so they looked a little less obvious. “Do you have a note for her or do you think this is enough of a message?”


“Tell her she’s falling behind,” she said and returned to her desk. I slipped out and passed Owen as he continued to type away at paperwork. He waved at me on my way out and I decided to see Victoria first before Ingrid.


Chapter 36


I knocked on her door and rearranged the panties hanging around my neck so they were obvious if the scent of feminine arousal wasn’t enough to tell the tale.


She opened the door and shook her head. “What have you gotten yourself into this time?” she asked with a chuckle, letting me in.


“I could tell you I took a job as a part time carpet cleaner, but that would be a lie. There was no carpet,” I told her lightly.


“And are those Ingrid’s size or Samantha’s?” she asked, hooking a finger in the panties.


“I haven’t been to see Ingrid today,” I said brightly. “That’s a great idea though!” I let a grin light up my face as if I hadn’t thought of the prospect. “Samantha did ask me to tell you that you’re falling behind though.”


“So how far did she go with you?” she asked, wondering just how many points in their competition she was behind by.


“She stood there and I kissed her deeply until she couldn’t stand up on her own any more. She never touched me beyond a very thorough examination of my wounds.”


“I see,” she said with a slight smile. “From the look of your chin and cheeks, she either has a drooling problem I never noticed before or you were kissing her somewhere more interesting than her mouth.”


“No lipstick, but plenty of gloss,” I confirmed.


“Alright, get lost and let me think of how to deal with Samantha. I’ll see you next week. I hope you don’t need me before then, but call if you do.”


I nodded and slipped out of her office, heading down to x-ray. Diego wasn’t expecting me to be on a set schedule since he knew I had appointments with Samantha and Victoria, so I took the time to stop in, looking for Ingrid.


She was just showing a patient out when I came down the hall and she paused to speak to me. “I didn’t expect to see you quite so soon,” she said with a grin. “Couldn’t get enough of being seen right through yesterday?” she asked.


“Well that and I wanted to make sure you saw Day 2 proof,” I hooked a finger in the underwear around my neck and she blinked in surprise.


“That looks more like displaying a trophy than wearing them,” she pointed out and sniffed the air. “They smell like a trophy too.”


I shrugged. “I’m fourteen,” I said apologetically. “I’m too young to drink, too smart to smoke and they won’t let me drive my fast car yet. Bragging is my only vice.”


“Boys don’t get these without indulging in a completely different vice,” she said, pointing to my throat.


“True, but I thought you might be amused to know I’m going to my appointment with Diego next. His eyes are going to boil in their sockets.”


She laughed at that. “Like three-minute eggs!” she agreed. “I wish I could be there to see that.”


“You want me to tell him I just came from seeing you or do you want me to leave his imagination alone in the woods to wander on its own?” I grinned at her.


She laughed again, the thought of his face seeming to be hilarious to her. “Which do you think will drive him crazier?”


“I think he’ll assume that they’re yours,” I confided. “Give me your number and I’ll text you to let you know what happened.”


She gave me a knowing smile. “You could have just asked for my number,” she pointed out.


“I don’t like to put pressure on people,” I reminded her. “If I’d asked for it yesterday, you’d assume that I was gonna use it to hit on you.”


“And you’re not?” she asked with an arched eyebrow.


“Not in particular,” I said. “You haven’t shown any real interest in me that way. I like you and you’re hot, but if you’re not interested, I’d rather be friends and not make you awkward being around me because I seem to need an alarming amount of x-rays. By the way, do you have a really attractive female friend? Someone that you look at and think that you’re not gonna get any attention if the two of you go out clubbing together?”


She nodded. “My friend Wanda,” she confirmed. “She does some modeling locally. You asking me to set you up?” she asked with a smirk.


“I’m not even looking to meet her, really,” I said, “but when Diego asks if they’re yours, I can deflect him by telling him you have this GORGEOUS model friend and then tell him it’s impolite to kiss and tell.”


She howled with laughter at that. “He’ll swallow his tongue!”


She gave me her number, still chuckling about Diego fantasizing about a friend hotter than her. I programmed it into my phone and promised to let her know how Diego reacted.


She grinned, making her look even more alluring and then I was off to my last appointment of the day.


I tapped on his door and he waved me in, barely glancing at me as he peered at something on his computer. “Just gimme a sec,” he said. “I’m checking over your x-rays from yesterday a little more.”


“Take your time. Nothing wrong on the pictures, I hope,” I said lightly. “The arm feels good after yesterday.”


He shook his head, but didn’t answer, looking over the details of the scans in minute detail for several minutes. Finally he leaned back and nodded. “I think we can kick it up a notch or two,” he said finally. “I’ve been comparing your original x-rays to the new ones and you’re WAY ahead of where you should be for this stage of your recovery. I mean, we’ve all been talking about it, but I have to know what you’re doing. Are you juicing on something? If you’re more comfortable talking about it off the record, we can do that and I can investigate the health benefits without attaching a note to your file, but I’ve gotta know. I have too many patients that could benefit from it.”


“Sex,” I told him. “I eat as well as I can, follow orders as well as I can and fuck like a porn star. That’s really the only thing I can think of that’s abnormal about me.”


He looked at me skeptically and then sniffed the air. “Did you...” he trailed off and saw the panties hanging around my neck. “You did! You just got laid in this building! I know you’ve been here since school let out and that smells fresh. Miss Fine take pity on your skinny white ass?”


“Well, I DID just come from seeing her, but these aren’t hers,” I took a picture of the shock on his face so I could send it to her.


“I’m all ears man! If it wasn’t her, then who?!!?” he asked, leaning over the desk.


“I can’t say,” I told him. “I can tell you that Ingrid does have an absolute drop-dead gorgeous friend. She does some modeling. I’m thinking of asking her for some tips and seeing if I can hit an endorsement deal off my YouTube channel. I’ll have to bring it up, the next time I see her.”


“So you went down to see Miss Fine, banged her girl and she never batted an eyelash?” he asked, eating it up. “Did she say ANYTHING about it?”


“Well, she did give me her number so I could text her later and she gave me the kind of smile that makes me look forward to that conversation,” I confided, telling him the truth without putting anything in proper context.


“You son-of-a...” he trailed off in awe. “You nail her friend and she wants you to have her number for later? HOW?”


“I told you, sex is my therapy,” I shrugged. “I feel a lot better in the morning if I have sex the night before.”


He shook his head. “Well, that’s really not a service your average physical therapist can offer for recovery,” he muttered dismissively. “I guess I can start recommending it to people that have a partner though.”


“I dunno. Dr. Spencer says I’m fairly unique. This could just be a quirk of how my body works. People heal different, right? I’m young, in good shape, worked out my shoulders extensively before the shooting and may have a genetic predisposition toward rapid recovery.”


He nodded and shrugged. “I’ll talk to a few patients about it and see if it impacts their recovery much,” he said hopefully.


“Well let’s get to work and see how well my shoulder is taking the new workload,” I suggested.


We went out to the main gym area and he ran me through my paces for the next hour. “You’re in good shape, but we’re gonna hold it there for the next week or two before we try to push further,” he told me.


“Dr. Forester said you anticipate me being back to normal by the end of the month,” I mentioned as I rolled my shoulder experimentally. “Where am I now, in your opinion?”


“You’re well over even the 50% estimate we had earlier. I’d say that you should stick to the weight we discussed and see how that feels for the rest of the week, then we’ll look into increasing it and seeing how you take that upgrade. You’re moving faster than I’m comfortable with, but I don’t think we’re bringing you along as fast as you could go in your condition. Be patient with me for a little longer. I don’t want to overdo it and put you back where you were.”


I nodded. “I understand,” I said. “This week I feel like we’re finally moving forward. I don’t wanna screw that up. What about returning to my other activities like Kung Fu and rejoining cheer practice?”


“Your shoulder’s still healing,” he reminded me. “It feels good, but a solid hit there and you’d risk all your progress.”


“Okay, so no sparring, but what about attending the class and doing the forms?”


“I think you’ll be okay with that so long as you take it easy,” he agreed. “As for cheer, does that mean you want to cut back on our sessions to three days a week?”


I shrugged. “Not really, but I was training hard for April when I got shot. I hired the cheer coach specifically because she could help me with tumbling and gymnastics too.”


He nodded. “Well, how about I come to the classes for a couple of weeks and I start with warming up your shoulder and end with a few exercises?” he offered.


“That sounds perfect to me!” I said. “Does that mean I can start back tomorrow?”


He thought about it and nodded. “You’re WEEKS ahead of where you should be and I don’t mean like two. This kind of injury usually takes four to six months to heal. It happened seven weeks ago and I think in another three weeks, I’ll be booking a new patient in your slot. That’s kind of miraculous.”


“I’ve been heavily motivated to get well,” I reminded him. “Someone told me to focus on giving those girls a big hug.”


“It doesn’t hurt that you want to kick Chris Evans’ ass,” he laughed. “You think you’ve got his number?”


“I’ve started running, tomorrow I start back with my tumbling coach, I return to Kung Fu this Saturday, I’m almost ready to go back to the routine I was on before all this started. I’m also downplaying my recovery when I post videos so he may be slacking at the gym.”


He laughed. “A little psychological warfare?” he asked.


“My plan is to do a big reveal on my condition about a week before the big day. That’s enough time for him to really hit the gym, but not enough for him to make a big difference in time for the competition. But it’ll be enough time for him to spend most of his energy pushing weight in the gym, so he shows up exhausted.”


“Alright,” he relented. “I’ll come to the class tomorrow and warm you up, watch the class and then evaluate your condition at the end of class. If it works out, we’ll cut back to Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Fridays. If your progress starts to hurt, then we’ll look at whether we need to kick it back up to five days a week or if you’re just starting to level off.”


“Thanks, Diego,” I said, meaning it. “I think I’d still be in a sling if not for you.”


“Honestly, I barely did anything,” he protested. “If you DID want to thank me, you’d put in a good word with Miss Fine for me,” he said playfully.


“Not a chance!” I said with a laugh. “If I’m gonna try to get her hooked up with someone, it’s gonna be me. You can be happy for me.”


“You’re lucky you’re still gimped up,” he laughed and flicked my ear. “Otherwise I’d kick your ass for being unkind to the less fortunate.”


“Oh, so now it’s a charity thing?” I asked dryly. “You didn’t strike me as being so hard-up you’d beg for help from a fourteen year old.”


“Ah, get out of here!” he sassed me back. “Who needs help from a skinny white-boy like you. They’re probably hoping your lily-white skin will reflect more sunlight on them when they want a tan.”


“White boys blush better than you can. The girls love it, they think it’s cute,” I told him.


“I suppose that’s true,” he said. “The ladies do go wild when they get a solid blush out of a boy like you.”


“It doesn’t hurt that I can move like a porn star,” I said.


“How would you know about porn stars?” he scoffed.


“Internet,” I shot back. “Diego, before I go, I was on a stretching routine before getting shot. You wanna take a shot at helping me with the initial stretches again before tomorrow?”


He looked at me curiously. “What was it like?” he asked.


“My personal trainer put me onto ballet stretches. My leg feels good and so does my core. I think I’m ready to try it.”


He shrugged and said he was game. I got him to put me through the stretches and had to push him to push me a couple of times.


“You okay?” he asked when we were done. “Some of those stretches are a little unfriendly.”


I got up and concentrated on how I felt, smiling in a distant sort of way. “Yeah. I feel good. I didn’t get you to push me too much. It’s really not even as far as Hanna stretched me out the first time. I’ll be fine.”


I left the hospital and ran home, feeling energized. I let myself into the house and realized everyone was next door at dinner. I went downstairs and tossed Samantha’s panties onto my desk before going to wash up and going next door with a hop of the fence. I was really going to cut the thing down in the spring. I’d had to walk around it one too many times.


I opened the door and everyone was there. Louisa, Hector and Miguel, Gina, Emma, Mom and Lilly, Patty, Dan, Lana and Beck, Tabby, Collie, Tricia and Frank. I blinked. “Family meeting?” I asked, surprised.


“Family dinner,” Patty said. “Nervous?”


“No,” I said, taking off my coat and boots to join them. “It actually gives me a chance to talk to everyone about something I’ve been thinking about. I was planning on doing it Saturday, but Saturday’s going to be busy.”


I rounded the table, giving each of my girls a kiss before I settled in beside Emma. We were having spaghetti and it was delicious. We started digging in and it was Dan that prompted me about what I wanted to talk about.


“Well, let’s hear what’s on your mind,” he said pleasantly.


I paused and looked around the table. “We need a new place,” I said finally. “We’re making do with what we’ve got here, but we all need more space. The houses are way over their capacity. The bathrooms, the kitchens, the general living space, the garages are all getting a little cramped. I think we should look at buying some land and building something that suits us all.”


“You want us to merge the two households?” Patty asked, surprised. She’d been there with me in the depths of the despair I felt when I was sure I’d have to leave them all behind for their good.


“I think we can do better than that,” I said lightly. “There are technically five households at this table and Hanna makes a sixth. I did some searches on land for sale in the area and there’s some available. Even if we can’t find a layout we like for all of us under one roof, we can build two houses on one plot and share a yard, build a pool and deck so that they’re convenient for both houses, or even put up three if everyone wants their own place to escape to.”


“How would you see this all working out?” Frank asked curiously.


I was amazed. I’d expected the most resistance from him. The thought of letting go of the house he’d lived in with Janice was something I expected him to be deeply reluctant to consider. “I don’t have a specific vision that I’m committed to,” I said. “We could do it as one large house and have multiple master suites for everyone to have their own private space to get away to when my antics are too much to handle for the moment or we could just as easily build a main house with a huge kitchen and dining room and then stagger other homes around the property for everyone that doesn’t want to live in the main house. I’m open to suggestions, input, criticism and even opposition if everyone thinks it’s a bad idea.”


“What would we do with our home?” Miguel asked, concerned.


“Sell it, rent it out, hang on to it, turn it into one big man-cave or don’t touch a thing,” I said lightly. “I have the money to do this. All we need to do is agree on WHAT we can do to make it happen.”


“So, what prompted this?” Mom asked, getting into the discussion.


“Christmas,” I said. “With how overtaxed the kitchens were, I started paying attention to how we were making out with what we had on hand. I could see that we were keeping the fridge full, but with all the people we had coming through the house, we still needed to hit the store almost every day.” I shrugged. It seemed pretty obvious to me. “That started me looking at a lot of other things. We need a bigger bathroom in the mornings downstairs, my workout gear is set up in the garage, Lilly’s room is WAY too small for her to live in, pursue music and be comfortable, We’ve got parts of our household spread out over half of Boston between Louisa and Miguel, Frank, Hanna, Tabby and Collie. Everyone can be close enough to see each other regularly and spread out enough not to feel like we’re stepping on each other. It just makes sense.”


“My room IS getting a little small,” Lilly admitted hopefully.


“I don’t know,” Dan said. “Where were you planning on building?” he asked, concerned about the prospect.


“Close to here,” I admitted. “I think we can get a decent sized property. I don’t want to leave the area. I wouldn’t want to be too far away from Victoria for my sessions and I’ve made a lot of friends at the hospital that I stop in to see regularly. I also don’t want to change schools. I have friends at school who’d be disappointed if we all transferred to another school. Then there’s cheer for three of us, my Kung Fu class, dance and all the extra activities we all have.”


“Well, I know that once the girls move back next door full time, the house here will be a little more quiet than we like,” Dan said, glancing at Patty, who nodded. “I think we’re in favor of finding a way for us to be under the same roof, just maybe at the other end of the house from your bedroom,” he added, to some laughter.


“When would this be ready?” Tabby asked curiously.


“It’ll probably be ready about mid-summer, if we get a piece of land we like and have the plans finalized by the time it’s warm enough to break ground,” I suggested. “We’ve all seen the show where they build the dream home in a week. I think we can give a builder a little more time than that.”


She nodded. “Just wondering about our apartment,” she admitted.


“If you weren’t telling me regularly that it works out for you, I’d be more insistent about you moving back in and we’d just pay the penalty if they won’t let you out of your lease.”


Collie shrugged. “I don’t see a problem with that” she said lightly. “I feel like this is really where we belong. I’m okay with the longer commute to campus.”


Tabby chewed her lip and nodded a little. “Okay. When do you want us back here full time?” she asked.


“Two weeks ago,” I said truthfully. “Stay tonight, you can move your stuff back while we’re in class during the day. I know Emma’s still off for a couple of weeks. I’m sure she can find a little time to help you grab some stuff.”


“Sure!” she said enthusiastically. “I can use more company during the day ‘til class starts.”


“Okay then. We’ll start moving stuff tomorrow,” Collie said brightly. I could tell that she was eager about getting back here. She’d been away too long and she needed to feel my affection for her.


“Now that that’s solved, we can start diving into what we specifically want from a new place, starting with a pool. I kind of want an indoor pool. Something we can use in the winter or on rainy days. What does everyone else want?”


That got the conversation flying. Beck wanted a basketball court and a batting cage, Gina wanted a sewing room she could design in. Lana and Gina wanted a place for us to practice cheer, Lilly wanted a music room, several of us wanted a library, Patty was interested in a dream kitchen and I told her she was in charge of getting the best appliances so it was set up for the types of family meals we’d want to have.


Miguel and Louisa were quiet about it and I decided to try to draw them out. “Miguel? What about you? You must want some sort of space to make your own and pursue your hobbies.”


“I’m not sure,” he said, shaking his head. “We’ve been in our home for a long time.”


I nodded. “I’m not gonna twist anyone’s arm to get them to move in,” I told him and Louisa both gently. “Having said that, I want you both there and Hector too. Hell, when Gina’s older brother, Sam, is done with college, if he doesn’t decide to stay in California, we can build big enough to make room for him too. I intend to build bigger so that we can have family out here. Emma’s family is going to want to come see us sooner or later and I want to be able to offer them a place to stay when they’re here. Tricia has grandparents that will definitely miss her by the time summer is over and Lilly has friends that she’s been keeping separated from us because there’s not a lot of room for her to have them over.”


“Still,” he said doubtfully, glancing at Louisa.


I turned toward her. “Louisa?” I asked. “I WANT you with us when we move to our new home. You’re family and I want us all to be together. If not for your comfort, for Hector’s. We’re talking about building on enough land that he can be a little more free about being outside than he can in his current neighborhood after dark. I’m not saying you’re living in a bad neighborhood,” I assured her quickly. “No place in the city is truly safe though. The new house will have a good fence and a security system so that if he puts a tent in the back yard in the summer, no one’s going to be poking around, no one’s going to steal from it and the worst he’ll have to worry about is Dawn whining to get in when I take her out to play in the yard.”


She frowned, thinking about what I’d said and she nodded. “I agree,” she said finally. “I’d like Hector to be able to play outside without worrying about him.”


That got the conversation started and Miguel was interested in having a small workshop in a corner of the garage for tools and projects. I secretly intended to build a devoted shop for that since I had interests of my own that I wanted to work on.


That left only Frank to sign on. I looked at him and raised an eyebrow questioningly. “You’ve been awfully quiet since we started talking seriously. What’s on your mind?”


“I’m as reluctant to leave my home as Miguel and Louisa are to part with theirs,” he admitted quietly.


“I understand that,” I said softly and I really did. He looked surprised so I explained gently. “That’s where your memories of Janice are strongest,” I said sympathetically. “You haven’t really prepared yourself for letting go of them. You’ve made an admirable start, but she’s been a huge part of every thought you’ve had for so long that it’s ... daunting to think about leaving that place where you can remember her touching things and making it a home. I want you to look at Tricia for a moment,” I told him and waited for him to rest his eyes on her pretty face. “That’s where Janice lives now,” I told him and Tricia smiled at him with obvious love. “Now I want you to look at Charlotte.” He glanced at me and I nodded for him to go ahead.


He gave me an unreadable look and then looked at her. She smiled back at him affectionately and took his hand. It hadn’t been lost on me that they’d sat together. “I didn’t know Janice, but I know you and she meant everything to each other. I don’t think I’m wrong to think her heart soars to see you live again. I think she’d want you to look to the future instead of holding on to the past.”


We were all quiet while he looked into my mother’s eyes and I saw a look on her face that I’d never seen in all the years I’d grown up. She’d fallen in love with Frank. He leaned in and kissed her. It was a first for us as a family and she lifted her hand to his cheek tenderly.


I smiled. I didn’t care if he moved in or not. I expected he would, but I also knew that his wife was important to him. Mom was completely smitten with him. If he asked tonight, I thought she’d marry him.


Tricia looked at me and her eyes sparkled. She was delighted at seeing her father happy and when he sat back in his seat, he certainly looked happy. He looked at me, but he seemed to be out of words for the moment.


“We’re still months away from moving in,” I pointed out knowingly. “You’ve got some time to get used to the idea.”


“It’s a bit of a stretch to go from a single kiss to moving in,” he pointed out.


“It’s the first step though,” I told him. “I think you two have your hearts set on each other. Don’t let Janice get in the way of that. She wouldn’t want that.”


“And you know that how?” he asked dryly.


“Because if she was capable of that, then you wouldn’t have held onto her memory this long,” I said simply. “We want you to be happy and I think that your best shot at that, and hers, is together. We haven’t exactly been shy about letting you know that though. For now, assume that you’ll be spending a lot of time there even if you’re not ready to let go of the house you’re in now. Just let us know what you want for hobby space and we’ll include it in our list of demands to the architect.”


He nodded and thought about it a little bit. “I haven’t really had much time for a hobby in years,” he admitted. “I’m not sure what I’d like to pursue.”


“Well, we’ll set aside a little space for unspecified projects then,” I said and left it at that. “I do have one other topic to discuss. I have a dinner to go to on Saturday, so I won’t be around. I’d also like the girls to join me. I haven’t had a chance to ask everyone, but now seems like a good time to bring it up since we’re all here.”


“Where are we going?” Tabby asked lightly.


“The Captain’s Table,” I said. “It’s fairly upscale and dressy so anyone that needs a dress, let me know and we’ll turn you loose at the mall.”


The girls looked around at each other and shrugged. Everyone seemed fine for a dress.


“I think we’re good,” Emma said. “What’s the occasion?”


“We’re making an introduction,” I said gently. “I’ll tell you all more later.”


Mom looked at me pointedly, but it was Patty that spoke up. “Setting your father up on a date?” she asked, amused. She already knew that I was. She was just playing for the crowd.


I grimaced. “Thanks, Patty,” I said ruefully. “Yeah, I’m introducing him to someone that I know that I think is a good fit for him.”


“And HOW do you know someone that’s a good fit for him?” Mom asked pointedly. She knew what I meant by that.


“Simple,” I said. “I asked for suggestions from Victoria. If she hadn’t been able to point me to someone, I’d have asked Carl for the same help.”


She didn’t seem pleased with the idea of me getting actively involved in Dad’s dating life, so I decided to play a card I was comfortable with now. “Mom, after what happened with Miranda, I owed this to him. You’ve found someone on your own that you’re attracted to. He needs help and I need to make it up to him.”


Frank had questions and so did Miguel. I could see it in their eyes, so I told the story. I left out what Tabby had confessed to me, but didn’t gloss over anything or embellish the tale. “That’s the big family secret,” I said when it was over. “You guys are family, so I’m okay telling you, but until recently, it still bothered me that I’d sent that woman to her death.”


“But not any more?” Frank asked.


I shook my head. “For one, she intended my whole family to be killed over the money. For another, I feel like I’ve paid a heavy penance for however much I wronged her. From everything I’ve been able to learn about her, she was a terrible person and spread misery anywhere she went. She would have certainly continued to do so. The final nail in the coffin was that she ended up getting killed for it. The businesses she was stealing from were connected. So the money she stole wasn’t clean to begin with. They destroyed lives to get it, she destroyed lives to steal it and I’m making sure that the money gets used to help others. I paid for all the girls to get their tests out of it, I paid for those same girls to keep their cheerleading team together out of it. It pays for the groceries around here so that everyone can save that much more of their paycheck at the end of the month. If one of the cars need repairs, there’s money for it right away. It’s sending all the girls to college and some of it will help pay for the expenses of building a new house for us.”


He nodded. “I work in the water commission so I’ve seen plenty of corruption. The wrong people get ahead because of someone whose name starts with ‘uncle’ instead of promoting the guy that can actually do the job. Hell, I’ve had to work for those kinds of managers. If you can take a dollar out of their pockets and help blunt their influence in the city, more power to you.”


Miguel shrugged. “That’s an incredible story,” he admitted. “You should write it down and maybe sell it to Hollywood. I could see people paying to see it.”


“Oh, I think I’d want to wait a few years before I start trying to get that made into a movie,” I said. “Maybe after the people who lost that money are dead and gone so they don’t recognize the story.”


We chatted a little more before Mom brought the topic back to the new house. “Matt, who’s going to oversee things while we’re away for the summer?” she asked delicately. “Builders tend to overspend if they’re not watched.”


“I’m putting Dad in charge of that,” I said. “He’s one person that’s not getting the invite to come with us. He’ll understand why and he’ll have his own chance to meet everyone out there at the end of the month. He’s an accountant and he’ll be able to keep the builders honest. We can talk to the builder by phone or Skype if there’s a problem though.”


She nodded. “I suppose that only leaves all of us to decide what we’re going to do with our houses and what to take with us.”


“We’ll figure it out when we get closer to our move-in date. I’d like that to be before school starts in September, but we’ll see.” I hesitated and brought up the last point I had on the subject. “I have just one other wrinkle that might swerve our plans off the road some,” I told them, looking a little sheepish about it. “Carl’s leaving me a piece of property in his Will.”


“What?” Mom said, surprised. “Why is he doing that?”


“For the same reason I have keys to a Corvette locked in my safe,” I said with a slight shrug and settled down to explain. “Carl has no family he’s leaving behind. With this diagnosis, he’s left with his whole life and very few people that mean as much to him as family would. Victoria was one of his favorite students over the years and I’ve become one too. He’s made rather extravagant gifts to both of us and has others in mind before he passes on, but this piece of property is special. I don’t know what it is and haven’t seen it yet, but it’s his last wish that it passes to me specifically. Victoria’s said that after I get over my initial shock and the objections she expects me to have, I’ll agree with it. That’s part of why I haven’t seen it. Carl’s afraid that I’m going to try to talk him out of leaving it to me if I know ahead of time.”


“Well then there’s really no reason to move forward with this until you see what he has in mind,” Mom said lightly.


“That’s probably true,” I allowed. “I wanted to have the initial talk at least and put us all in the mindset to consider what we’d want out of a new home. Think about it, make a wish list and we’ll see what the summer holds for us.”


Chapter 37


After dinner, we all thanked Patty for putting on the meal for all of us. “I had plenty of help,” she said lightly, but accepted some of the praise herself. It turned out that Louisa and Lilly helped out a lot in the kitchen for dinner.


We all sort of scattered after dinner. Lilly went to spend time with her guitar, Mom and Frank decided to watch some TV and talk in the living room, Patty and Dan stayed home, Louisa, Miguel and Hector left and the girls and I went to the basement for our own family meeting.


“New house, huh?” Emma asked pointedly. “I thought we agreed that we weren’t going to do that.”


“No, I agreed that I wouldn’t buy a house for the Sorority for Christmas,” I reminded her. “This is a cleverly disguised ploy to get Tricia moved in with us permanently. That and Beck wants a room for bondage furniture.”


That made Beck cheer that she was finally getting her own hobby room and we all laughed. Tricia though looked startled. “You’re doing all this so that I’ll move in?!!?” she blurted, incredulously.


“No,” I promised. “That was a joke. I think we both know that your dad and my mom are not going to slow down any time soon. I think it’s only a matter of time before you and him are moved in with us anyway.”


“You don’t think your mom will choose to move in with him instead?” she asked with her hands on her hips.


“She might, but is there a room like this at your place that we could turn into a room for all of us?”


“No,” she admitted.


“I think if we did it that way, Mom and Lilly would move over there, you’d move over here and we’d renovate the house here to suit us more completely,” I suggested. “I’d rather we all find a place we can be together. Everyone seems to be okay living in one house, so I’m thinking we should build three on the property.”


Collie looked at me strangely. “If we only need one, why build two more?” she asked.


“Well, one would be a guesthouse for relatives, friends and other visitors,” I explained. “The other one would be our gym. We need a high ceiling for cheer. Beck wants a basketball court, so we might as well build them into one. We can build it with one half set aside for changing rooms, equipment rooms and have our hobby rooms upstairs and put the pool in the basement.”


“Next season we could do cheer from home?” Lana asked. She and Gina both looked excited by that prospect.


“Why not?” I said lightly. “We can get all the gear we need and work out as many times a week as we need.”


“You really ARE going all out on this!” Emma said, concerned.


“Look at it like this,” I said to her, knowing that she missed California sometimes. “You and I are just going to be starting our second year at Harvard when construction is finished, right? We’ll each have three years left on our undergrad degrees, then we each want to pursue Masters and probably PhD degrees too. That means we’re going to be enrolled at Harvard for probably another eight or nine years, but at least six for us to get our undergrads and Masters. That’s a long time to wait to have a home we love.”


“What about when we’re done college?” she asked.


“There’s land for sale in California, right?” I asked with a smile. “We’ll reproduce the house there or build one that fits us even better. This isn’t an anchor. There’s still going to be people we love who make Boston their home after we graduate. If they all decide that they want to come with us, then we can make them part of our plans. If not, then the house will still be here to take care of them.”


She seemed torn. “You’d build a dream home and then give it up to go where I wanted?” she asked, stunned.


“Home is where you are,” I told her simply. “Of course, I saw something that might make you willing to hang onto the house here, so we might not be moving when we graduate depending on how much you like it.”


“What is it?” she asked suspiciously.


“You know the biggest wave machine in America is an hour away, right? It’s in Nashua. I looked it up.”


“You’re kidding!” she said, astounded. “I had no idea.”


“Well, I was looking at the specs for installing one on the property. It’s gonna depend on how much land we can get and whether we think we’ll use it enough to make it worthwhile.”


“No,” she said, shaking her head. “That’s WAY too much just for us to surf.”


“You think it’s gonna cost more than airfare to LA for seventeen people?” I asked dryly.


“Is there really that many of us?” Beck gaped.


I nodded. “The eight of us, your mom and dad, my mom, Tricia’s dad, Lilly, Hanna, Gina’s parents and her brother, Hector,” I counted them off. “That all assumes we don’t pick up anyone else or lose anyone along the way.”


“How much is it gonna cost?” Gina wanted to know.


“Airfare is going to be just a little under thirty-five thousand,” I told her. “I’m getting great travel rewards for it.”


“Are you shitting me?!!?” Gina asked, scandalized. “That’s too much!”


“For seventeen people flying first class to LA during peak vacation season? I didn’t whine about it. It breaks down to about $2000 each. For a seven-week vacation, that’s pretty fantastic. That means we all get the vacation of a lifetime for about forty bucks a day. I’ll spend more than that on restaurants while we’re out there.”


“You’re loco,” she said faintly.


“That’s all well and good,” Emma said, sitting in my office chair with a strange look on her face. “What I’M interested in hearing about though is who you’ve been having fun with today,” she announced and plucked the panties off the desk, twirling them on one finger. “You reeked of stale pussy and fresh soap at dinner,” she told me.


I chuckled. “I wasn’t trying to hide it. I had a very intimate moment with a lady doctor who’s directly responsible for me not being dead on Thanksgiving weekend.”


She nodded and the rest of the girls were suddenly all interested in what I was talking about. “Did she leave anything for me?” Emma asked me delicately.


“My stamina was the one thing she didn’t test during my examination,” I told her. “I would have turned her down since I promised you my very best tonight.”


“Good!” she said brightly. “When there’s no waiting line, you can make her squeal like you made Hanna.”


“I did promise to take her on vacation next year,” I told her. “When I first met her, I asked her where she’d always wanted to go on vacation and that’s what she said. I told her the age of consent in Hawaii is sixteen and to book her vacation for next summer.”


That made Emma laugh. “Hence why you had to give her a promissory note for next year?”


“That and she and Victoria have been using me to tease each other. They’ve been sending me to see the other with bite marks, lipstick, things like that.”


Lana gaped at me. “Dr. Spencer!??!” she blurted.


I nodded. “That can NEVER leave this room,” I told her and included Beck in that look. “Alice works with her. Victoria’s never crossed a line with me and she’s never done anything that would get us kicked out of the mall if we did it in the food court, but others might not see it that way and I won’t put her career in jeopardy.”


They nodded. “We understand,” Beck told me. “I don’t tell her about Bad Matt or about you and mom. We won’t tell her.”


“Thanks,” I said, gratefully. “I’d consider it differently if I were older, but with my age, Victoria would be under suspicion of coercing me into a relationship.”


“How are things between you and her?” Tabby asked.


“They’re good. I think we’re both holding our breath for when Carl dies. We’re both going to go to pieces when it happens. If we end up breaking rules and crossing lines, it will likely be then. I know you girls will be there for me and for her too as much as she’ll allow it, but she’s the one that will share my grief the hardest. Emma knows Carl a little bit, but he’s cut way back on his teaching schedule this year for the study and his illness.”


She nodded. “Yeah, a couple of older students were complaining that they were hoping to take some courses from him this semester, but I heard he’s only teaching a couple.”


I nodded. “The point is that he’s been her mentor since she was his student. They’ve kept in touch all these years. I’m his last protege. For her the loss will be a lifelong friend. For me, it’ll be the sudden loss of someone that’s become like a father to me. That’s happened too often this past year.”


Emma looked at me oddly. “You haven’t really lost your father,” she pointed out.


“Yeah,” Lana interrupted, “yeah, he did. He’s reconnected with him slowly, but by the time you met him, Matt was calling him Donald and was barely talking to him. Because of what happened with Miranda and the divorce and his dad didn’t handle it well.”


I nodded in agreement. “And when things got bad around here, I was sort of cut off from Dan who had been like a second father. Right around that time was when I found out Carl was sick. It all kind of compounded.”


“Well, you’ve got your dad and Dan back,” she said gently and got up out of the chair to kiss me. “You’ve got Mark and Daddy wrapped around your little finger too. You just don’t know it. Whatever you have planned, it lit a fire under Daddy. He wants you to call him with project updates. He’s been trading phone calls with Mark too.”


I nodded. “I think I’m gonna surprise you completely,” I told her with a grin. “You’ll never guess what it is. Not in a million years.”


“You care to make a small bet on that?” she asked with a smile.


“What’s the time-frame and what’s the bet?” I asked.


“I’ll know what you’re planning by the time we’re back from Malibu in August,” she said with a smirk. “If I win, you take me with you to Hawaii next summer.”


“And if I win?” I asked. I’d already decided that Emma was coming with me regardless of what else was going on. She was my life. Samantha would have to understand that. I’d actually planned on bringing the whole Sorority.


“You get to put one of those collars on me,” she offered.


“That’s not much of a bet,” I told her, making her eyes widen in surprise. “I was planning to take you anyway and everyone knows that you wearing a collar is kind of a sham, since this,” I took hold of her pinkie with the ring on it, “is by FAR, the truest expression of how we work.”


She gave me a withering look that said she wanted to be mad at me for shooting her down, but I’d gotten under her skin and she was fighting hard not to smile. I kissed her and grinned in response. “You’re lucky I love you,” she said.


“I am,” I agreed. “Alright, loser submits to a whole weekend of deep bondage sex. No safe words except for medical distress, no quit, no mercy. From right after dinner on Friday, to right before bed on Sunday.”


“Are you sure you can handle that?” she asked, certain that she wasn’t going to lose.


“Has someone already told you what it is or are you just confident in your ability to worm out the information? Be honest. If you’ve already found out, then you need to fess up now.”


“I don’t know anything except what you and Daddy mentioned over Skype. So I know the costume is going to weigh about seventy pounds. That’s pretty much it.”


I looked at Gina. “You haven’t found out anything this week?” I asked.


“Nope,” she said. “Mark won’t even let me upstairs where he’s working on it.”


I nodded. “Okay. I’ll talk to Mark tomorrow and make sure that he keeps it secret. Not that I don’t trust you, but this bet just became very interesting.”


She grinned at me and I’m sure she was wondering if I intended to win or lose. I was kind of wondering myself. “Now that we have THAT settled, go get in the shower so you can give me the attention I’ve been missing since Thanksgiving,” she ordered with a grin.


“Yes, Ma’am!” I nodded and stripped out of my clothes, not bothering with my robe since it was just us down here. I showered quickly, admitting that I stank of Samantha. I smiled, surprised that she had crossed that line, but pleased at the same time. I put thoughts of her out of my head for the moment to focus on Emma, but I knew that I’d return to these thoughts during the day tomorrow.


I got dried off and returned to the bedroom. The girls were mostly where they’d been when I left to get my shower, but I noticed it would be getting close to the time that Tricia was normally supposed to be home before we were back to being presentable. “You and your Dad heading home or do you think he’ll hang in there until it gets late?”


“Worried about his reaction?” she asked with a smirk.


I shrugged. “More like I’m being considerate of his feelings,” I said. “I don’t know how much you’ve prepared him for the screaming that’s issued forth from this room in the past.”


She shrugged. “He saw the two of us after the dance,” she pointed out. “He’s also been in this room. I don’t think he’s unprepared.”


I nodded. “Fair enough,” I admitted. “He’s also upstairs with Mom. She’ll calm him down if he has an anxiety attack.” With that decided, I focused my attentions on Emma. I was still naked and she was still dressed. That needed to change.


I crossed the room to her where she was lounging in the office chair and took her hands in mine, drawing her to her feet unhurriedly. She grinned at me and rose to wrap her arms around me and kiss me deeply. I slowly undressed her, unbuttoning the blouse she’d worn today and pushing it off her shoulders to flutter to the floor before I pulled at the tank-top she’d worn under it. I pulled it out of her jeans and lifted the hem, slowly baring her delicious tan as I gazed into her eyes lovingly. She raised her arms, her green eyes sparkling with delight at having me all to herself tonight, even if the others were watching.


When her tank-top was gone, I slipped my arms around her, basking in the feel of her smooth skin as we came together. I leaned in and kissed her, my fingers stroking her soft skin as I parted my lips, slipping out my tongue to play with hers. I moved my hands to her bra, unhooking the clasps with a little more difficulty than I had with the other girls owing to her larger breasts. She moaned softly into my mouth and I moaned into hers, delighting in having her back here with me for this. I stroked her back, letting my hands drift up to her shoulders to slip the straps down over her arms.


She shrugged her shoulders to free the straps and I took a step back, pulling her bra with me and dropping it to the floor. I followed it down, slipping to my knees before her and unzipping her jeans. I tugged them down her legs with a little help from her and she lifted her feet for me to slip them off, leaving her wearing a tiny pair of panties and a smile. I steered her over to the bed and shuffled after her on my knees before I pulled her panties down her legs. She stepped out of them and went to lay down, but I shook my head, confusing her. She’d told me she wanted this once. I pulled her close, my hands sliding around her hips to her ass and I kissed her beautiful, hairless pussy.


She sighed as she felt my lips on hers and reached down to run her fingers through the short hair I was still growing out. She looked down at me between her breasts, her eyes urging me on even as her hands pulled me tighter against her gently.


I smiled and pressed my mouth to her pussy, snaking my tongue out to explore her folds, swiping repeatedly over her clit, making her start to moan softly, whispering my name in her need. She’d been parted from me for too long. I’d had the rest of the girls here, but she’d only had my sweatshirt to keep her warm at night for two weeks. I poured my heart and soul into what I was doing with her, making wet slurping sounds as I lashed my tongue through her petals, teasing her lips, flicking at her entrance and swirling around her clit like the world was about to end for both of us.


Her moans quickly turned to groans and her fingers, which had stroked my hair before, now pulled me tighter against her while she stood over me, exactly like Zoe had on her first night with us. She’d said it was hot and she’d wanted it, but we’d never gotten back to it until now and I intended to make it life-changing for her. She shuddered and trembled, groaning through her first orgasm, but I wasn’t satisfied with that response. I pushed my head between her thighs, tilting my face up to let her grind against me with small movements of her hips while I lapped at her pussy, urging her higher and higher with my eager tongue.


I was distantly aware that there was more than one throat moaning now and I wondered which of my girls was getting carried away by our antics, but wasn’t curious enough to lift my head from where I had it lodged. I ate Emma madly, watching her face as she came for me a second time, her thighs trembling slightly as I kept at it, letting her drench me with her juices as I held her to me, my hands kneading her ass gently.


She had her eyes closed, breathing hard through her mouth, her face a mask of concentration. I could see her starting to tremble all over and I wondered if I’d need to guide her to collapse onto the bed after this one. I started to hum gently and she cried out in surprise as the orgasm she’d been inching toward rushed over her instead. She screamed and gasped and squealed as I sucked on her clit and hummed her through a huge, crashing orgasm. Her whole body trembled as she rode out the pleasure until it was too much for her and she tried to back away.


I chuckled and held on tight, holding my lips around her clit and lashing it mercilessly until she had another right on top of the old one, thrashing so violently that this time, she did flop back onto the bed, my face still plastered to her lips, not letting her go that easily.


When this orgasm faded, I finally had mercy on her and gave her quivering pussy one last kiss, barely a peck on her lips. I crawled up onto the bed and glanced across at the rest of the girls. They were all watching, but Tabby and Collie were locked together in a more passionate embrace, still dressed, but not for much longer if someone didn’t stop them. I wasn’t about to deny them their pleasure and I doubted any of the other girls were going to object.


I slowly crawled up Emma’s body to kiss her deeply, letting her taste her own cum on my lips and tongue. Her kiss was as passionate as mine and she threw her arms around my neck as I held her, letting her tremble in my arms with small aftershocks from the orgasms she’d had so far. I let her drift on a cloud of satisfaction as I licked and kissed her neck, one hand gently kneading her breast, pausing every now and then to pinch and roll her nipple, making her gasp again while she caught her breath. Collie was quickly undressing Tabby on the other bed, having already shed her own clothes and I smiled at them before I lowered my mouth to one of Emma’s nipples, sucking it between my lips greedily, making her gasp and groan again as I loved her tits, switching back and forth between them as I coaxed her back to life. I was almost painfully hard now and I wanted to move us along to the next act.


She slowly started to return from whatever daydreams her orgasms had made possible for her and she started stroking my head and shoulders more and more urgently. Finally, she pulled my head up, making her nipple slip out of my mouth with a pop to look into my eyes. “Fuck me!” she said emphatically and pulled my head toward her to kiss me passionately.


I didn’t need to be told twice. I knew she was wet and as ready as she could be. I I shifted so I was between her legs and sank into her depths slowly. My eyes rolled back into my head at the first contact and I decided that I was going to give her my all. If I couldn’t walk tomorrow, I’d manage. “Lana,” I said, sinking myself as deeply into meditation as I could, “time us.”


“Oh Fuck!” Emma breathed in horror, remembering what happened last time.


I smiled at her and firmly pushed myself out of the moment, letting my hips start to rock back and forth while I lost myself in a thousand distractions to keep my mind off what I was feeling. Psychology, engineering, the Iron Man suit, Gina’s new job, cheer, physio, Hanna and Chloe, Dawn, April 2nd and a million other things to keep my mind anywhere but on the constant friction of her tight pussy.


I surfaced just long enough to ask the time and get a read on Emma. She was gasping and cumming and mewling softly as I sank back into tranquility and continued to thrust into her. I was moving more gently than I had with Hanna, but then, I’d been punishing Hanna. I spent some time on strategy for Chloe, contemplating how best to dissuade Danny from crossing lines this summer, going over the presentation for Friday, considering what features I personally wanted from the new house we were in the planning stages of building, wondering how Jill and Dad were going to hit it off. I surfaced at that point, deciding THAT topic was off limits for now.


“Time?” I asked again, focusing on the moment.


“Thirty seven minutes,” Lana told me.


“Beck, grab me the lube from the nightstand,” I requested and went back to my meditations, drizzling a little extra lube onto her pussy where we were joined before I went back to what I was doing. I was distantly aware that this was medically dangerous because it isolated me from distress signals my body was sending me in addition to blunting the sensations of sex. I let that thought drift away and thought I was in good shape to go for a while longer. It wasn’t like my incisions were going to split open and spill my guts all over the place.


I wondered what Samantha was thinking about after our meeting today or what Victoria was thinking, since she knew what had happened. Through all these random thoughts, I fucked Emma tirelessly, giving her the fucking she’d missed out on these past two weeks and more, trying to make it up to her for all the times we missed out on while I was hurt.


I called for time again and Lana confirmed that we were past an hour. I dimly felt my body. I was tired, but didn’t feel any pain. I decided not to push it for now and let go of my meditation, focusing on the moment again, feeling the muscle strain on my back, legs, arms and the rest of my body. I groaned and looked down at Emma. She was lost in rapture, cumming over and over again, crying out in passion almost constantly. She was playing with her nipples and rolling her head from side to side as she whimpered in between orgasms.


I could feel her vaginal muscles start to flutter against my cock and I lost it, groaning and slamming my hips into her harder, jet after jet of my cum blasting into her depths as we both cried out in ecstasy.


When it was over, my orgasm left me boneless. I collapsed into Emma’s arms and we trembled together, sobbing for breath as we came down from the heights of passion.


My head spun and I know that if I’d tried to hold on as long as I had with Hanna, I’d have needed medical attention. As it was, I was so slicked with sweat that when hands tried to lift me out of her arms, I slipped out of their grip wetly.


We were a total mess and the bed beneath us wasn’t in any better shape. We were both finally poured into the shower, with Emma in my lap while Tabby and Collie washed us, not bothering to separate us until they needed to. We were whispering our love to each other drunkenly when they pried us apart and Tabby finished washing me while Collie washed Emma intimately.


“Trying to kill yourself?” Tabby asked, concerned at how drained I was.


I shook my head, exhausted. “I ... needed this,” I mumbled softly. I frowned and shook my head to clear it. “I’ve been so feeble for so long,” I explained. “I’m leaving that feeling behind. I need to get myself back to where I was. I’m not there yet, but tonight ... I’m getting closer.” I flexed my shoulder and smiled tiredly. “Another few weeks and I’m hoping I’ll be back to normal.”


“What you two just did is NOT normal,” she told me dryly, but she nodded a little in understanding. “Just try to take it easy,” she said gently. “You don’t have to get there all at once.”


“I know,” I told her comfortingly. “tonight was gentle compared to what happened with Hanna. I’d have died if I tried that.”


“Seriously?” she asked, surprised. “Worse than that?”


“Almost double the time and we went at it a lot harder than this.”


“He’s right,” Emma slurred just as drunkenly as I was speaking. “He nearly killed her and she’s a trainer.”


Collie looked at Tabby and then at me. “So is that the new normal?” she asked as she rinsed Emma off with the hand nozzle.


I shook my head. “I can’t do that all the time. I’m gonna need to work up to where I was with Hanna and then I want to go a little further and when I’m in perfect form, inflict it all on Chloe to make her sorry for all the smack she’s been talking.”


“You planning on using it for anything else?” Tabby asked, uncertain whether to be frightened of it or desperate for it.


“If Danny becomes a nuisance this summer, maybe I’ll ride her into the ground,” I suggested. “Or use it for some night when I want to try to take on all of you in one night.”


“Gonna pull the train?” she asked, laughing.


“All aboard!” I laughed, feeling a little more lucid, but no less drained. “I might want to use it on the night Jessie and I hook up”


“That’s a bad idea,” Emma said. “Maybe if she sticks around and we let her come back here once in a while, but not for your first time. No one else will be around to take care of you afterwards.”


I nodded. “True.” I closed my eyes and felt the shower shut off before I opened them. I looked up at Tabby and smiled, reaching up to take her hand and let her pull me back to my feet. “Love you, Tabby-Cat,” I told her. “Thanks for always taking care of me.”


She grinned and kissed my cheek. We hadn’t had a chance to renew our love affair, but I vowed that she was next, even if it killed me. I didn’t think I’d be up to it tomorrow, but definitely before Lana and Beck were cleared to tango and that would be seven days at the latest, more likely six. “I love you too,” she said and hugged me tightly before she led me out of the shower and dried me off. Then she helped me into my robe.


We were led up the stairs to collapse side by side into chairs at the kitchen table where our post-coital snack was waiting for us. I thought the sandwiches on my plate looked soft enough to use for a pillow, but I ate dutifully.


Frank and Mom were watching us, Mom with amusement, Frank with some distress. “Is that what it’s always like?” he asked no one in particular.


“Yes, Dad,” Tricia said with a grin. “Someone usually gets carried to the shower, everyone comes upstairs and we sit around the table for a snack and chat afterwards. It’s kind of awesome, even on nights that I’m just watching from the sidelines.”


He looked around at all of us and I shrugged. “You wondered how I kept up with all the girls at once,” I reminded him. “Four or five nights like this every week and every waking thought I can spare for them.”


“It sounded like animals caught in a trap,” he said, expressing some of his alarm. “That kind of screaming happens all the time?”


We all chuckled a little bit. “Lilly wanted to move out until I got her the headphones for Christmas,” I told him. “If you want a real mind-warping experience, we’ll have you over on the nights Lana and Beck are first cleared to return to duty. Beck in particular will change your outlook on normal.”


He looked at compact, innocent-looking little Beck and then back at me skeptically. “She’s really gonna shock me, you think?”


“Beck, sic him,” I told her with a weak laugh.


She grinned sweetly. “I’m gonna scream and wail like it’s the end of the world,” she promised. “I want it rough and hard and fast and dirty and wet and brutal. Seriously, you should skip being here if you’ve got a weak heart. I’m loud and not shy about what I’m gonna tell him to do once the music starts.”


He glanced at Tricia and gave her a pointed look. “Should I be worried?” he asked us both.


I shook my head. “If someone walked in on Beck and I together and had no idea what they were looking at, they’d think I was a monster,” I told him. “They wouldn’t be halfway across the room to do something to stop me before Beck started screaming at me to do it harder, faster, meaner, rougher, cruder and for me to call her terrible names while I’m doing it.”


“Don’t forget spit on me and pull my hair,” she reminded me sweetly.


“No, Beck,” I said with an indulgent smile. “No one’s forgetting what you like.” I turned back to Frank who was just processing that exchange and continued. “Shortly after we first got together, Beck wanted me to take her to the edge of what she could handle. It was ... hard for me. The things that Beck likes in sex are things I was taught not to do to a girl, especially not one you love. But Beck ADORES it. She basks in it, thrives on it and misses it when she can’t be in the middle of it. That’s the flavor of sex that she loves. Anyway, the point I was trying to make was that she was a mess of bruises and welts the next day. Mom and Patty were very disappointed in me for that until Beck lost her mind at them. She started screaming at the two of them not to ruin this for her and that it had been exactly what she’d wanted from me. The two of them had been working up to a lecture that could still have been going on now if not for that outburst on her part. It was kind of alarming to watch, actually.”


He looked at sweet, tom-boy Beck like he didn’t believe it. “You can’t be serious,” he said incredulous. “You LIKE when he does that?”


That launched Beck into a long, detailed discussion of Bad Matt and how much she liked pain and loved it when I did those things to her because she knew that I was doing them just for her, that it was because it was what she wanted, not my own idea. She just brazenly sat there and gushed about getting all of me and about how caning focused her on everything that was happening to her in that moment and the sting and lingering tingle of whipping and generally lost herself in poetically expressing what she loved about rough sex.


“So where did you get your hands on whips and canes?” he asked curiously.


“We talked about Miranda earlier,” I reminded him. “She had an extensive collection that I’ve inherited since Dad didn’t really want to hang onto it. There was more we could have taken and when we build a house, Beck’s hobby space is going to be filled with bondage furniture.”


“I was wrong,” he said with a shrug. “Your life isn’t complicated. It’s seriously messed-up. I would never have guessed that you kids got up to these kinds of games.”


I shrugged. “It’s important to note that no one is forced, coerced, pressured or expected to do anything they aren’t comfortable with,” I pointed out. “I’m glad you stayed this evening though, because this is actually our normal. Sex with Beck can look like violent sexual assault if it weren’t for the fact that she’s trying to get me to turn up the sound and step on the gas every time we get to her limits. Tricia has never expressed a desire for that kind of treatment, but if she does, I don’t want you to think she’s being forced into it.” I looked around the table and then back at him. “I think I speak for everyone when I say that we all expect you to be spending a lot more time around the house, so we want you to have a feel for what our normal really looks like so that you’re comfortable when you’re here. God help us all when Beck and Hanna decide to compete though. I don’t think any of us are really prepared for that.”


That got several of the girls to laugh who’d seen one or the other in their element.


“This is one part of your life you conveniently left out,” he told me pointedly.


I shrugged. “I suppose, but Beck’s passion for punishment doesn’t spill over into the rest of the girls. Lana’s never been put through any of what Beck loves. Neither have Collie or Tabby or Emma and neither has Tricia. If they sincerely want that, then I’ll do it, but I don’t push it.”


“And if Tricia asked for something like that?” he asked carefully.


“Then we’d discuss it in detail, I’d make sure to understand what she wanted and what she didn’t want and I would try to make it everything she wanted it to be,” I told him. “I don’t think you want to know too many details of what kind of sex Tricia likes, but if you do, then we can talk about it if you want.”


“I think I need to know that what I hear from your room when you’re with her isn’t distress,” he said firmly.


Tricia took his hand and he turned his attention to her. “Dad, if you think I’m seriously in need of rescue, send Charlotte down to check on us. You really don’t want to see me in the middle of having sex. I look enough like Mom that you don’t need the sight of me having sex with Matt burned into your brain. Just send her to make sure we’re all doing okay and assume I’m having fun unless she calls 911.”


Several of the girls chuckled at that, but I could see that Frank wasn’t comforted, so I decided to rescue him. “Frank,” I said gently. “You know I’m good at a lot of things, right?” He nodded and focused on me again. “Sex is one of them. I lose myself in what I’m doing and give it everything I have. I don’t have a lot of the hangups that most guys have and I’ll do anything to make sex perfect for my girls. Sometimes that means being rough and cruel,” I glanced significantly in Beck’s direction. “Sometimes though, it means being caring and gentle.” This time, I looked at Tricia and he seemed to relax some.


Tabby spoke up then. “I’ve actually asked Matt to do the things he does with Beck and he’s refused,” she told Frank.


He blinked at that. “Why would he refuse?” he asked, confused.


“Because I’ve been used and abused in the past and he doesn’t think it’s right for me,” she told him. “Some days, he’s right. I spent a lot of time trying to provoke him to violence because I felt like him hitting me was the only way to apologize for everything we put him through last fall. No matter what I did, he said he refused to be one of the people who abused me. If you ever see bruises on Tricia that you suspect he put there, she asked him for every one of them and wouldn’t trade them for anything. What he does with Beck is love because it’s what she wants more than anything in the world. Matt would never hurt one of us and never betray our trust in any way.” She looked over at me and then down at her hands. “I’m ashamed that I ever thought he could.”


“Long since forgiven, Tabby-Cat,” I said affectionately. I’d told her as much before, but sometimes it was harder to believe in forgiveness than hate, so I told her whenever she seemed to need it.


She smiled at me and continued. I didn’t expect her to, but she told her story. She talked about her uncle and how respected he’d been and what he’d done to her, about the miscarriage, about her mother’s casual condemnation and neglect, abusive relationships and about meeting us at the restaurant. She didn’t gloss over any of it. Frank had seen her collar going back on at Christmas. He knew what it meant. He listened to her tale with a growing anxiety that I understood. I felt it too when I thought about how much she’d suffered at the hands of people she should have been able to trust. “Matt refused to be one of them. He refused to punish me for what I’d done. He talked to me instead. I was willing to let him take it out on me, but he knows that’s what everyone else did and he didn’t want to do that to me. He won’t hurt any of us, even Beck.” She looked at her and then smiled crookedly. “Sure, she may come to breakfast looking like she’s been run over by a truck, but every one of those bruises and welts is her choice.”


“I think we’ve traumatized Frank enough for one night,” I chuckled and looked gratefully at Tabby. “We just want you to be prepared for the kinds of sounds that come out of the basement when you’re spending time around here. Beck’s actually going to be alarming if you’re not warned ahead of time.”


He nodded. “It’s not that I’m traumatized. I just never realized that you kids were up to these kinds of activities. The kinds of things you’re talking about are way outside the range of usual expectations.”


I shrugged. “Our whole relationship is kind of shocking to most people,” I pointed out lightly.


He nodded. “So long as Tricia doesn’t complain about it, I don’t see any reason to poke my nose into it,” he assured us. It was a huge change from the way we were when I first met him.


“If something’s not to Tricia’s liking, she need only ever speak up about what’s bothering her. She has sisters who love her and I’ll never fail to listen to her either.”


We chatted normally after that, Frank’s unease fading into the background as we all assured him that the sounds coming from the basement weren’t abuse, they were passion.


I glanced at the clock over the fridge and laughed. “You’re in trouble,” I told Tricia with a smirk.


“Why’s that?” she asked, surprised.


“It’s 8:15,” I told her. “You were supposed to be home fifteen minutes ago,” I said playfully.


She scrunched up her nose and punched me lightly in the arm. “I thought you were serious!” she said with a mixture of irritation and amusement.


Frank chuckled. “I think we can overlook it this time,” he said judiciously.


“I figured you might, given that she’s been under parental supervision since her curfew ended,” I smiled. “Close to exams, would you consider letting her stay here during the week some? Gina was around a lot during the Christmas exams, I was tutoring her, Emma and Lana in different subjects. The girls study together a lot during that time.”


He thought about that for a few minutes and shrugged. “I can think about it,” he allowed. “Any particular reason you want her here other than the obvious?”


“I’d ask you to let her move in if I thought you were ready for that,” I admitted. “For starters, she comes to school alone. We leave from here in the morning together. It gives her more time with people that care about her after you go to work. Mostly, the girls do their homework together after school while I’m with doctors or at cheer. Mom and Lilly are here regardless, so she’ll be spending a lot of time here anyway. During exams, she’ll need the extra study time and I can go through her books and class notes for any courses I’m not taking and try to get her through any material that’s not coming together for her.”


He smiled at me knowingly. “Just one big noble gesture?” he asked dryly.


I shrugged. “No, but that’s a huge part of it. Do I want her here when we all turn in for the night? Hell, yes! She spent all of last term left out of that and it’s kind of awesome to have the chance to curl up with someone at the end of a long, hard day. I’m sure there’ll also be nights that she needs me during the week. Loving her and then sending her home isn’t the classiest way to treat her.”


He nodded. “I’ll consider it,” he allowed grudgingly, but he sounded like I’d given him some good arguments to consider.


With that, we broke up and started filtering off. Frank and Tricia had to go and she made a point of hugging all the girls, kissing Emma deeply and whispering with her for a moment before coming to me and giving me the same treatment. Frank gave Mom a very chaste kiss and I smiled, resisting the urge to urge him to do better. We’d pushed him a lot tonight and he needed time to process everything that we’d said. Lana and Beck wanted to stay, but in the end, they gathered their things and headed home, leaving me with Tabby, Collie, Gina and Emma to keep me company. I got the feeling that they were going to stay away until their tests came back and then God help the poor soul that stood between them and satisfaction.


The five of us said goodnight to Mom and went downstairs, undressing for bed. Someone had changed the bed and lit one of our candles while we’d been in the shower and I smiled as I hung up my robe and turned to Emma. “How’re you feeling?” I asked.


“Numb,” she admitted. “I can still feel my whole pussy tingling. I may not be much good in helping the girls move back in tomorrow.”


“So you’re NOT interested in Round Two?” I asked playfully.


“GOD NO!” she blurted out. “I’m not gonna walk right tomorrow as it is! You’re seriously ready for more?!!?”


“I’m always ready for more. It’s the doctors that have been telling me that I have to wait,” I reminded her with a smirk. “I did promise you my all tonight,” I pointed out.


“I don’t think I can take much more,” she admitted sheepishly, cupping her poor pummeled pussy protectively.


I nodded. “Well we could do what we did when Hanna couldn’t take any more,” I offered.


“Not tonight,” she said and pointed me at the other girls. “Punish THEM with that thing if you need it seen to,” she said with a laugh.


“Tonight was supposed to be all about you,” I said, slightly amused.


“I got to ‘all’ before you did,” she giggled. “Make Tabby whimper so I don’t feel so bad tomorrow about not being able to move right.”


Tabby perked up considerably at that suggestion. She and I still hadn’t been able to arrange a night for us. She came over to me and kissed me deeply as she stroked my cock back to full erection. “What can I do for you?” she asked me softly, her lips close to my ear.


I shook my head. “What do YOU want?” I asked, slipping my arms around her and holding her gently, my fingers stroking her bare back.


She pulled back to look into my eyes and there was a need there. “I want to make things right,” she said firmly and I could tell that her mind was still on September. I was about to say something, to protest that we had, but she put a finger to my lips. “I know. In your mind, things are right and we don’t need to do anything more. I need to apologize though.”


“You have,” I told her.


She shook her head. “Not to you,” she said.


The others were watching us closely and I wasn’t sure who she was talking about at first since only Collie had been involved with that and they’d certainly talked to her before now. Then it dawned on me and my eyes widened. “NO!” I said loudly, shaking my head adamantly. “I told you no before. I don’t WANT that. I CAN’T be one of them.”


She shook her head. “It’s not the same. Not to me and not to you. Beck’s right.” She put her hand on my chest. “You close off the part of yourself that can do those things. I need to apologize to that part of you. I need Bad Matt tonight.”


Chapter 38


The other three were surprised by that and I could see looks passing back and forth between them.


I hated this. It was the one thing I’d dug my heels in about when the girls were trying to earn back their collars. Now that they had them back, I didn’t want to put that punishment back on them. I was caught though. She said she needed it and I could see in her eyes that she meant it. I always swore that I’d do whatever my girls needed whether it was something that I wanted or something that would hurt me to do. I couldn’t make this different. I took a deep breath and finally nodded. It was the last thing in the world that I wanted to do and I wished to God I’d just come back into the room and kept my fat fucking mouth shut, but here we were. “How much of him do you need?” I asked, defeated.


“All of him,” she said certainly.


I shook my head. “You’ve never seen ALL of him,” I told her. “Beck’s never seen all of him. Hell, Hanna’s come closest and she hasn’t seen nearly all of him.”


“How much is there to see?” she asked, surprised.


“Bad Matt has a plan for if Marlene Garrett gets acquitted on a technicality,” I told her flatly. “It involves parts of Miranda’s collection I don’t normally allow him to touch.”


She looked a little alarmed at that. “Are you going to kill her?” she asked reluctantly.


“I’m hoping we never have to find out,” I said honestly. “But if she gets off, then yes, she’s going to die. It will be slow and painful and tortuous. She’ll be horribly disfigured and whatever coroner is assigned to do the autopsy will determine that the guilty party wasn’t a human being. The funeral director will refuse to even try to restore her for the funeral. I’m hoping that I’m mostly done medical school by the time her trial is done, so that if she IS set free, I can keep her alive long enough to know the full extent of the suffering she’s caused.”


“I don’t think I need quite that much of him,” she said faintly.


“No, I didn’t think you would,” I agreed. “Now it becomes a matter of how much of him you need. What Beck’s seen, what Hanna’s seen or do you need to go farther?”


“I want to see as much of him as you can give me,” she said. “I know you hate this, but it’s important to me.” She pleaded with her eyes for me to give her this. I’d already been beaten. I knew it, but she didn’t need to see defeat. She needed punishment.


My eyes hardened. “Your safe word is ‘candy’,” I told her, steeling myself for what came next. She nodded and I hooked my finger in her collar, leading her across the room, like she was on a leash. She followed obediently and I went to the collection, looking for what I needed.


I’d never done this with Tabby. I’d never showed her anything but gentleness and affection. I was terrified and my heart hammered in my chest. What if she hated me afterwards? What if she loved it? What if it made her see me like her tormentors before me, like Cheryl had when we made love? I forced air into my chest, fighting desperately in the clutches of a panic attack and willed it back down. I let Bad Matt out of his cage. Bad Matt didn’t have anxiety attacks and my breathing eased as I sank into that role.


I pulled out the rope and the cuffs and looked over some of the other things in there before looking back at her. “Get an elastic and tie up your hair, Slave,” I told her, my voice hard.


I dug deeper into Bad Matt’s persona as she leaped to obey, returning with her hair in a tight ponytail and standing where I’d put her before. She looked slightly scared, but also excited as if she was about to get the experience of a lifetime. Maybe she was. I had no idea what she wanted other than she’d wanted as much of Bad Matt as I could stand to give her.


I locked leather cuffs around her wrists in front of her and she looked at me questioningly. I think she assumed I was leaving them like that and it gave her more freedom of movement than if I’d left them behind her back. I led her over to my chin-up bar and took a length of rope, doubling it in my hands before I brought it up to her throat and ran the free ends through the loop at the other end to create a noose. I pulled it tight and then tossed the ends over the top of the bar so I could tie them off. “Toes,” I told her and she rose up on the balls of her feet for me. I tightened the rope so it removed all the slack and then tightened it a little more and tied it off so that it would release in a hurry with a tug of the free end.


When I stood back, she had just enough slack that she could breathe so long as she stayed up on her toes, but not enough slack to drop down onto her heels. I took another piece of rope and looped it through her cuffs, pulling the loose ends between her legs and pulling them tight against her pussy before calculating a spot on the rope. I gave it some slack and tied a knot in the rope before going back to the collection for the blindfold I wanted her to wear for the rest of this session. I settled it in place and then got one of the Magic Wands, settling it against the knot in the rope and tying a second knot to hold it in position before I pulled the rope back between her legs. The wand was settled against her clit directly where it would either drive her insane or keep her more tortured. I ran the rope up and looped it in the noose before dropping the tails. Cuffs went around her ankles next and the free ends were tied tightly to them.


I paid attention to Tabby’s coloring during this time, making sure that she wasn’t going to strangle, but that her breathing was a little more constricted than normal. When I was done, she was tightly bound, but a sharp tug on the knot securing the noose would release her in a heartbeat.


I picked up my phone and snapped a picture of her like this. Samantha needed to see this. I focused on the knots and the way the ties were applied, but I also took several full-length photos of her. She WAS gorgeous, after all. Her red hair, stunning D-cup breasts, statuesque legs and round ass begged to be immortalized.


I put down my phone and decided that I couldn’t put it off any longer. “What’s your name?” I asked her sharply. I asked in part to figure out how much the rope was digging into her throat, but also because she’d get this question wrong. It was a way to start.


“Tabitha,” she said, her voice sounding a little tight, but not distressingly so.


I grabbed her nipples and lifted her tits by them viciously. “Wrong!” I told her. “What’s your name?” I repeated.


“T-T-Tabby-Cat!” she gasped, arching her back to ease the pressure on her breasts.


I twisted her nipples and lifted them another inch. “That’s what Weak Matt calls you,” I snarled. “WHAT’S YOUR NAME?!!?”


“AAAAHH! SLAVE! SLAVE! MY NAME IS SLAVE!” she blurted out in increasing distress. I let go of her nipples and her tits bounced on her chest, her nipples turning a bright pink as blood flowed back into them. She sagged a little, making choking sounds as the noose pulled her back upright. She gasped and trembled a little bit as she recovered from that.


I’d positioned her with her back to the bed and I went to the punishment chest for what I needed next. It was a lash I’d kept out of Bad Matt’s hands until now. I knew it was something Beck would gush over if she’d realized it was there. I wasn’t sure about this one and I hadn’t been able to test it properly, but if it went too far, I could toss it aside for something less extreme.


“Count, Slave!” I snapped and swung it experimentally, aiming at her lower back.


She screamed and jumped in surprise, choking as the noose tugged tight. “One!” she managed.


I swung it again, letting it land across her shoulder-blades. She jumped again and choked out “Two!” right away. This whip was perfect for this, it turned out. It was painful enough to make her scream and jump, but not enough to break skin. Her skin was already welting hard at both locations and it gave me less pause now that I knew she could handle it.


The whip whistled through the air, making her scream and jump against the bonds, counting off, even as her struggles choked her with each movement. “Three! Four! Five! Six! Seven! EIGHT! NIIIIIINE! TEN!”


I tossed the lash back into the toy box and went looking for something else instead. Her back was covered in ten red welts, each of which were raised and angry. I hefted the paddle I’d pulled out of the chest and circled around her a little, noting the tears trickling from under the mask. I kept my face hard, but inside, I was horrified. I wanted to reach out and pull that knot, take her in my arms and promise never to hurt her again. I ached to, but this was what she wanted, what she needed and taking it away from her would hurt her more than anything Bad Matt could do to her tonight.


“Count, Slave!” I repeated and paddled her ass, the loud CRACK filling the room. I was giving her more of me than Beck had gotten in the past.


When she got to twenty, I put the paddle away and plugged in the Magic Wand, turning it on low. She was sobbing uncontrollably and shuddering as I walked back to get the cane I’d decided against using on Beck in the past. I knew that if I was going to hear her say ‘candy’ this was the moment. I prayed she’d say it. I’d heard enough of her screaming and choking and crying that I didn’t think I could sleep tonight, maybe not for several nights.


The way I’d tied her hands, her tits were pushed together, making them stick out begging for attention. I steeled myself and swung the cane, hitting her hard across the nipples. She howled and her knees buckled, making her choke before she could get her feet back under her. I almost called the scene right there and released her. I was shaken and well past the point I felt we should have gone. I was about to reach for the rope when she spoke.


“Wu-Wu ... One!” she sobbed. I hadn’t asked her to count, but dutifully, she’d kept the practice up. I watched the red line appear on each breast, marking where she’d been hit and somehow I found the will to make her keep counting. Five and then ten and then twenty. I caned her across the tits and the back and the ass and the backs of her legs. I stopped and put the cane away, turning the Wand up to high and listening to her moan softly. I came up behind her and reached around, mauling her tits roughly. I pinched at her swollen nipples, and kneaded her large breasts firmly, knowing that they were still stinging from the cane.


“Who owns these?” I asked her in a growl to hide the tremor that wanted to find its way into my voice.


“You do, Master!” she whimpered. I let them go and she sobbed in relief from the torment. I stepped back and walked around in front of her and reached around to grab her ass in both hands. Her flesh was on fire from the cane and the paddle. “Who owns this?” I demanded again.


“YOU DO, MASTER!” she swore to me ardently, her voice stronger.


I let go of her ass and she shuddered, whether from relief or from the vibrations of the Magic Wand, I couldn’t tell.


I reached between her legs and wedged my fingers in between her skin and the head of the wand. “Who owns this?” I repeated, spreading her lips so the Wand was buzzing directly against her exposed clit.


“You do, Master!” she moaned, tossing her head as the vibration drove her wild.


I pulled my hand out from between her legs and moved it to the back of her neck to steady her head instead. I tapped her temple with the index finger of my other hand. “Who owns this?” I wanted her to tell me.


“You do, Master!” she told me instantly.


I had only one more question to ask her before we were done. I laid my fingers between her breasts, covering her heart. “Who owns this?” I asked her softly.


She trembled and I didn’t think it was from the vibrator. “You do, Matt!” she whispered back to me lovingly. “Forever! I promise.”


No one could see my face in that moment. Tabby was blindfolded and her body hid me from those watching on the bed. I put my head down and sagged a little with relief. She didn’t hate me. I’d been so worried about that. All I had to worry about now was that she might tell Beck about this. I slipped my left arm around her, not trusting my right with a job this important just yet. Instead, I reached out with my right hand and yanked on the rope, unraveling the knot and letting her sag against me. My arm tightened, supporting her weight while she took deep breaths.


I guided her back to the bed and released all of her bonds, taking her in my arms and holding her. I shoved Bad Matt away from me in revulsion and looked up at Collie. “I need ice,” I told her. “There’s a bucket in the bar.”


She bounded out of bed and was back with a champagne bucket filled with ice from the bar fridge. I took a piece of it from her gratefully and started tracing all the welts on my Tabby-Cat’s chest gingerly, wanting to soothe her burning skin. She cooed softly as the ice slowly melted, leaving her skin wet. She gasped and trembled as I ran it over her nipples and I watched them stiffen at the feel of the cold, the skin crinkling up as they hardened. I kissed every inch that the cane had touched, trying to convey with each touch how much I regretted her hurts.


I had her turn over and did the same, icing down her burning skin gently and kissing her welts with gentle lips. I iced her back and ass and legs, touching her tentatively, flinching away each time she winced or twitched, knowing that she was hurt and that it was my fault. I’d laid these hurts on her and I wished I could lift them from her. I’d have given all the progress I’d made on my right arm in that moment to have her not hurt. I’d wrench it out of the socket myself to take that pain away from her if I’d thought it would help.


I finished with the final stripe across the backs of her knees and then started at the tops of her shoulders again, not ready to face her eyes again yet. Her welts had cooled considerably by the time I’d made the second pass and I turned her over again, icing her chest again, keeping my eyes on what I was doing rather than looking her in the eyes. I couldn’t bear to yet. I’d hurt her. It was different with Beck. Beck wanted it so enthusiastically there was no doubt. Tabby had always endured it from tormentors that cared nothing for her. I’d never treated her like that because I didn’t want her to group me with Miranda, with her mother, with her uncle. Now, I’d done just that. She’d asked me and I’d do anything for my girls including hurt myself. I reminded myself of that commitment and closed my eyes, hoping that I hadn’t lost her or any of the others for having seen it. No, that wasn’t true. Collie was mine and Emma had seen me break Hanna’s will in this room. It was Gina that I thought might be as revolted of what I’d just done as I was.


I felt Tabby’s hands on my cheeks, touching me gently. I didn’t want to, but I opened my eyes, fighting another panic attack as I slowly raised my eyes to look at her.


“Thank you,” she said and kissed me softly. “I know that was hard for you for a whole lot of reasons. I needed it though,” she assured me, stroking my face and basking in the tenderness I’d shown her afterwards. “There’s just one more thing I need,” she told me softly and I looked at her questioningly. “Bad Matt fucks Beck, so I’ve heard. I need that tonight. ALL of it.”


I’d just gotten him out of my head and she wanted him back. I was horrified. I didn’t want that. I could beat her silly while it was just a beating, but to fuck her the way that her uncle had? Like Miranda had and who knows how many others before her? My stomach lurched a little at the thought. I was about to say something, to speak up for myself when that damnable promise to my girls came up again.


“Are you certain that’s what you need?” I asked quietly, trying to keep myself from just telling her ‘no’ and making it stick. I was still terrified that she’d hate me afterwards like Cheryl had hated me, still hated me.


“I’m certain,” she told me firmly and nodded.


I promised myself to someday tell my girls how much I hated Bad Matt. Not tonight though. Tonight was my first time with Tabby since our breakup and I wanted it to be everything she wanted it to be. “I’m terrified that you’ll look at me like others who have used your body roughly,” I told her and drew a deep breath trying to sink back into the vile pit to let a little of Bad Matt out to play.


“I won’t,” she promised me. “I know Cheryl did that to you. I won’t hurt you that way.”


I frowned, but nodded. That was only half of what worried me, but that was a discussion for another time. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I sank into Bad Matt again and immediately wanted another shower. I leaned in to kiss her again, this time, my actions were rougher, my hand held her head in place while my tongue plundered her mouth expectantly. She responded enthusiastically


This wasn’t going to be love-making. It wasn’t even going to be sex. It was fucking. I was going to take her and make her mine. Maybe she was right and this was something that she HAD needed. She’d held back in the past because she expected me to be hiding the monster. Maybe she NEEDED to see it before she could give herself to it completely.


I stood up from the bed and pulled her around so her head draped over the edge of the bed. She obediently opened her mouth when I put my cock on her lips, letting me fuck her face. I grabbed her recently caned tits in my hands as I slid my cock into her mouth experimentally a few times before pushing into her throat. She choked, making obscene retching sounds from her throat as I watched her abdominal muscles clench, trying to spew up her dinner to clear the intruder. I held my cock in her throat, rolling my hips from side to side while I twisted and pinched her nipples letting Bad Matt revel in the pain he was allowed to inflict for the moment. I pulled back and completely out of her mouth, letting her cough and gasp for breath as I wiped a thick rope of her drool across her face, holding it with one hand as I swiped it wetly over her cheeks.


“You wanted Bad Matt,” I reminded her, my voice hard. “Aren’t you glad you asked now?”


“Yes, Master!” she gasped, still pulling in air as fast as she could fill her lungs.


That made me smile. “You puke on my carpet, I’m gonna make you lick it up, understand, Slave?”


“Yes, Master,” she assured me. “Do you want me to puke on the carpet so you can make me or do you want me to swallow it instead.”


“I want you to learn to eat this cock whole without puking at all,” I told her. “If you can’t do that, then you should spend half the night licking it up when you make a mess.”


I pointed my cock back at her lips and she dutifully opened her mouth wide for me to thrust back in. I pounded her throat a little rougher now, not staying in as long, but thrusting hard enough for my balls to slap her in the face with every thrust. She slurped and worked my shaft with her lips and tongue as I plunged in and out of her throat, watching her stomach muscles ripple. After a while, I got bored of doing this to her and pulled out, lifting my cock and moving forward as I stroked it slowly.


She got the hint and lifted her head, sucking on my balls while her hands reached up to stroke my legs gently as she continued to pleasure me with her mouth. Her hands reached out for my cock and I let her have it, tilting my head back as she stroked it with her delicate hands, sucking and licking my balls at the same time.


I let her do that for a while and then pulled my balls out of her mouth, stepping back. She tilted her head back again, expecting me to fuck her mouth again. I held her eyes and shook my head with a lewd smile on my face. Bad Matt was getting to indulge himself and he didn’t intend to miss out at all. I turned around and backed up to the bed, straddling her head. She knew what I wanted and I bent my knees, dropping down onto her mouth. I felt her tongue lick and tease my ass as I stroked my cock, sometimes pounding it with my fist and other times, just rubbing it on her face, spreading more of her saliva on her cheeks and forehead as she ate my ass like it was candy. She wiggled her tongue deliciously and I was even harder than I’d been as she put more pressure on my pucker, forcing it open for her tongue to fuck me. I started rocking my hips, riding her tongue a little before I stood back up, turned and pushed my cock back into her throat.


“Make that cock good and wet,” I ordered her. “I’m gonna fuck your slutty Slave-ass and you want it as wet as you can make it if you want to be able to walk tomorrow.”


She gurgled and I swear she managed to produce more saliva from somewhere because it felt like I’d plunged into a mouthful of lube. I pulled out and told her to bend over the bed. She obeyed instantly, rolling off the bed and standing before me, her knees bent slightly to adjust her height since she was much taller than I was.


I pulled her ass open and spit on it with some force, spraying it with a thick gob of saliva. I crushed her cheeks together and spread it around by mashing them together before pulling them open again and stepping closer to her. I pressed my cock to her back door and took hold of it with one hand. Tonight there was no gentle stretching, no lube. She’d been used like this before and by larger objects than my cock. The butt plugs in the collection went up to an alarming width and she’d been trained by Miranda, no matter how haphazard it had been. I put some pressure on her, going slowly so she wasn’t actually hurt. She wasn’t as tight as Beck or Gina had been, but they’d both been virgins to this kind of fucking. Tabby wasn’t. She was ready and pushed back on my cock, relaxing to accept the intruder willingly.


She gasped and then groaned, rocking her hips slightly as she got used to the sensation. It had been summer since her last session with Miranda and she was probably unused to it after so long. I started moving with her, pushing when she pushed, pulling back in tandem with her. It was a new experience for me and I savored the difference. It was a more direct friction than working with the amount of lube I was used to.


She groaned and pushed back a little harder. I took that as her telling me she was ready for harder fucking and I pushed against her ass harder, bucking my hips when I was all the way inside her. She squeaked and I chuckled, taking hold of her hips and starting to fuck her in long powerful strokes, not pounding yet, but making each thrust deliberate and smooth. After a while, I noticed that it wasn’t as enjoyable as things dried out. I pulled out and spit on her ass again before I put my cock back to her ass, spreading it over the head and into her hole. It wasn’t going to be enough. I thought about going for the lube, but then I took hold of her ponytail and guided her head back to my cock.


“I told you wet,” I criticized harshly and pounded my cock back into her mouth. “Do it right this time or I’ll dry ride you and use your tears.” It was an empty threat ... I thought. I’d given Bad Matt a lot of freedom tonight. “That’s right, taste your ass on that cock,” I praised her as I felt her tongue on my shaft again. She wet my dick down again as I guided her head up and down with my grip on her hair. When I was satisfied, I pulled her head off me and spun her around again to bury myself back in her ass.


“Thank you, Master!” she gasped when my cock popped out of her mouth and then she moaned when I slid back into her ass, not stopping to tease her open this time. I kept her ponytail in my fist, pulling her back onto my cock with it and using my free hand to spank her ass, punctuating our fucking with loud cracks and her squeals of surprise or delight or pain or all three at once.


I was starting to get close and I knew this was it for me for tonight. I could normally go at least once more, but Bad Matt had been out of his cage too long tonight and I had no interest in sex of any kind after giving him so much control. I pulled her head back. “I don’t feel any fingers in that slut-cunt,” I complained. “Get your fingers in there. I want to feel them stretching your hole for your Master. Stroke that cock with them. Make that slut-hole cum for your Master. Make your ass squeeze that cock when you cum.”


As soon as the words were out of my mouth, she had three fingers jammed into her pussy, moving them against the underside of my cock as she slammed them in and out. She was moaning and panting “Yes, Master!” over and over again.


I felt her cum a few minutes later, just barely able to hold on until she came. As soon as I felt her ass clench around me, I held her hips and slammed into her as hard as I could for a half-dozen strokes, making her scream as I came, adding my screams to her own. I came for what seemed like hours and then we both collapsed forward onto the bed, my weight slamming my cock into her one last time as I was buried completely in her ass.


I had Bad Matt locked in his cage even before the breath finished rushing out of her beneath me. God, I hated him! With Beck, I could call him an unpleasant indulgence, but Tabby had never talked it out with me before. It hadn’t been a slow progression from some name-calling and hair-pulling. I gently lifted my weight from her, rolling us to our sides as I held her. I had my arms wrapped around her and she lifted her hands to pull my arms tighter, looking over her shoulder at me with a serene smile that I’d never seen on her face before.


“Are you okay,” I asked tentatively. I didn’t know what I’d say if she told me that she was troubled about what we’d just done.


She nodded. “That was just what I needed,” she told me happily and I sagged with obvious relief. “Right now, I need some mouthwash and we both need another shower.”


I nodded and gave her another tight squeeze before we disengaged and went to the bathroom. She gargled mouthwash and brushed her teeth before we got back in the shower and I washed her lovingly, tenderly touching her as I shampooed her hair, conditioned, rinsed and repeated the ritual. I washed her body just as lovingly, checking her ass for any signs of damage, but thankfully found no tearing. By the time we were done, it was nearly the time I normally turned in, so we crawled into bed.


Tonight, I found myself in between Tabby and Emma as we settled down with a little pillow talk. We avoided getting into the heavier aspects of what happened with Tabby and I, but Collie mentioned that Beck was going to be pissed that she missed it. Everyone else laughed a little at that, but I was too preoccupied by thoughts of how much stronger Bad Matt’s impulses were getting. Tabby shifted against me and I get the sense that she was aware that I was troubled.


I told all my girls I loved them, but I needed her to understand it more than the others in that moment. The hug I got from her told me that she got the message. I hoped I wouldn’t feel quite so reluctant to revisit Bad Matt if that was what my girls truly wanted. I’d predicted that I wouldn’t sleep after the punishment I’d given Tabby, but as soon as the talk quieted, I was fast asleep.


Chapter 39


I woke to Dawn whimpering and nudging me. She needed to go and I was her morning partner. I got up and dressed for the day before taking her outside. We went for our morning run and she was delighted at being able to strain against the leash a little more than normal. We were back at the house and she was crunching on her breakfast when the girls started coming upstairs.


Tabby wasn’t moving all that well and neither was Emma. I’d been pretty rough on them and I felt bad, but they were delighted. We all went door for breakfast and Collie took it upon herself to tell everyone how Tabby had ended up in the same shape as Emma. Beck looked at me with a small smile. “I’ll have a double order of what she had,” she told me. “I want to be carried to breakfast in seven days,” she declared.


“Why not wait until the weekend and not have to worry about getting out of bed at all?” I asked dryly.


She shrugged. “Who says I’m not planning on having it all?” she asked sweetly.


“I bet Lana’s gonna beat you unconscious if you don’t get out of her way when your turn is up,” I said certainly. “Or she might show you Bad Lana.”


Beck perked up considerably at that thought. “What would Bad Lana do?”


“Tie you to a chair and make you watch while she fucked me half to death,” I answered lightly.


“That has possibilities,” Lana grinned.


“Not the kind of cruelty I was hoping for,” Beck pouted, making us all laugh.


“I promised you whatever you wanted for your first time back and you want Bad Matt. I’ll give you as much as I can,” I assured her.


“But there’s still more you could give me,” she pointed out with a hint of disappointment.


“I don’t think you want as much of Bad Matt as Marlene got,” I told her with a slight smile. “You trust me to keep you safe when we play like that and I do.”


She nodded and after that, breakfast chatter turned to normal subjects. I mentioned the rape seminar tomorrow and asked Lana and Beck to bring two of the cameras to school so we could record it. That got Lana excited and she was talking about angles and close-ups. I wasn’t aware that she’d had this much interest in cinematography and filed that information away to try to get her a chat with some of the people that work behind the cameras when we were out in LA this summer.


I suggested we go to school early and talk to Mr. Peterson about setting up cameras to record the assembly, so we all piled into Lana’s car. “I think tomorrow we should start taking two cars and picking up Tricia on the way to school,” I said thoughtfully. “We could all squeeze into one, but if we’re carrying extra books, it could get really cramped.”


“Okay,” Gina said. “How about you and I pick her up tomorrow,” she suggested.


“That sounds good. Lana and Beck are going to have video cameras to bring to school anyway for the assembly,” I pointed out.


I fell silent and took out my phone to text Ingrid briefly. I sent her the picture of Diego and explained how the conversation had gone. She sent me back a message filled with laughter and I put my phone in my backpack.


The girls followed me to my locker and then took me to theirs while they got ready for the day. True to their word, they were sticking with me so that no one had the chance to get me alone. We went to the office and asked to see Mr. Peterson.


He came out to greet the four of us and showed us into the conference room before asking what we wanted to see him about.


“We’re going to be recording the assembly tomorrow,” I told him. “We thought it would be a good resource to have for down the road. We can post it online and share it with other school districts that are struggling with how to address this problem. Lana and Beck are going to run cameras and we might want to have a third one to pan the crowd. I wanted to get you involved in the process to see if they can get access to the auditorium ahead of time to set up and figure out where they can get the best angles.”


He nodded. “That’s a good idea. I can let Mr. Chapman know that they’ll need to do that, since that’s his usual classroom. When did you want to do that?” he asked.


“Right after early lunch tomorrow,” Lana said. “We’d have to skip our class, but we’re bringing our own cameras, so we don’t want to leave them unattended.”


He nodded. “Just let me know who’s class you’ll be in and I’ll arrange it.”


“Me too,” Gina said, surprising me. “If we’re running a third camera, I can do that one.”


Having that arranged, we left the office, me surrounded by my bodyguards. I was getting more and more comfortable with them taking on that role, but it was still drawing a few glances as we made our way to Tricia’s locker to meet her for the morning. After kisses and hugs, we told her about taking two cars from now on and picking her up in the mornings.


“Cool,” she said. “Can I still come see your cheer practice after school today?” she asked. “I know we’ve talked about it, but I’d kind of like to see it.”


We all agreed, but Gina swore. “I forgot about that. We’ll have to go back to get my car so all the girls have a ride.”


“There’s still twenty minutes before classes,” I pointed out. “The house is only a few minutes away. You can be there and back in plenty of time.”


“Are you gonna be okay without us?” Lana asked uncertainly.


“I’ll manage,” I said with a laugh. “Beck and I have Homeroom together first thing, remember? She’ll keep me out of trouble.”


“If he tries anything, I’ll introduce him to Bad Beck,” she teased. “I’ll drag him into the ladies room and hide him in one of the stalls if he causes problems.”


Gina and Lana took off and the three of us walked to Tricia’s class to hang out before we had to start making our way to our class.


When we got there, Roberta was waiting for us, looking anxious. I ignored her and went inside to take my seat, but saw her put a hand on Beck’s arm to get her attention. They talked for a minute and I supposed I’d known all along that she’d talk to Beck sooner or later. I wondered what she was going to talk to her about, whether she’d content herself with trying to find out what happened to me or if she was going to use that note and confess her feelings to her.


Beck came in and confirmed that she wanted to talk to her after school. “Are you sure you’re okay with her knowing what went on? All of it?”


I shrugged. “Is there part of it that you don’t think she should know?” I asked, looking up at her as she stood beside my desk.


“A lot of it, actually,” she said.


I nodded. “Well, use your best judgment and tell her that there’s other stuff that’s not yours to tell.” She nodded and went off to find her seat as the teacher came in to start the lesson.


The rest of the morning was normal and lunch was just as mundane until the change from early lunch to late lunch. Today Roberta came to sit down with me before Elizabeth or Janice could join me.


“Hi,” she said quietly.


I looked up and returned her greeting warily. “What’s on your mind?” I asked to open the conversation.


“I asked Beck to talk to me after school,” she said softly.


I nodded. “I was there,” I reminded her.


“I don’t know what I’m going to tell her,” she said anxiously.


“Seems like you’re planning on telling her how you feel,” I said, keeping my tone neutral. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have been so certain that you’re going to be the one doing the telling.”


I looked across the room and Liz and Janice were trying to make their way over to our table, but a couple of the football players were blocking their way, trying to talk to them.


“Excuse me, I need to take care of this,” I said and got up, not bothering to pay attention to whether she stayed or left.


I crossed the cafeteria and I could hear the football players trying to get them interested in going to a party on the weekend. “Come on,” one of them said. “It’ll be fun. There’s gonna be a keg and I’m sure there’ll be some other stuff if you want something harder than beer. It’s gonna be a great time.”


“No!” Liz said and it didn’t sound like the first time she’d refused. “Can you please just let us pass? Our table is over there.” She saw me approaching and she looked scared all of a sudden. I’d have said all the color drained out of her, but Liz was so pale, no one would have noticed.


I ignored the football players and walked up, wrapping my arms around her and kissing her very thoroughly on the lips before turning to Janice and giving her a similarly scorching kiss. “Hey, girls!” I said brightly. “Sorry I didn’t meet you right away. I was a little distracted.” I winked at them so that the football players couldn’t see. I figured this was the best way to avoid getting into a fight in the middle of lunch. “Come on. I’ve got our table saved.” I took their trays and led them past the jocks, wondering if they were gonna make an issue of it or let me walk the girls away.


It turns out that cutting someone’s head off earns you a certain amount of street-cred that can let you get away with crap like cherry-picking two girls out from under the football team, because neither of them wanted to do anything to start the fight. I figured they might try to corner me away from school, but that was unlikely since I arrived and left with Lana or Gina every day.


When we sat down at the table again, Roberta was still there. She looked at me strangely as we settled in and then asked what was on her mind. “How many cheerleaders ARE you dating?” she asked, unable to help herself.


“As far as creeps like that go, all of them,” I said simply. “Plenty of other girls too.” I turned to Liz, but she looked like she was still kind of shell-shocked over what happened, so I looked at Janice instead. “Sorry about the kiss,” I said softly to the two of them. “I thought it would be the easiest way to get you away from them without a fight breaking out.”


“It’s okay,” she said with a small smile. “When I saw you coming over, I could have kissed you anyway, so it all works out, right?” she looked across at Liz and Liz blushed a little which wasn’t a dramatic effect, but it was still a slight pinkness in her cheeks.


“Did either of those guys tell you where this party was supposed to happen?” I asked.


“Eddie Bishop’s place,” Janice supplied helpfully. “His parents are out of town.”


“Sounds familiar,” I muttered darkly. “Spread the word. I want them to wonder where all the girls are gone this weekend.”


They both nodded, but hesitated to leave me alone for the moment. “You gonna be okay?” Liz asked delicately.


“It’s okay, Lilo,” I told her, using her pet name. Her middle name was Loraine, so it just came together that way. Liz Loraine got shortened to Lilo. “I’ll yell if I need you.”


She blushed again and leaned over to give me a peck on the cheek. “Thanks for rescuing us,” she said softly and then left to start talking to some of the other girls about it.


I hadn’t looked for Tricia since late lunch started, but when I did look up, she was watching me with an amused smile on her face. Cheryl gave me her customary sour look and I pretended not to see it before looking back at Roberta.


“So what are you? Like the guardian angel of the school?” she asked.


“I’m just another one of Winchester’s Broken Toys,” I told her, adopting the name that one of the girls had given us. I’d resisted at the time because it was too much like admitting defeat, but I was okay with being broken inside. I’d been that for a while. I was starting to mend, but Tuesday had shown me just how far I had to go. “We were talking about what you were going to tell Beck though. Are you looking for me to lay out your options, recommend one of them over the others or wish you good luck?” I asked dryly.


She bit her lip. “I guess I just don’t know what I’m going to say,” she admitted.


“Yes, you do,” I told her. “You’re going to tell her that you’ve loved her since third grade or longer and that you want her to be your everything,” I said it bluntly and she cringed. “That’s not why you’re sitting here waffling on what to do.”


“Then why am I here?” she asked, starting to get a little irritated at how calmly I was laying it all out.


“Isn’t it obvious?” I asked, surprised that she hadn’t known. “Last term you did the shittiest thing you’ve ever done and I was the victim. Now you’re about to do it again and you’re here looking for my forgiveness, because you feel like if I don’t give it and Beck says yes to you, that you’ll never be able to forgive yourself for coming between us twice.”


She blanched at that bald-faced declaration. It was the heart of the issue and it was on the table now.


“So where do we go from here?” she asked quietly.


“I go to cheer practice to take care of my girls,” I said. “You go to Beck and decide if the payoff is worth the guilt. Whether she says yes or no, it’s still the same action.”


“You’re not gonna let me off the hook, are you?” she asked sadly.


“You don’t even know me,” I reminded her. “The kid you knew last summer is dead. Murdered, committed suicide or killed in an accident. How doesn’t matter. The point is that you know nothing about me that you don’t learn from the rumor mill here or my YouTube and Twitter feed. You can’t ask me for absolution for your sins. I’m not the Pope. I don’t hand out blessings and I don’t have forgiveness on tap. If you want Beck and she wants you, then she’ll tell me and that’ll be that. I sincerely don’t get why you give a shit about whether this hurts me or not.”


I took a drink of the bottle of water I’d been nursing and shook my head.


“It’s a shitty thing to do,” she said finally. “I don’t think I can help myself. I can’t imagine being with anyone else except her, but it’s terrible after everything you told me about. I don’t want to do that to you. Even if you don’t think of us as friends, I still do.”


I shrugged noncommittally and put the cap back on my water as I glanced around the room. The girls were still spreading the word and Janice was at Tricia and Cheryl’s table. Cheryl looked over at me with spite in her eyes and I looked back at Roberta. “If that’s how you feel, then I guess your talk with Beck is going to be complicated.” I couldn’t figure out what she wanted from me. She’d shit on me worse than all the others, worse than Roger by far. Yet, here she was, asking for my blessing with Beck.


“You can’t forgive me even a little, can you?” she asked.


“I don’t HAVE any forgiveness left in me. After the last four months, I’m used up. I’m damaged beyond repair. Whatever I have left to give is reserved for my girls. Beyond being your friend, I was a human being. What you did was hateful and rotten and selfish on a level that I can’t fathom and could never do. You helped take away my reason for living. Now you’re sitting here asking my blessing to do it again. You have two choices. Tell Beck you’re in love with her and maybe take her away or bury that love and content yourself in knowing that the damage you did is healing. Pick one. I don’t personally want you to tell me which you pick. If you tell Beck and she leaves to be with you ... You treat her like she’s the center of the fucking Universe. If you hurt her, I’ll come for you and no force of man nor God can save you.” I looked her in the eye as I said it and delivered it in a cold monologue.


She nodded and I got up. I could feel the rage surging in my chest. I couldn’t stay here with her. I picked up my backpack and started for the door.


Liz caught my arm as I was about to leave and looked at me, concerned. “Are you okay?” she asked softly.


“No,” I said truthfully. “That girl that was sitting with us. Her name is Roberta. If she asks, it’s okay to tell her anything about me. Don’t sugar-coat it. Maybe if she hears some of the bad stuff, she’ll leave me the fuck alone. I’ll see you at the gym later. I’ll try to be in a better mood. Promise.”


She nodded and then looked back at the table where Roberta was still sitting. I got out of there and walked to my next class. I put on my new Ray-Bans and put in my earbuds, blasting music just loud enough that I could avoid hearing most conversation. Mercifully the bell rang before anyone caught up to me and I spent the afternoon trying to shake off the ball of molten rage that wanted to erupt from my chest.


By the time I was done for the day, I’d mostly managed to put it out of my mind. I was looking forward to practice. Diego was going to supervise and work me out before and after to test how my shoulder was holding up. I’d kept this to myself, but my gear for cheer practice was in the trunk as normal. I still wore the same stuff for when I worked out with Diego.


Lana gave me a strange look when we got to the car. “Are you okay?” she asked. “Lilo said you left lunch upset. What happened?”


“There’s a party going on this weekend,” I told her. It wasn’t what upset me, but I didn’t want to talk about it and that seemed like a handy way to distract her. “I don’t know if it’s the same kind of setup, but I had Lilo and Janice spreading the word at lunch since the jocks were promising there was going to be harder stuff there if they didn’t like beer.”


She nodded. “She said you were talking to Bobbi again when you decided to leave,” she pressed. “Talk to me.”


We were waiting for the rest of the cheerleaders and I sighed. “Yeah. Those shitheads hitting on Liz and Janice gave her the chance to sit down and whine about wanting me to forgive her and help her with all her problems,” I said sourly.


“Want me to kick the shit out of her?” Lana asked seriously.


“No, I think Beck might. She’s planning on confessing to Beck that she had sex with her because she’s been in love with her for years. Beck may knock her teeth out without you having to lift a finger.”


“What?!!?” she whispered, shocked.


“Yeah. She’s actually been trying to get me to give my blessing to her making a run on Beck,” I said and ran a hand over my head in frustration, feeling the short hair and touching the scar on the side of my head where the bullet grazed me. “That’s what she wants to talk to Beck about.”


“Why didn’t you stop her?!!?” Lana blurted out. “We need to go find her!”


“Lana,” I said softly. “Stop.” She froze instantly, but I could tell that she was filled with as much anxiety as I was. “We need to trust Beck. I left a note for her with Roberta that told her to follow her heart. We need to trust that her heart leads her back to us.”


“How can you be calm about this?” she asked wonderingly.


“Because I trust Beck,” I told her. “I want what’s best for her. I pray that she decides that’s us, but if it’s not, I made a promise to myself that I’ll do whatever my girls need from me, even if it hurts me. Last night, I fulfilled that promise to Tabby by letting her have Bad Matt. The entire time I was terrified that she was going to end up hating me like Cheryl does, but I couldn’t tell her no. Today, I’ll be terrified that Beck comes back and asks for her key, but I can’t hold her back if that’s what’s going to make her happy. All I can do is be what she needs me to be.”


“What if she asks for her key again?” Lana asked, horrified by the prospect.


“Then we deal with that and wish her all the happiness in the world,” I said. I was proud that my voice barely shook when I said that.


“We need to blow off practice and deal with this,” Lana said certainly. “We need to...”


“No, Lana,” I said calmly. “The girls are coming. If we get bad news, we’ll get it together. Tricia said she wanted to come to practice today. That’s important today.”


She nodded, but she looked a little sick. I understood that. I felt sick. The other girls showed up and Gina came to give me a kiss. She could tell that Lana and I were both upset, but with the other girls around, she wasn’t sure that she should bring it up.


“Beck’s in the middle of a difficult conversation,” I told her. “Roberta has a lot of things she wants to get out in the open with her.”


She nodded, but she could tell that there was more to it than I was telling her. Tricia came out of the school and she looked like she was in a mood similar to mine. I wondered if she’d heard or if something else had left her looking like she had a bad taste in her mouth.


She marched up to me and threw her arms around me. I put mine around her and just held her while we stood there. “What’s wrong, Sweetness?” I asked softly.


“I’m sitting with you from now on,” she said into my chest.


I blinked in surprise. She hadn’t sat with me all this week, sticking close to Cheryl to support her. “What sparked that change?” I asked, surprised.


“That girl keeps showing up and wrecking your day,” she said. “I saw you leave today after she sat down with you again.”


“I don’t think she’s going to be a problem again,” I told her. “She’s not going to be welcome with me any more. After today she’s either going to have better things to focus on or she’s going to be too miserable to make me upset.”


“What happened?” she wanted to know, surprised.


“I’ll tell you later,” I promised. “Right now, we should get on the road. Cheer practice awaits.”


We got in, with Tricia sitting on my lap and drove to cheer practice. Tricia went to the sidelines to wait while we all went to change.


I did my stretches in the locker room to keep the girls from getting the hint that I was coming back today and then went out to meet Diego.


He warmed me up, stretched out the shoulder and then nodded. “How’s it feel?” he asked, massaging it gently.


“It feels good,” I said. “Not a hundred percent, but certainly better than I can remember it feeling since the shooting. You think I’m ready?”


“I think you want to be ready too badly for me to hold you back much longer,” he said dryly. “I talked to Dr. Forester and Dr. Spencer about your progress and the activities you want to resume. Dr. Forester doesn’t think you’ll have any problems and Dr. Spencer sees enough improvement that she’s willing to sign off on it.” He gripped my shoulder just a little harder. “Take it easy out there. You’re not invincible and if you push too hard, you might not be the only one hurt.”


I nodded solemnly. “I won’t be doing lifts today,” I told him. “I’ll be working with Naomi on tumbling and gymnastics.”


“Good. I’m gonna get a soda and watch then I’ll stretch it out when you’re done.” He clapped me on the back and went to the lobby to get something to drink as I crossed the floor to talk to Tina.


“How’s work on the other side of the gym going?” she asked as she watched the girls.


“Done,” I told her in a quiet voice. “Diego’s planning to limber me up at the beginning and ending of practice and watch me work, but I still want to take a week or two with Naomi while I strengthen up the arms and shoulders again.”


“That’s fantastic news!” she said, looking at me for a second. “How did you rehab it so fast? Is it some new supplement?”


“Most people don’t believe it when I tell them,” I told her. “Diego didn’t, but he’s gonna get a few of his other patients to try it out.”


“What is it?” she asked, all ears.


“Sex,” I told her with a laugh. “Lots of it. I eat right, follow Diego’s orders and keep a positive attitude. I don’t even take vitamin supplements. The only thing I can think of that’s different is that I have more sex.”


“Well, that’s not a treatment I can recommend,” she said wistfully. She’d been hoping for something that would give her an edge as a coach.


“That’s what he said,” I told her, amused.


She chuckled and called Naomi over. I’d met her a couple of times, but since I’d been laid up, it was always just a casual hello on her way by to work with one of the girls on something. “You remember Matt?” she introduced us again and she nodded to me lightly. One thing about Naomi was, she was lean and all leg. She made Beck and Hanna look fat. She shook my hand in a firm grip and slipped a lock of her blonde hair back behind her ear rather than pull apart the braid to fix it back in place.


“Here to talk about getting a full-time assistant coach?” she asked lightly. “Mom talked to me about your offer. What sort of money were you looking to pay?”


I shrugged. “Well, when I talked to your mother initially about coaching, she quoted me a price of $12000 for the season and that was almost two months ago. At that time, we were going to get a little help from you in order to give you some more gym time. How much do you think this is going to take away from your training?”


“Probably not much,” she admitted. “Mom said I’d mostly be working with you to get you more limber and acrobatic for your competition in April. You guys only work out twice a week right now, so that’s somewhere around how many practices?”


“Fifty,” I supplied helpfully. “It’s right on fifty actually.”


“Okay,” she said and bit her lip. “Five thousand for the whole season through to the end of June?” she suggested.


I nodded, figuring we were getting her for $100 per practice at this point. “That works for me. You want me to cut you a check for Monday?”


She blinked. “Uh, sure. You’re paying for it directly?”


“I’m the one with the bank account,” I nodded.


“I thought you were team treasurer,” she admitted.


“I am,” I said. “We haven’t tried to raise any money though. It’s all out of pocket for this season. Next year, we’ll see.”


She nodded and that was that. I promised to bring her a check for $5000 on Monday and she promised to stick with us until the end of June.


“Now that we have that settled, let’s get to work,” I said brightly.


“Work?!” she blurted. “You’re still doing physio for your shoulder.”


“I’m pretty close to done, actually,” I said. “Diego’s gonna watch and hang out to test me after practice, but today, I’m all yours. Let’s see how long it takes the girls to notice.”


She laughed and led me off to the side where she usually worked out of the way of the formation work. “Let’s start out with stretches,” she suggested and I grinned. I started my routine and her eyes widened. “You’ve got a flex-coach?” she asked.


“My personal trainer. Her sister runs a ballet school. I get the benefit of her sister asking her to help with stretches,” I filled her in.


We got to work and she helped push a few of the stretches. I saw Diego wince at how far she pushed me. I coaxed her a few times to push a little further and grinned as I relaxed into the stretch. It was agony, but it felt like I was knocking off the rust. I loved it. For the first time since she’d sat down at lunch, I forgot about Roberta and Beck and Cheryl and everything and just worked. The world shrank to the two of us, much like it did during sex. I had no idea that the other girls had all noticed that I was working with Naomi and not Diego. She started me on floor routines, tumbling and teaching me situational awareness while tumbling. She babied me a little and I gave her a look.


“My shoulder’s mostly healed, but I’m pretty capable,” I told her.


“Prove it,” she challenged me and stood back while I ran through a few things that we’d been doing. I felt incredibly good. No twinges from my shoulder even when I worked it. I walked a few steps on my hands and she came up to shove me off-balance.


I laughed and tumbled out of the handstand smoothly, back up to my feet and went back to my hands ten feet away. I started backing away from her as she approached to shove me again. I couldn’t move fast enough to avoid her, but I was working hard at it.


By the time we were done, she told me that she’d have me prepared to do some impressive gymnastics work at the competition. “You’re a fast learner,” she admitted. “You ever consider competing?”


“No,” I admitted. “I’d never even thought about the competition I’m signed up for until things got out of hand on Twitter. I doubt I’ve got what it takes to compete professionally.”


She shrugged. “Maybe not, but you’ve got a good build for it and you’re a fast learner. Let’s see what we can do by June and see how you feel.”


I nodded and we shook hands as Diego came up to me.


“How you feeling?” he asked, probing my shoulder firmly. “Any pain or trembles in the shoulder?”


“Nothing,” I told him, delighted. “It feels factory original.”


“We’re still gonna keep a close eye on it and maybe send you back to Miss Fine for a last chance for love,” he told me. He helped me cool down, stretch the shoulder out and limber it up. “You’re pretty big on that stretch, huh?” he asked as we worked.


“Yeah. It’s made me incredibly flexible. I can do things with my hips and legs that defy anatomy,” I said, surprised at how much the stretch had helped me. Now that I was getting back to it, I was noticing it significantly.


“Well, maybe I should start paying attention and using something like that with some of my patients with mobility issues,” he mused and clapped me on the back. “Alright, white-boy,” he teased. “I think you can hit this without me around. Monday you’re on your own. Tomorrow we’ll see how you feel and we’ll switch to three days a week. Seeing you walking on your hands ... Man, I wish I knew how you did it.”


I laughed and went off to the locker room to get changed. I’d shower at home, but I’d worked up a little more sweat than normal for me. It felt good. I was all smiles as I returned with my gym bag slung over my right shoulder.


The girls all crowded around me, Tricia included since this had been my surprise to them. “When did this get decided?” “How did you get back in shape so fast?” “When were you gonna tell all of us?” “Does this mean you’re back to normal?”


“Diego and I talked it out yesterday,” I told them. “I still have some restrictions, but it feels good. I’d have come and done formation work, but I still have a lot of strength training to make up before I trust myself to hold anyone up without dropping them. I’ll probably be back to normal by the end of the month if I do what I’m supposed to.”


That got a lot of excited chatter and hugs from everyone. Jessie squeezed me extra tight. “I’m so happy you’re recovered!” she told me and let me go so that Tricia could get her hands on me. I hugged everyone and got kisses from most of the girls before we cleared out of the gym and split up to head home.


We dropped the other girls off and then finally Tricia back at her place. She wanted me to come inside so we could both tell Frank about my recovery. She was a little more excited about it than I was, but we were both elated.


“Good!” he said, shaking my hand firmly. “I know it’s kind of terrible to be sidelined by an injury, but you’ve bounced back in remarkable time. Congratulations!”


“Thanks,” I grinned. “I only found out last night that I could start returning to different activities, so I wanted it to be a surprise today.”


He nodded. “Well, I can only imagine how you’re going to top last night’s celebration,” he said ruefully. “Your poor mother.”


“She’ll be thrilled to know about the progress,” I told him with a laugh. Tricia kissed me sweetly and hugged me again before she let me go back to the car.


At home there was a lot more delight over the news. Patty and Dan were both excited for me and Mom was elated. I could tell Lilly was happy too when she groaned that I was gonna be twice as loud now that I had both arms working.


Tabby, Collie and Emma all hugged me and I could see the pride in their eyes as I got kisses from each of them.


That left only Beck. She’d stood at the back of the pack as they mobbed me over the news. She came to me slowly and I could see she was upset. “I’m SOOO glad you’re better!” she told me as she hugged me.


I’d forgotten about Roberta until that moment. I hugged her back and poured all my heart and soul into it. “Let’s go find a quiet place to talk about it,” I whispered to her and she nodded. My heart was hammering and I had no idea how this talk was going to go. I felt a panic attack coming on, but I held it at bay for now.


We climbed the stairs to her room and I closed the door behind us. I just held her and was aware that it was possible that I’d already lost her. “I love you, Beck,” I told her. She clung to me and I held her just as tight. Was this going to be the last time that we’d hold each other as lovers?


The End
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