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The Awakening

As the Boeing Dreamliner started its descent into Toulouse, France, the stone stirred.  For thirteen hundred years it had lain dormant; in all that time, no mind had called to it, but now it sensed a presence, chaotic, untrained, but strong.  Soon, soon it would call.




A New Friend

Tyler put his hand on Matthew’s shoulder, gripping it hard as he reached out and grabbed his soda.  “Hey, how about a drink?”
Matthew gave the Coke can a twist and pulled it free, then he dipped his shoulder and with a slight turn of his body, he easily freed himself from Tyler’s grasp.  Stepping away from Tyler, he threw the Coke into the garbage can, “If you want it, there it is!”  Matthew stormed up the road, his clenched fists pumping at his side.
Tyler turned back to the group of teenagers, and giving them an innocent smile, “That guy needs to relax, I only wanted a sip.”
Jason ran after Matthew, “Hey Matt!  Wait up.”
Matthew stopped and kicked a rock off the shoulder of the road, “One day I’m going to kick his butt.  He thinks that just because he’s the big shot quarterback, he can push everyone around.”
“Yeah!  That and the fact that he’s older and way bigger than you, doesn’t have anything to do with it.”  Jason stole a look back at Tyler.  Tyler was by far the largest teenager in their group; at six-foot-two and two-hundred-ten pounds, he was six inches taller than Matthew and at least eighty pounds heavier.
“He doesn’t scare me.”  Matthew tried to stand as tall as he could.  “I handle guys bigger than him every week in sparring.”
“That’s right; you’re Jet Li.  But aren’t you martial arts types supposed to be more Zen like, more the calm in a storm than the storm?”
“Yeah, that’s the theory, but that guy just won’t leave me alone,” Matthew let out a long sigh.
“Well then, you’ve got my permission to kick his butt.”
“It’s just a dream to keep me sane.  I’d lose my scholarship if I did.  I think the school would take a dim view of me breaking their star quarterback’s arm.  But it might be worth it.”  Matthew paused as he toyed with the vision of fighting Tyler.  Then he stuck his hands in his pockets and started wandering down the road gazing at the ground.  His face was still red with anger and embarrassment.
Jason did a quick jog to catch up with Matthew and put his arm on his shoulder.  “Come on Matt, don’t let him ruin this trip for you.”
The two boys were almost the same height, even though Jason was more than a year older, but Matthew had the rangy build that presaged more growth to come, while Jason looked more finished and mature.
“Look around you,” Jason swept his hand across the landscape.  “Just think, a week ago we were in class back in San Diego, and now we’re in France.”
The vista Jason pointed out was truly beautiful.  They were standing on the side of the road outside of Toulouse, France.  The sun was just setting over the vineyard, casting long shadows behind the boys.  The tour van, idling in the background, seemed out of place in this quaint setting that probably hadn’t changed much in two hundred years.  The hills were covered with row upon row of grapevines snaking along the contours of the hills.  The vines were laden with small bunches of green grapes.  In another three months, the harvest would begin.  By then, the grapes would be swollen with sugar and taking on a dark color.  The entire region would be bustling with activity as everyone prepared for the harvest.  But today it was as quiet as a landscape painting.
“Yeah, I guess it’s pretty hard to complain.”  Matthew used his toe to flip another rock into the air and then pivoted on his other foot and kicked the stone with the sole of his foot.
“Absolutely, who wouldn’t want to be in our place?”
Matthew’s face brightened up a little.  “I guess we are pretty lucky.”
“Right, so don’t let some jerk with an over-inflated ego ruin it for you.  Just ignore him like you would a bad smell.”
“All right, but it’s going to be difficult.  Tyler’s pretty hard to ignore.”
“Forget him, Matt.  Now we’d better get back to the bus before Mrs. Jefferies notices we’re gone.”
“Okay.”
“Hey, we can make a project out of getting even with Tyler,” Jason nudged Matthew with his shoulder.  “I’ll come up with a truly fiendish plan.”
“Sure,” Matthew smiled, “there has to be something we can do.”
“Don’t worry, I’ve done things like this before.”
“You have?”
“I had some practice with guys like him when we lived in New York, the Jockey Club Set we called them.  It took special attention to remind them that they weren’t any better than the rest of the rich kids.”
Matthew smiled as he thought about getting even with Tyler.  He was tired of having to turn the other cheek whenever the school’s football star got bored and decided to jerk him around.  It would be nice to have someone on his side.  Just the thought put a little bounce back into his step.
Matthew and Jason walked back to the square and boarded the tour van along with the fourteen other students from Mr. Jackson’s French class.  The students were well mannered, especially considering that they had just arrived in France that day.  They had flown from San Diego to Los Angeles and then straight to Charles de Gaulle airport in Paris, arriving at noon after flying all night.  It took a couple of hours to clear customs, and then they had boarded another plane and flown on to Toulouse.  It was 6:00 p.m. by the time they had arrived, so they had been traveling for eighteen hours when they had crammed into the tour van that Mrs. Jefferies had chartered for them.  Now they were on the way to their hotel on the outskirts of the city and had stopped here for dinner.
Mr. Jackson and Mrs. Jefferies, the history teacher, were doing their best to keep the kids in line.  The students were well dressed and well mannered, as one would expect of a class from Pacific Coast Academy, a private school in prestigious Rancho Santa Fe located just north of San Diego, California, but they were still teenagers.
Matthew and Jason settled into their seats in the back of the bus while the rest of the class crowded up around Tyler.
The sandy-haired quarterback had taken an entire row for himself.  He had his six-foot-two frame sprawled across both seats, leaning against the window, his feet dangling over the other seat and hanging into the aisle.
“What a jerk!”  Matthew hissed under his breath.
“Matt, be quiet, you don’t need to set him off.  We need to be cool until we spring our trap.”  Jason leaned back and propped his knees against the seat in front of him.
“I don’t see what everyone sees in him,” Matthew said.  “He’s such a jerk and not that bright.”  Matthew crossed his arms over his stomach and slid down in the seat.
“I think the girls see the reckless quarterback who’ll do anything to score.  The guys are only up there to be close to the girls,” Jason whispered.  “He does have style, no brains, but style.”
“Why don’t you go up there and join him,” Matthew gave Jason a gentle elbow.
“Cut it out or I will.”
“Sorry.”
“He’s not the kind of guy I like to hang with, but I could stand to pick up some of the women around him.”
“So could I.”
Matthew looked longingly at Emily Stevenson.  She was seated in the front right seat of the bus next to her friend, Alex.  Both girls were blessed with looks befitting models.  They both had slender but shapely bodies, Emily, blue-eyed and blond, while Alex had deep green eyes and black hair.  Matthew could get lost looking into Emily’s blue eyes.
“How come we never started hanging together before this trip?”  Jason asked.  “I don’t think we’ve spoken more than three times before we got on the plane.”
“I kind of keep to myself.  Most of the kids don’t want me hanging around since I’m so young.”
“That’s right; I’d heard you were just fourteen.  How did you finish the 10th grade already?”
“I started first grade when I was five, my birthday’s November 5th, so I was supposed to wait till the next year, but I could already read.”
“That would only make you six months to a year younger.”
“Right, but they had me skip the fourth grade.  I was getting bored in school, so they pushed me ahead.”
“Age isn’t everything, but it must be hard being the youngest person in class.  Especially when everyone else is either driving or going to start driving soon.  I know I can’t wait to get my license.”
“Yeah, you and everyone else in our class.  It kind of eliminates me from a lot of conversations.  It’s like everyone’s life now revolves around driving or getting ready to drive.”
“Well, I think there’s more than driving to talk about, like girls.”
“That’s good, especially since we’re bunking together for this whole trip,” Matthew replied.
“Right, we’ve got two weeks to get to know each other better.  By the time this trip ends, we’ll either be best friends or hate each other’s guts.”
“Maybe a little of both.  After ten hours sitting next to you on the plane, I already know you snore like an old bear.”
“It didn’t keep you from sleeping,” Jason punched Matthew in the shoulder.  “I can’t wait to get to the hotel and settle down.  I still feel like I’m on that plane.”
“Yeah, I still hear the engine droning,” Matthew rubbed his ears for emphasis.
“Hey, how’d you get a scholarship?  I didn’t think the school gave them out for anything besides sports.”
“They only do a few, but I was going to the school on regular tuition for three years when my dad died.”
“Bummer, I heard about that.”  Jason stared straight ahead, careful to avoid Matthew’s eyes.  “That must have been tough.”
“Yeah it was.  Anyway, I’ve got the highest GPA in the school, and I’m the star of the Math Team,” Matthew went on. “I think the school felt sorry for me, and Mr. Shade, the Math Team sponsor, made a big pitch to get them to give me a scholarship.”
“That was nice of him.  I hear he’s a pretty cool guy, a tough math teacher, but cool.”
“Yeah, he can be pretty cool.”
“I’ve got him for Pre-Calculus next year.  He kind of reminds me of a drill sergeant, but I hear once you get to know him, he’s more like your uncle.”
“He expects a lot out of you.  Actually, he demands it.”
“Oh, great.  Hey, didn’t your dad have insurance?”
“Yeah, both life and medical, but the medical insurance won’t pay for half the stuff the doctors had to do, so that used up the life insurance.  My mom’s still fighting them, but until she can get them to pay, we’re broke.  That’s why I needed a scholarship to keep going to PCA.”
“Then how did you get to come on this trip?  My dad’s loaded, and he made a big stink about how I’d better improve my French grade because this was going to be so expensive.”
“I used my own money. I work odd jobs as a computer tech and half time as a web programmer, so I make quite a bit.”
“That’s great, but it’s still cool of your mom to let you come.”
“Yeah, she can be pretty cool,” Matthew sighed.
With that, Matthew laid his head back and closed his eyes, remembering the big fight he’d had with his mother about coming on this trip.
“Matty, we’re broke,” his mother said.  “We need every penny to pay the bills.”
“But it’s my money, I earned it.  I even got the scholarship at school.”  Matthew spun the barstool around, so it faced away from his mother.
“I know, honey, but there’s just not enough.”  His mother walked up and put her hand on his shoulder.  “I don’t make enough teaching to cover our expenses. I need you to pitch in and help out.”
“Mom, I have to go,” Matthew fought back tears.  “I’ll keep my job and help out when I get back.”
“I know you will, but it’s so much money.  You went to London two years ago with your father.  Can’t you wait until things get better?”  His mother ignored the tears that were now streaming down Matthew’s cheeks.
“No!”  Matthew pulled away from her hand.  “I’ve just got to go on this trip.”  He jumped off the barstool and stormed out of the house.
They had barely spoken to each other for the next two weeks. It was easy for Matthew to avoid her; she was so busy with the added workload at the university.  On top of that, she was fighting with the insurance company and hospital about the bills they’d racked up trying to save his father.
Finally, she’d acquiesced. He’d come home one day to find the suitcase his father had used for business travel in his room.  That was her only statement saying it was okay for him to go.
Matthew woke from his daydreaming as the bus rolled to a stop in front of the country villa Mrs. Jefferies had booked for them.  It was a quaint old manor house with ivy growing over the entire front façade.
As the teenagers streamed into the lobby, Mrs. Jefferies cautioned, “Be careful with the furniture.  I want you to behave as if you were a guest in someone’s home.”
The lobby was filled with antique furniture. Overstuffed chairs and tables were scattered about to encourage the guests to sit and talk.  A tea service sat on a 14th Century commode. One of the guests was pouring two cups of tea, which he carried back to the small table where his lady friend was waiting. The walls were covered with tapestries and paintings while the floor was covered with oriental rugs.  The students congregated into a corner where the driver was piling their luggage and sat on the floor.
Mrs. Jefferies was taking care of checking everyone in while they waited on their bags.  She had paired everyone up to share rooms before they had left San Diego.  Matthew and Jason had drawn each other as roommates, which had sparked the start of their friendship.
“Hey Matt, there’s Emily Stevenson,” Jason said.  “Want to see if you can swap places with her roommate.”
“Quiet Jason, she’ll hear you.  Besides, I don’t think her roommate would think it was a good deal.”
“Ouch, knife to the ribs. Man, you’re cruel. Here I was willing to give myself up so you could bunk with a gorgeous babe, and you knife me.”
“Yeah, like it was going to be some sacrifice rooming with Alex.”
“Sure, Alex is cute and that English accent is dynamite, but Emily’s got it all -- looks, brains, personality.  She’s very popular, and you’ve got the hots for her.”
“Enough already,” Matthew elbowed Jason in the ribs.  “Quiet, here comes Mrs. Jefferies!”
“Now students, here are your keys,” Mrs. Jefferies said.  “We’ll be staying here for three nights before we move to the barge and start the canal tour.  I want everyone to go right to bed, lights out in two hours.  We’ve got an early start tomorrow. Breakfast is at 8:30; the van leaves at 9:30 sharp. There’s only one key per room, so you have to make sure you leave it at the desk when you go out.” 
She walked over to Matthew and Jason, “Here Matt, you and Jason are in room 22, it’s on the second floor then to the right.  That means two floors up, the ground floor is 0.  Tyler, you and Greg are in room 8, first floor.”
Matthew grabbed the key and pulled Jason behind him.  “Let’s go before you get me into trouble.”
“Okay, okay, quit pulling on my jacket, you’ll tear it.”  Jason grabbed his bags off the floor as Matthew pulled him by.
Matthew and Jason climbed the stairs, not wanting to wait for the elevator.  It was a quick two flights up.  Room 22 was just off the staircase.  They unlocked the door to their room and went inside.
“Jason, please don’t tease me about Emily,” Matthew pleaded.
“Sorry, Matt, I was just joking.  But admit it, you’re hot for her.”
“I just like her, that’s all.”
“You must be crazy; she’s almost two years older than you and one of the best looking and richest girls at school.  No matter how great a guy you are, that’s a lot stacked against you.  What makes you think you’ve got a chance?”
“Thanks for the moral support,” Matthew crossed his arms and blew his breath out.  “I guess if I want help, I’ll have to go ask Tyler.”
“Hey, lighten up, Matt,” Jason gave Matthew a big smile.  “I’m on your side.”
“I know, I know.”  Matthew turned his back to Jason.  “You’re probably right.  I doubt she even knows my name.”
“Then why bother?  There are plenty of good-looking babes at school.”
“She’s …… just special.”  Matthew was at a loss for words to describe how he felt about Emily.  “I didn’t pick her, it just happened.  I can’t get her out of my head.”
“I can relate to that; I have the same problem with women in general.”
“I’m sure you don’t have any problems,” Matthew rolled his eyes at the thought.  Jason wasn’t much taller than Matthew, but he had good looks and a breezy air of self-confidence around him that made everyone like him.
“Women can be tough, but I usually do just fine.  But, when you set your heart on a particular woman, you’re really taking a risk.”
“Tell me about it,” Matthew threw his suitcase on the bed by the door.  “We’d better get unpacked.”
“Okay,” Jason tossed his suitcase onto the other bed.
Matthew opened his suitcase, “You know I’m hoping she’ll get to know me a little before the end of summer.”
“You’d think so.  There are only sixteen of us on this trip.  I suspect she’ll know your name before it’s over.”
“I hope so. I should have a growth spurt this summer, so by fall, I should be taller than she is.  That’s when I’ll make my move.”
“What move?”
“I don’t know,” Matthew said.  “But I hacked into the school computers and set it up, so we have the same classes next year.”
“That’s a good start.  Hey, can you access whatever files you want?”  Jason wiggled his eyebrows.
“Sure, but I’m not changing any grades.”
“Just thinking.  Which classes?”
“Almost all of them: European History II, Political Science, Advanced Novels, French III, and Chemistry.  With all those, there should be some times where we need to share assignments or do homework together. That way we’ll get to know each other.”
“Nice plan,” Jason sat down on the bed, not bothering to put his clothes away.
“I wanted to take tennis lessons, but we can’t afford it, so that’s out.”
“Oh right, she’s on the tennis team.”
“Yeah, she was the JV team captain last year.”  Matthew continued to unpack, and noticing that Jason wasn’t bothering with his suitcase, he asked, “Aren’t you going to unpack?”
Jason pulled his shaving kit out of his open suitcase. Then he simply took the suitcase over to the closet and set it down on the bench still opened.
“Nah, why bother.  I packed easy wearing stuff.  I’ll just pull out what I need.”
“Whatever,” Matthew continued to hang his clothes up in the closet.
“Hey Matt, you can come over to my house.  I’ll get my mom to teach you.”
“What?”  Matthew looked at Jason, confused.
“Tennis, I’ll get my mom to teach you how to play.”
“No thanks,” Matthew didn’t want to offend Jason after such a generous offer. “I really want to learn from a pro, so I get the details correct from the start.”
“Perfect, my mom’s a pro.  She played on the pro circuit for four years before she married my dad.  She was even ranked 50th in the world one year.”
“Wow, that’s neat.  Did she win any big tournaments?”
“She won several tournaments but no Grand Slams.  She did make it to the quarterfinals at Wimbledon one year.  Anyway, she taught my sister and me to play and she can beat most men.”
“That sounds great, but why would she want to teach me?”
“Because I’ll ask her.  She’s always on my case about practicing.  She’ll view it as an investment in getting me to exercise more and work on my game.”
“Thanks, but only if she really wants to,” Matthew hoped it would work out.  It’d give him another thing in common with Emily, and he needed all the help he could get.
“Hey, why didn’t you put yourself in the same Math class as Emily?  Since you’re such a whiz, you could help her out.  I hear she’s big on keeping her GPA up.”
“I know.  We’re the only two in our class with perfect GPAs, but I can’t, I’m taking Calculus next year.”
“Oh, that’s right. You were in Pre-Calculus this year already.  How’d that happen?”
“When they had me skip the fourth grade, they put me into fifth grade math.”
“That must have been cool.”
“Not really, they were just pushing me ahead of my friends.”
“I didn’t think of that,” Jason furrowed his brow.  “That would really bite.”
“Yeah, so I quit acing all the tests.  I don’t know if I could’ve skipped ahead any further, but I did know that I didn’t want to.”
“But wouldn’t it be cool to be in college?  Think of all the women and the parties,” Jason started doing a little dance step.
“Right,” Matthew scoffed, “It’s already hard enough being in classes with kids a couple of years older than me,” Matthew groaned.  “What chance would I have in college at my age?”
“I guess that makes sense.  But man, you’ve got some huevos going for Emily Stevenson,” Jason let out a low whistle.
“Enough about me,” Matthew threw a pillow at Jason.  “What about you?  Who do you have your eye on?”
“Nobody in particular, I only started at Pacific Coast in January,” Jason said.
“Yeah, I remember when you showed up.  Why’d you guys move?”
“Well, we were living on Long Island when my dad got this great offer to run a venture capital firm out here.  With all the new gene research going on in San Diego, there are a lot of startups.  So he and Mom pulled us out of school between semesters and moved us here.”
“Well, San Diego has to be lots nicer than New York.  You must freeze all winter in New York.”
“It’s not that bad, and that’s where all my friends are,” Jason punched the pillow that Matthew had thrown at him.  Then he threw it back at Matthew.  “And my dad’s family is all on the East Coast, too.”
“Yeah, my dad’s family is from Connecticut and my mom’s family is from Seattle, long distance either way.  It’s tough being so far away from them.”
“Yes it is.  My mom’s folks live in Italy; Mom and Brea left to visit them right after school let out.  We only see them in the summer. I’m going to miss going this year since I’m on this trip.  We haven’t seen my dad’s folks since we moved to San Diego. We used to go visit them at least once a month.”
“Can’t they come out and visit you?”
“They’re pretty old and don’t like to travel.”
“What about vacations?”
“Oh, we’ll go home for Christmas, and stop by on our way to Italy in the summer.  But that still leaves us out of touch.”
“You could always Skype.”
“We do, but it’s not the same as being there.  Too much pressure to think of something to say.”
“What about a girlfriend?”
“I wasn’t dating anyone in particular, but I never had to look for someone to go out with.”
“That must have been nice.”
“Sure was,” Jason said.  “Hey, my sister was asking about you when she heard you were coming on the trip.  She says her friends think you’re pretty hot.”
“I don’t think I know your sister.  Her name’s Brea?”
“Brianna, she’ll be a freshman this year.”
“I’m not really looking to date a freshman,” Matthew finished unpacking and started getting ready for bed.
“What’s wrong with a freshman, even some seniors date freshmen?”
“I know, but they’re too silly for me.  I can only handle so much giggling before I start crawling up the walls.”
“Picky, picky.”
“Enough chit chat, let’s get to sleep. I’ve got to get up early and run tomorrow.”
“It’s not even 11:00 yet and back home it’s only 3:00 in the afternoon,” Jason rolled his eyes. “We’re on vacation. Are you crazy?  Why run?”
“It’ll help me adjust to the time zone.  My body is used to working out in the morning.  Besides, I’ve got to keep in shape.  I want to test for my black sash before the end of summer.”
“Okay, Grasshopper,” Jason said, giving Matthew a little bow.  “Just for you I’ll try to get to sleep before midnight, but don’t go expecting it every night.”




Revenge

Matthew was looking for his running shoes in the dim light of the morning when he bumped into the Jason’s suitcase, almost knocking it over.  Jason woke up mumbling,  “Matt, what the heck are you doing clanking around?”
“I’m going for my run.  Now shut up and go back to sleep.”  Matthew had left the lights off in the hopes that he wouldn’t wake Jason.  As he left the room, he could hear Jason breathing heavily.  “Didn’t take him long,” he whispered as he closed the door.
He stopped at the front desk and asked the bell captain if he knew a good route to run.  It was a good chance to try out his French in a real situation.  He didn’t have any problem getting the directions so he could chalk that one up.  Out the front door, to the street, turn right, go to the first path, and then just follow it to the right.  It circles the estate and the adjacent vineyard, about fifteen kilometers.
“A perfect distance to loosen up after the long day yesterday,” thought Matthew.  He headed out at a slow trot to warm up.  After the first mile he picked up the pace, “On flat ground eight-minute miles should be good for today,” he thought.  Switching his running to autopilot he turned his mind to the more pressing issue, what to do about Tyler.  That jerk had pushed him around and ransacked his lunch more times than Matthew could count.  Tyler assumed that because he was bigger than Matthew and a big shot at the school, he could get away with it, but Matthew was just tired of it.
“Let’s see, we could do something to his shoes so when we’re on the barge he slips and falls down.  That’d make him look like the ass he is.  But he might get hurt, and if they figure out I was behind it, there goes my scholarship.”
“We could get some grease or something on his pants so it looks like he messed himself.  No that’d be hard to get away with.  Besides, he’d just put his shirt over it or something.”
Matthew kept mulling over the different possibilities as he ran.  Savoring the images of Tyler making a fool of himself, he visualized each scenario. “There has got to be a perfect way to fix him up,” he thought. “What’d be great would be something to make the other kids laugh at him, then he’d see how it feels.”
Finally, Matthew rounded the last corner to the hotel.  He slowed down to an easy trot to cool off from the run.  By the time he reached the hotel steps he had slowed to a walk.  He collected the room key from the front desk and started up the stairs.  He almost ran into Emily as they both rounded the corner to the first landing.
“Sorry, Emily,” Matthew said, “I didn’t see you.”
“No problem, Matt.  Out running this morning, I see.”
“Yeah, I’m trying to keep in shape while we’re over here eating all this French food.”
“Was there an easy path to follow?  I’ve got to keep in shape for tennis.”
“Sure, it’s easy, just turn right at the road, then keep turning right as you come to each path and you can go about eight miles or about half that if you cut back before the lake.”  Matthew was enjoying just talking with Emily.  “Want to run with me tomorrow?”
“No thanks, I’ve seen you run.  I wouldn’t be able to keep up.  See you later,” Emily continued down the stairs to breakfast.
“Yeah, later,” Matthew turned and continued up the stairs.  He was floating on air as he thought, “She knew my name and she’s seen me run.”
When Matthew entered their room, the air was steamy from Jason’s shower.  Matthew pounded on the bathroom door, “Hey in there, save some hot water for the rest of us.”
“Keep your shirt on, I’m almost done,” Jason shouted as he turned the shower off.  “How was the run, any cute French runners out there?”
“No French babes,” Matthew shouted as he pulled off his damp running shirt.  He did some stretching while he waited for Jason to get out of the bathroom.
“Too bad,” Jason came out in a plush white bathrobe, still drying his hair.  “But at least I’ve come up with a great way to get even with Tyler.”
“How?”  Matthew stared at Jason’s robe.  “Did you pack that robe all the way from home?”
“No, you jerk, the hotel provides them.  Didn’t you see them hanging behind the door?”
“No I didn’t.  Now get out of my way.  I’ve got to hurry if I’m going to make breakfast.”
“Okay, but when will I tell you about my evil plan?”
“Just tell me the gist of it now.  We can discuss details at breakfast.”  Matthew pulled his running shoes off and went into the bathroom.
“It’s easy.  We spike his food with something to make him smell bad.  That’ll make everyone avoid him.  After a while, it’ll mess with his head.”
“What do we spike his food with?”  Matthew asked closing the door.
“I don’t know, some vitamin or something.  That’s your department.  You’re the genius,” Jason said as he shouted through the door.  “I’ll take it from there.”
“Great, I thought you were going to help me,” Matthew hollered back as he turned the shower on.
“I am.  Just think of something to put in his food,” Jason slapped his hand on the door.  “See you at breakfast.”
While Matthew shampooed his hair, he wondered what they could use to spike Tyler’s food.  He thought it was a good idea, but what can they use?  His mind ran through all kinds of possibilities, from the obvious like garlic to the not so obvious like vitamins.  Finally he remembered an article he’d read about B vitamins and body odor.  As the idea jelled in his mind, Matthew started smiling.
As he got out of the shower, Matthew stopped to admire his physique in the mirror.  His brown hair was cut short and laid down on his head.  He usually gelled the front into an upturned spike.  He was only five eight, but he’d checked out the growth tables on the web. Based on his bone structure, he knew he’d grow to be around six-two like his father, and should be close to six feet by his next birthday.  He had well-defined muscles, but no bulk on his tanned body.  He knew it was hard to have any bulk at fourteen and a half years old.  But he did regular weight training as well as stretching and endurance workouts to keep in shape for Kung Fu.
He’d never been in a fight at school, but he had the confidence to not back down and let others push him around.  It generally worked, but Tyler was another story.  The guy was almost eighteen, even though he had just finished his junior year.  It had helped as far as the sports went, but it didn’t seem to help when it came to maturity.  As far as Matthew was concerned, Tyler wasn’t as mature as the average freshman.  For some reason, Tyler had decided to make Matthew his pet project.  He was always pushing him around and calling him runt.
“Usually I can avoid him, but why did he have to go on this trip?” Matthew asked himself. Tyler’s junior year as the starting quarterback had been nearly perfect.  The school had made it to the state championship game, losing on a late field goal.  This year Tyler was guaranteed to start again, and the team was favored to take the state championship.  “No problems for Tyler,” Matthew thought.  He let out a long sigh as he finished dressing.  Buttoning his shirt as he headed out of the room, he went downstairs to breakfast.
“Hey, Matt,” Jason hollered, standing up and waving at him.  “Over here.”
Mrs. Jefferies glared at Jason for displaying such poor manners.  Jason shrugged his shoulders and mouthed, “Sorry.”  Sitting down, he continued to wave Matthew over.  “Well, any ideas on what we can use?”
“Yeah, it’s called choline.  It’s a B vitamin.  It makes you smell like dead fish.”
“Great,” Jason rubbed his hands together with glee.  “Where can we get some?”
“It’s a vitamin, so we should be able to get it in any pharmacy.”
“Good, we should get some today,” Jason polished off his last croissant.
“Fine,” Matthew used his knife to whack the top off of his boiled egg.  “Too bad that’s not Tyler’s head.”
“Now don’t get all worked up.  We’ll start spiking his food tonight.”
“We can put it in his drink.  That should be easier.”
“Perfect, we’ll have Mr. GQ smelling like the rat he is,” Jason gave a little chuckle at his own joke and rubbed his hands together again, his mouth forming a devilish grin.  “That’ll help his popularity.”
“Yeah,” Matthew said, taking a big bite out of a croissant.  “He’s been hitting on Donna Williams since the plane ride.  I’ll bet this will put some distance between them.”
“He leaves that sports drink around all the time.  It should be easy to spike it.”
“Jason, I’m glad you’re on my side.  You’ve got a twisted mind.”
“How much will it take?  We need to make sure we get enough.”
“We’ll figure that out in the pharmacy.  I read it takes about four times the recommended dose to make you really stink.”
“How do you know about this stuff?”
“I read it on the web while I was researching sports nutrition last year,” Matthew said as he finished up his orange juice.
“How can you remember something you read last year?”
“I’ve got an eidetic memory.  I pretty much remember everything I read.”
“Eidetic, doesn’t that mean photographic?”
“Not really, just means I have exceptional recall.  But I don’t necessarily remember everything I see, just what I want to.”
“That’s got to come in handy.”
“It can.  Hey we’d better get on the bus.”
The two boys got up and followed the rest of the class to the bus.  The tour of Musée des Augustins went without incident.  They were able to avoid Tyler completely.
It took another day before they were able to get away long enough to buy some choline without anyone noticing.  They didn’t have any trouble sneaking it into Tyler’s drink.  A couple of days into the barge tour, Tyler was starting to develop a distinctive aroma.




The Stone

After three days on the barge, the students had settled into a pattern.  They would ride the barge for a few hours in the morning, some of them riding bicycles on the paths beside the canal.  During the day, they would make one stop to tour a town, a museum or some other significant site.  After the tour they would continue down the canal.  At the end of each day the captain would tie the barge up for the night.  They ate all their meals on the barge.  The food was really good; the chef prided himself on making the most out of the barge’s galley.
They had toured a chateau and its winery on the first day.  The second day they had visited Agde, an ancient Roman city on the Herault River.  And today they were going to see an old monastery.  Mrs. Jefferies had a busy itinerary planned for her students.
Last night the barge had tied up just below a small village.  They had just finished breakfast and were preparing to cast off when the Captain had the crew re-tie the barge.
Mrs. Jefferies came on deck talking to the Captain over her shoulder, “How long did you say, three hours?  Okay.”  She called the students together, “Everyone, the Captain says that there was an accident at the lock up ahead.  Traffic will be backed up for about three hours.  That means we’ll be staying here until it clears.  You can walk around the village or along the canal.  It’s a beautiful day, so let’s take advantage of it and spend some time relaxing.  Everyone needs to be back here by 11:30, and we’ll have lunch on board as we head out.  Got it?”
The students, delighted at having some real free time, hardly waited for her to finish before they started out.  Jason walked over to Matthew,  “Hey Matt, let’s go to the village and get some more choline,” he said.  “Boy, Tyler is sure starting to stink.  Everyone’s starting to keep their distance.”
“Yeah, he’s become a regular Mr. Popularity,” Matthew said grinning from ear to ear.
“Should we up the dosage?”  Jason asked holding his nose as he talked.
“No, I think that’s as bad as it gets.  I couldn’t stand it if it got any worse. We’ve still got to ride with him.”  Both of them started laughing, holding their sides as they watched Tyler heading out to the village without his usual entourage.
“Now the fun really begins -- time to get inside old Tyler’s head.”
“I don’t think there’s much room in there,” Matthew said, chuckling at his own joke.
“While we’re in town, we’ll get some deodorant, several different brands, and some soap.  We’ll leave him a few care packages, so he knows how much everyone is enjoying the new Eau de Tyler.”
“We should get some gift bags.”
Jason turned back to Matthew with a blank look on his face. “Why?”
“Girls use gift bags, dummy.”
“Good idea, I’ll make a delinquent out of you yet,” Jason slapped Matthew on the leg, “Let’s go.”
“Would you mind going alone?”  Matthew asked.
“Why?”
“I’d like to do some forms work; I haven’t had a chance to do any since we’ve been on the trip.”
“Hey, knock yourself out,” Jason said.  “I’ll see if I can bump into Alex in town.  You sure you don’t want to come?”
“No, go ahead.”
Jason headed off the boat.  “See you later.”
Matthew decided he would use this time to work on his Tai Chi since it was the hardest to keep sharp.  He would have to do a couple of Tai Chi forms for his black sash test, so he needed to practice.  Spying an outcropping of rock a few hundred yards east of the canal, Matthew headed for it.  He didn’t want anyone watching him while he practiced.  The rocks would provide both shade from the sun and a screen from his classmates.  When he rounded the rocks, out of sight of everyone, he took off his sweatshirt; there would be no need to ward off the morning chill once he started his workout.  Matthew’s instructor was always telling him he didn’t practice his Tai Chi often enough.
“Matt, you’ve got to work on your Tai Chi,” Mr. Lee would say.  “You’re using too much force when you spar.  You need to learn to use your body better, use internal energy.”  Mr. Lee would demonstrate a strike.  It would always be an explosive punch or kick, and it would come out of nowhere.  “Practicing your Tai Chi will teach you to stay relaxed.  If you’re relaxed, you’ll be fast, and that will make your Kung Fu better.  Then you’ll be able to fight with less effort and be more aware of your opponent.”
Matthew knew Sifu Lee was right.  Whenever he sparred with him, it was as if he was standing still while Sifu was just gliding around him.  He couldn’t believe how fast Sifu Lee could kick or punch.  His strikes came out of nowhere, dead on target and they hurt like hell.  Whenever he got lucky enough to get a strike past Sifu’s blocks, with just a slight twist of his body, Sifu Lee would either avoid his strike completely or redirect it so that it just glanced off.
Even when Matthew sparred with the guys he could beat; he could never hit them as hard as Sifu could hit him.  What really drove him crazy was that Sifu did it without seeming to try.  And to make matters worse, he knew Sifu was holding back so as not to hurt him.  He’d once seen him hit one of the adult students who had been getting cocky.  The guy got out of line, going off on a new green sash student during sparring.  So Sifu decided to teach him a lesson.  It looked like Sifu only tapped him in the center of his chest protector but the guy had dropped like a rock.  He didn’t fall over; he went straight down.  His legs buckled under him and he just collapsed.  “All that through a one-inch pad. What would have happened if the guy wasn’t wearing a chest protector?”  Matthew thought.
“Man, I’d give anything to be able to hit like that.”  Matthew could hit hard, even the adult men he sparred with would comment on how hard he hit.  But Matthew knew that his punch delivered less than half of the power that Sifu Lee’s did.  Even when they were fighting in close, with no room between them, Sifu’s strikes hurt as if he’d had a full windup.  There was no way Sifu could have had more than a couple of inches of room to swing in.
“Well if you want to hit like that, you’d better work on your Tai Chi,” Matthew thought.
With that he went through the short form as slowly and as relaxed as he could.  Then he did the 48-step form.  This form had more interesting moves in it, so Matthew enjoyed it more than the short form.  When he finished, he felt a mild vibration deep inside himself. “Strange, usually I only feel this kind of buzz after meditation,” Matthew thought as he rubbed his arms down the way he did after meditation.
Meditation was a part of martial arts that Matthew enjoyed, although he didn’t do as much as he was supposed to.  Unlike most of the students at the martial arts school, he could handle the meditation without problem.  Once in a while, when the instructors had the group class do standing meditation, they’d get carried away and leave the class meditating for fifteen or twenty minutes.  Everyone in the class would be groaning by the end, their muscles screaming as they struggled to stay relaxed.  But Matthew could just stand there and disappear inside himself, totally unaware of the passing time, until the instructor told them to stop.  When he meditated at home, he had to set an alarm or he would go so long that he’d wind up being late for school or some other activity.  If he was especially stressed or tired, he would do thirty minutes of standing meditation and when he finished, he’d feel like he had just awakened from a night’s sleep.
“Well I’ve got another thirty minutes and I don’t want to get too sweaty,” Matthew thought, “might as well do some meditation, especially since just doing the form made me feel so harmonized.”
Matthew moved to a spot that was even more sheltered by the rocks.  He didn’t want anyone to see him meditating; he’d be sure to get a load of grief about that.  He looked around; nobody would see him in this crevice.  He set his watch for a thirty-minute countdown and starting meditating.
Matthew closed his eyes and breathed in through his nose.  He followed the breath with his mind.  It went down his throat and deep into his lungs.  The breath filled his lower ribcage, expanding his back.  He kept his chest relaxed and calm as he breathed deep.  After following the breath deep into his lungs, he visualized it spinning in his dantium, the spot in the center of his body just below his navel.  Then he followed the breath back up his throat and out his mouth.  Deep and relaxed, he breathed.  He felt his limbs expand and contract with the breath, expanding and turning into nothing, then contracting and compacting back into his body.  Slowly, breathing in and out, he could feel his body vibrate to the rhythm.  It was like a deep humming or buzzing.  It grew stronger, stronger than it ever had before.  The vibration grew so strong that Matthew started to think he could hear it.  In and out his breath went, deeper and deeper.
Thousands of feet below the surface and miles away, the vibration was resonating with the stone.  This was the summons it had been anticipating for over 1500 years.  It continued to resonate with the rhythm of Matthew’s mind, and prepared to leave its chamber. As the vibration grew stronger, the chamber started to glow blue, the glow grew brighter and brighter.  A bright blue orb appeared and started to rise.  It kept rising, going up through the earth, passing through the rock and dirt as if they were air, while another blue orb started to shine behind the stone.  The first orb kept rising until it touched Matthew’s mind.  It hovered in front of his third eye, brushing him between his eyebrows.
Matthew felt the orb brush against his face.  He turned his head and the orb followed.  In the chamber, the stone disappeared through the orb in the chamber and popped out in front of Matthew’s face.  Then the stone fell straight down and struck Matthew on the foot. “Ouch,” he yelled.  The orb collapsed while Matthew was hopping around on one foot grabbing the other foot in his hand.  “What was that?”
Matthew looked down to see what had struck him.  All he saw was a flat, circular stone about the size of a small drink coaster “Who threw that at me?” he wondered, looking all around.  He was surrounded by rocks and couldn’t see anybody around.  “It must have slid down from the top of one of those rocks.”
Bending down, Matthew picked the stone up and examined it.  It seemed to vibrate in his hand, the same kind of vibration he was feeling from his meditation.
“Hmmm, that’s weird,” Matthew thought.  “I must still be feeling it from the meditation.”
“Nice stone, smooth, must be made of granite,” Matthew thought as he turned the stone over in his hand.  “Look at this.”  Matthew rubbed his finger over the lines he’d discovered etched in the stone.  He licked his fingers so he could clean the dust out and make the lines show more clearly.
“It must be some kind of ancient writing.”  As he rubbed the stone with his finger, he noticed a small hole on the edge.  “There’s even a hole in it, like what you’d run a string through so you could hang it around your neck.”  Matthew stuck the stone in his pants pocket then put his sweatshirt on before heading back to the barge.  He was still trying to figure out how the stone could have fallen and hit him on the foot as he started walking back.
When Matthew got back to the barge, he dug through his luggage until he found the leather string he brought as a spare shoelace for his deck shoes.  It took him a while to get it to go through the hole in the stone, but eventually he prevailed.  He tied the ends of the string together and hung the stone around his neck.
Matthew looked at himself in the mirror.  The carving on the stone was toward his chest so he turned the stone around.  It flipped back over.  Matthew rolled his eyes and took it off.  He re-tied the leather thong, putting the knot at the back of the stone so that it would have to stay turned one way.  Then he put the stone back on, slipped it inside his shirt and went on deck to wait for Jason.  When Jason boarded the barge, Matthew waved.  Jason gave him the thumbs-up sign, pointing at his backpack.  They immediately went to their stateroom to confer.
“Hey Matt, I got the stuff, are you ready for the real fun?”  Jason asked.  “Today we’ll start messing with his head; first we’ll leave a deodorant soap in his stateroom, and this time we’ll just toss it on his bed.”
“He’ll assume it’s one of us guys and blow it off.”
“Yes, but tomorrow, we’ll leave one in one of the gift bags like you suggested, and we’ll add a note.”
“Right, we need to figure out how to word it, something like ‘Oh Tyler, you’re too nice to not smell nice.’”  Matthew fell over on his bed laughing.
“Good, that’ll get him thinking that the girls are noticing the smell.  He’ll go nuts.”
“Sounds positively devilish.  Just how much practice have you had doing this kind of stuff?”
“Plenty, a man’s got to find some way to stay entertained.  I’ve got eight bars, and a few different brands of deodorant.  By next week he’ll think that half the kids on the tour think he stinks bad enough to give him a hint.”
“Yeah, if half of us leave him a message, he’ll be sure to think everyone is noticing the smell.”
“We should keep up the treatment in his sports drink for a couple of days.  Then if we get a chance, we’ll have to plant the idea that it’s the sports drink that makes him stink.”
“But then he’ll quit drinking them,” Matthew said.  “How will we be able to keep feeding him the stink-um?”
“Don’t worry, Matt, we can quit then.  He’ll never drink that stuff again.  And you know the football coach swears by it.  You’d think he had an endorsement contract for the stuff.”
“Sure, he thinks it’s important for the team to stay hydrated and keep their electrolytes up.”
“Right, he’ll have a fit when Tyler won’t drink it.”
“Jason, you’re truly sick.  Remind me to never cross you.  I don’t need you messing with my head.”
“Don’t worry, now which one do you want to leave first?”
“How about the Old Spice?”
“Great, you check the passage and signal when it’s clear; then I’ll toss it on his bed.  I’m sure everyone is topside now.”
With that they worked their way down the passage to Tyler’s stateroom.  Matthew went on down to the ladder to make sure no one was coming.  Everyone was off toward the side as the crew cast the lines off to send the barge on its day’s journey, so Matthew gave Jason the thumbs up.  Jason opened the door to the stateroom, glanced in to make sure it was empty then tossed the Old Spice on the bunk with Tyler’s sports bag on it.
“There you go old boy,” Jason said.  “Hope you go insane worrying about what a stinker you are.”  Jason closed the door and hurried to join Matthew on deck.  They were able to go up the ladder and blend into the group without anyone noticing.




Life Can’t Get Any Better

It took thirty minutes to get the teenagers organized and on board. Eventually the Captain was able to have the crew cast off.  Once they were underway, everyone went into the dining hall for lunch.  During lunch Mrs. Jefferies briefed everyone on the history of the monastery they were going to tour that afternoon.  The tour would be abbreviated due to the delay, but they would still have two hours to go through the place.
“Now as many of you already know, it was a monk from a monastery just like this one who invented Champagne,” Mrs. Jefferies said. “Does anyone know the name of the monk?”
Tyler cracked, “His name was probably Champignon.”
“No, that’s mushroom,” Alex said, “it was Dom Pérignon.”
Matthew jabbed Jason in the ribs, “Hey your sweetie thinks Tyler’s a jerk, too.  Maybe there’s enough there for you two to build on.”
Jason popped Matthew on the shoulder and leaned over, “Shish, she’s looking right at us.”
“Now class, settle down!”  Mrs. Jefferies said, stamping her foot.  “That’s correct Alex. Dom Pérignon developed the process for Champagne.  Today one of the world’s best champagnes still bears his name.  As some of you may know, monks also spent their time perfecting beer.  They had to fast often, and while fasting they were only allowed to drink fluids.  So it didn’t take long for them to develop beers that were high in food content.  The stoutest beers were developed by monks to help them through their fast.”
“With enough beer, you wouldn’t know you were fasting,” Tyler quipped.  Then he looked around to make sure everyone was laughing. “That’s my kind of suffering.”
Jason leaned over to Matthew. “The jerk can be funny, can’t he?”
“Sure, sure, but he still stinks, literally and figuratively.”
After more discussion on the monastery and the lives of monks, Mrs. Jefferies told everyone to get ready for the tour.  The barge would reach the monastery dock in about thirty minutes.
The class broke up and everyone headed to their staterooms to gather up their stuff for the day.  Jason and Matthew hung back so they would be behind Tyler when he went into his stateroom.  Tyler bounced down the ladder ducked his head under the crossbeam and headed for his stateroom.  Jason and Matthew had to hurry to keep up with the quarterback.  Tyler entered his stateroom leaving the door open.  He grabbed his backpack, almost missing the Old Spice on his bed.  When he saw it, he grabbed it quickly, muttering under his breath, so Jason and Matthew could barely hear him. “Jerks, it’s not that bad.”  He tossed the Old Spice into his sports bag.  Jason and Matthew had to hurry to their stateroom to avoid being seen by Tyler when he came out of his.
“All right, did you hear that?”  Jason jumped onto his bunk, landing on his side and clutching his ribs while he laughed.
“Yeah, we’re getting to him.”
“We’d better quit laughing or someone will hear us.  It’ll only take a few more days. He’ll be going nuts trying to figure out how to get rid of the smell.”
“You know it. Did you notice how strong his cologne was this morning?”
“Yeah, the cologne is actually making him smell worse.”
“I know.  Everyone was giving him funny looks at breakfast.”
“Let’s get going.”  Jason hid the packages of deodorant and soap in his luggage.  Then he and Matthew headed out to join the rest of the class.  As they approached the gangway to go ashore, they crowded against Emily and Alex.
“Hey Alex, you really nailed that Dom Pérignon question,” Jason said in a low voice as he sidled up beside her.
“Thanks,” Alex said.  “It was easy since my parents are real wine connoisseurs.”
“They have to be with all the dinners they have to host,” Emily said.
“Yeah,” Alex said, “I have to listen to them talk about what years are the best, which region had enough rain, got hot enough to sweeten the grapes, stuff like that.”
“Hey, that’s great,” Jason said.  “Do you get to taste the stuff, too?”
“Sure, we have wine with dinner all the time, but only a small glass.  The wine is supposed to complement the flavors of the meal, not make you drunk.”
“Did you read up on this place like Mrs. Jefferies told us to?”  Emily asked.  “I want to do well on the test at the end of the trip.”
“Oh no,” Jason’s face turned pale,  “I forgot about the test.”
Everyone had been having so much fun in France, they had forgotten that this was really a one-credit summer class in French plus one credit in European history.  It had sounded like such a great deal last spring, two extra credits and a trip to Europe.  But now, as the reality of the test loomed, they weren’t so sure.
“What are you worried about, Emily?”  Alex said.  “You always ace every test.”
“That’s because I study, unlike some party animals I know.”
Alex stuck her tongue out at Emily, then said, “I could really use the boost to my GPA.  I was hoping to do well on the test.”
“Yeah,” Jason said, “plus having two fewer hours to take for graduation wouldn’t hurt.”
“Oh bloody hell,” Alex said.  “This is going to ruin the rest of the trip.”
Jason’s face lit up.  He put his arm around Matthew.  “Not to worry, my man Matt here has memorized all the material already.  He’s been a regular tour guide the whole time.  Haven’t you, Matt?”
“Sure, whatever you say, Jason.”  The tips of Matthew’s ears turned red at the praise and out of concern at being labeled a nerd.  “Just don’t drool on my shoulder,” Matthew pushed Jason away.
“Hey, maybe we could study together,” Alex said. “What do you think, Emily?”
Emily had perked up at the mention of help studying for the test.  “Hey, that’d be great.  We need to start right away so we can catch up on the material.”
“That’s right,” Jason said.  “We’ve only got a week before the end of the trip.”
“I’ve been just enjoying myself,” Alex said.  “Gosh, I’m not sure I even remember where we’ve been.”
“Matt, did you really memorize all the stuff?”  Emily asked.
Matthew blushed a bit, and then shrugged, “Yeah, I memorized most of the stuff before we left.”
Jason clenched his fist and said, “Like I said, he’s our man.  We’ll be rocking on that test.”
As they walked through the monastery talking about the architecture and the lives of the monks, Matthew thought about having regular study sessions with Emily, “Man, life can’t get any better than this,” he whispered.
. . .
That night they met in the dining hall to study.  Matthew was able to highlight the key points in plain language, and reinforce it based on the memories they had of their tour.  After reviewing what they had seen and learned that day, they went back and reviewed the first days of the tour.
“Our first stop, Minerve, was a heavily fortified village.  The village was destroyed in 1210 by Simon de Montfort,” Matthew said.  “He used four catapults to attack it and try to penetrate the fortress walls.  The well was destroyed, after which it was obvious that the situation was hopeless and the mayor surrendered the village.”
“Why are we talking about that old village so much?”  Jason asked.  “We only spent the one afternoon there.”
“Maybe because it’s one of the six highlights Mrs. Jefferies used in the flyer for this trip,” Matthew replied,  “and she was totally excited when she talked about it during the tour.”
“Matthew’s right,” said Alex.  “She did look like she was going to pee herself when we were there.”
“After he took the village, Montfort burned 140 parfaits when they refused to renounce their faith,” Matthew said.  “It was the first such act during the Crusades.”
“Ugh, what a bloody awful thing to do,” said Alex.  “It must have been horrible.”
“The Crusades were a study in horror and human abuse in the name of religion,” said Matthew.
“What is a parfait?” asked Emily.
“They were Christian priests of the Cathars, one of the breakaway Protestant sects in France,” said Matthew.  “Their subjugation was one of the primary motivations for the Crusades of the early 1200s.”
“How silly to burn people at the stake just because they worshipped differently than you,” Alex said.
“Well, in the Dark and Middle Ages people fought and died over religion all the time.”
“Let’s keep moving here,” Emily said.  “Mrs. Jefferies will be by in a few minutes to send us off to bed.”
“Okay, now Minerve was an ancient community,” Matthew said. “The first records of it show up in documents from the Tenth Roman Legion early in the fifth century.”
Mrs. Jefferies walked in, “I’m glad to see someone studying, but we’ve got an early start tomorrow.  We’ll be leaving at 7:00 a.m. to catch the TGV to Paris,” she said.  “Then we’re off to Versailles for the afternoon, so off to bed.”
“We’re just trying to get ready for the test,” Jason said.
“Well, you can study on the train tomorrow,” Mrs. Jefferies said.  “Now go.”
“Okay,” Emily turned to her friends, “Let’s make sure we’re sitting together tomorrow on the train.  We can review the material on the Roman conquest of Gaul.”
“You’ve got it.”
“Sure, see you tomorrow.”
They broke up into two groups, Matthew and Jason heading aft to their stateroom, while Emily and Alex headed forward to theirs.  Mrs. Jefferies had carefully separated the girls’ state rooms from the boys’, with hers and Mr. Jackson’s two staterooms in between.
. . .
The next morning the students ate breakfast then parted company with the barge and its crew.  They boarded the van Mrs. Jefferies had hired to chauffer them to the train station; they were taking the TGV to Paris.
“Hey, I thought this was the bullet train,” Jason said.
“It is, but in France they call it the Train à Grande Vitesse,” Alex explained as they boarded.
“Hey, let’s sit here,” Emily suggested.  “There are two seats facing backwards and two forward.”
“Great,” Jason agreed, “we’ll be able to see each other.  I forgot they did that on trains.”
“Sure,” said Alex, “that way you can play cards or, in our case, study during the trip.”
“Let’s get cracking,” Matthew said, “we’ve got to cover the aqueducts, the ancient village of Agde and the history of wine making.”
“Why so much,” Jason groaned and clamped his hands around his head.  “My brain can’t take it so fast.”
“We’ve got to get caught up this morning.  We’ll need all of the time we have before the test to review what we’ll see in Versailles today and the Louvre tomorrow.”
“He’s right,” Emily said, “the Louvre is huge.  We could spend weeks there, much less one day.”
“All right already, I get the picture.”  Jason hit himself on the side of his head with the heels of his hands.  “Just don’t go too fast.”
Matthew and Emily gave Jason a hard stare while Alex reached over and gave him a hug.  “There, there, I’ll help.”
Jason smiled as he sat up straight, totally pleased with himself.  “Okay, I guess we’d better get started.”
They studied diligently during the ride to Paris.  They wracked their brains, trying to point out a specific detail that Mrs. Jefferies had stressed; something that she’d been especially excited about discussing in the lecture before the tour or in comments during the tour.
“Are you sure Mrs. Jefferies will ask that on the test?”  Jason asked.  “It doesn’t seem to track with the rest of the stuff.”
“You can never be sure,” Emily said, “but remember during the semester she always had some off-the-wall question on the test.”
“Yeah,” Matthew said, “that’s right.  There was always one question where I’d say, where did that come from?”
“There were lots of questions where I asked that,” said Alex.
“Yeah, me too,” said Jason, “like half the test.”
“Well if you think about it,” Emily said, “whenever she went off on some odd tangent in class, a question about it would appear on the next test.”
Suddenly the train rocked back and forth and there was a loud whooshing sound.
“What was that?”  Emily asked looking around.  All she could see was the moving countryside.
“I don’t know,” Jason said.
“It was another train,” Alex said.
“No way,” Jason said.  “I didn’t see it.”
“We’re going 160 mph,” Alex said, “The trains pass each other so fast you barely see them.”
“Are you serious?”  Emily said.
“Sure,” Alex said, “I’ve ridden on the TGV before.”
“Just think about it,” Matthew said.  “If we’re traveling 160 mph, two trains passing each other have a relative speed of 360 mph, if the train is 1600 feet long, that’s one third of a mile.  It would only take . .”
“What are you a calculator?” said Jason.
“Quiet,” said Alex, “let him finish.”
“360 mph, divide that by 60 for minutes and 60 again to get seconds is 0.1 mile per second; so, 0.33 miles divided by 0.1 miles per second means it takes roughly three and a half seconds for the train to pass our window.”
“That sounds right,” Alex said.  “Daddy and I timed them last year when we were here.”
“Here comes another one,” Jason said as a second train passed them rattling the windows on their train.  “One, two, three,” Jason ticked off the seconds, “Right about three seconds.”
“Okay,” Emily said, “now that we had our little distraction and fun, let’s get back to work.  Where were we?”
“You were saying that Mrs. Jefferies likes to ask questions related to her lecture tangents.”
“Oh yeah, you’re right,” Emily said.  “Like that bit about Louis XIV holding court in his bed chambers.”
“Or that part about how he sowed the seeds of economic recession when he chased the Huguenots out of France,” Jason said.
“That wasn’t a tangent,” Matthew said.  “That was half a chapter and a twenty-minute lecture.”
“Well at least he was paying attention,” Alex laughed.
“Wait,” Emily said, “she did mention the Huguenots when she was discussing the Crusades against the Cathars.”
“Yeah,” Jason said.  “That’s the tangent I was talking about.”  He jabbed the air with his finger.
“Okay, we’ll give you that one.”  Matthew grabbed Jason’s finger.  “Just put that thing away before you poke someone’s eye out.”
Jason folded his arms over his chest and leaned against Alex.  He wore a totally smug look on his face.  “See they don’t give me credit for paying attention,” he murmured to her.
Alex gave Jason a peck on the cheek, “Nice save, now back to studying.”
Later when the girls went to the bathroom, Jason leaned over and pointed to Tyler.  “Matt, did you notice how lonely Tyler is?”
“Yes, nobody wants to be too close to him.”
“Now’s the time to drive the stake in.  We need to put it in his head that it’s the sports drink.”
“Gotcha.”  Matthew got up and headed toward the restroom.  As he was passing Tyler he said, “Whew, Tyler you’ve got to lay off that sports drink, it’s giving you big time B.O.”
“What would you know?”  Tyler hissed at Matthew.
“Nothing, but I’m not the one sitting by myself.”  Tyler tried to kick Matthew as he skipped by.  When Matthew came back the bottle of sports drink was gone.
Jason gave Matthew a wink as he sat down.
The foursome went back to studying.  They were so engrossed in their review that the next thing they knew the train was pulling into Paris.
It took twenty minutes to gather their luggage before the students could pile into the van and head off for their hotel.
“Geez, these streets are barely wide enough for one car, how do they get two down them?”  Matthew asked just as the van moved over to the side, driving halfway onto the sidewalk.  “Well, I guess that answers my question.”
“Isn’t it neat how the buildings have so much individual character,” Emily said.  “Each one is just squeezing in beside its neighbors, but they’re individual in style.”
“I was thinking it was just bad planning,” Matthew said.  “But I guess it is quaint.”
“I think you had it with bad planning,” Jason said.  “I’m always amazed at how crammed everything is in this city.  The roads run off at all different angles and there’s never any parking.”
“Then I’m sure you’ll love London,” Alex gave Jason a dirty look.
“Oh, I love London, the people are so nice; the women beautiful; and they have such nice accents.”  Jason gave Alex a little kiss on the cheek.  “It’s the French that are so difficult.”
“You’ve only got one more strike left,” Emily said.  “If I were you, I’d try to make it to the hotel before I used it up.”
“Look we’re on the Champs Elysees,” Matthew looked over his shoulder.  “There’s the Arc de Triomphe just behind us.”
“Is this your first time in Paris?”  Emily asked.
“Yes, my dad and I were in London two years ago,” Matthew said.  “But we didn’t have time for Paris.”
“Well, you know that they say if you sit at a café on the Champs Elysees long enough, everyone in the world will eventually walk by.”
“That’s what they say,” Jason said, “but it only seems that way.  That is the most crowded street I’ve ever seen.  People are everywhere.”
“Now Jason, be nice,” Alex said.  “Matt, you can see the Tuileries over there, and that’s the Louvre at the end.”
“Thanks Alex,” Matthew said.  He was trying to not look so excited among the three much more experienced world travelers, but he couldn’t help it.
“Good, we’re only three blocks from the Tuileries,” Emily said as they pulled up in front of their hotel.
“Yeah, we’ll be able to walk to the Louvre tomorrow,” said Alex.
“I’m going to get up and run around the place tomorrow morning,” Matthew said.  “It’ll be awesome. I hope they don’t close everything off.”
“No, you’ll be able to run right through the courtyard,” Emily said.  “I’ve done it before, it’s really special.”
Everyone piled out of the van and gathered their luggage.  Mrs. Jefferies and Mr. Jackson paid the driver and led the way into the reception area of the hotel.
“Once you’re checked in, take your bags up to your rooms,” Mrs. Jefferies said.  “We’ll meet back here at noon and go out for lunch.  The tour bus for Versailles leaves at two, so don’t dawdle.”
“Don’t dawdle, Matt,” Jason said as he grabbed his bags, snickering.  He went over and picked up the key from Mr. Jackson.
“We’ll see you at lunch,” Matthew said to Emily.
“Do you want to sit together and talk about Versailles?”  Emily asked.
“Yes, let’s,” Alex chimed in.
“Sounds like a plan,” Matthew said over his shoulder as he headed to the elevator to catch up with Jason.
. . .
As the foursome gathered for lunch, Jason asked, “What’s Mrs. Jefferies’ favorite tidbit about Versailles?” as he took his seat next to Alex.
“It’s got to be about Colbert and Fouquet.”
“Who are they?  I thought Louis XIV built Versailles.”
“He did,” Emily said.
“Sure, but why he built it, that’s what’s really interesting.”
“Pray tell, do explain,” Jason made a circling motion with his arm bowing toward Matthew.
“It’s pretty easy; Fouquet was essentially the Finance Minister under Louis XIV.  It seems he was a little more interested in his friends getting rich along with himself than in the finances of state.”
“Sounds like politicians today,” Jason said.  “A dollar for the people, one for my friends and one for me, that’s their motto.”
“Sure seems that way when you watch how they bicker in Congress.”
“Yes, and the British Parliament’s no better.”
“Sure, they all like their pork.  So much that it seems they put more importance on whose district the funds will be spent in than they do on whether the project is really needed.”
“Yeah, and that’s especially true with military spending, close any base except the one in my district.”
“Yeah, and build that ship at the shipyard in my hometown, even if the Navy doesn’t want it.”
“Harrumph,” Jason tapped the table.  “We digress; Professor Matt, please continue.”
“Anyway, Fouquet was so full of himself that he built this huge palace called Vaux just south of Paris.  It was the most elegant palace in France; when it was finished, he had a huge housewarming bash and invited the King since it was the King’s birthday.”
“Nothing like trying to show the King up, pretty stupid of him!”
“Yes it was.  Anyway, Colbert didn’t like Fouquet’s economic policies, and he used the extravagant party and the extravagant palace to enrage Louis.  Colbert told the King that the palace was built with money pilfered from the treasury.”
“Sounds like it was.”
“Probably. Anyway, when the party was over, Louis had Fouquet arrested and imprisoned.”
“But to satisfy his ego, he had Versailles built,” Emily said.  “Typical male response-- mine’s got to be bigger and better than yours.”
“Whatever,” Matthew groaned at the psychoanalysis.  “Anyway, it gets more interesting. Colbert really fostered mercantilism, the use of commerce and trade to further the nation’s power.  That really improved the lot of the Huguenots, which increased resentment against them.”
“I thought Louis pushed them out of France.”
“After Colbert’s death, when his influence had declined.”
“Death would generally mean a decline in influence,” Jason quipped, putting his arm around Alex.
Matthew rolled his eyes at Jason.
“Don’t be a pest. Matt’s done all the work.”
“It’s okay. At least he’s staying awake,” Matthew said.
“Just think of me as comic relief,” Jason smiled at everyone looking for approval.  “Studying history can be fun if you loosen up a bit.  It’s like a comic play about modern life.”
“Good analogy,” Matthew said.  “Anyway, Colbert’s successor supported the repeal of the Edict of Nantes which protected the rights of the Huguenots.  Eventually they fled France to avoid the persecution that followed the repeal.”
“Yeah, and then the economy started its decline.”
“Mrs. Jefferies is really interested in that sequence of events.  She’s referencing some part of it all the time.”
. . .
“Now everyone, the bus is here,” Mrs. Jefferies’ voice broke up their conversation.  “We need to board now.”
“Let’s go see this Grand Palace,” Jason said as he stood and helped Alex up.
Alex smiled at Emily as she gave Jason her arm.  “Isn’t it amazing how much of a gentleman he can be when he wants to?”
“Yes, he sure can turn it on and off at will,” Emily gave both of them a big smile.
. . .
“Our last day in Europe and we have to take a test,” Jason groaned, leaning back from the breakfast table.
“It does bite, doesn’t it?  We could use the time to visit Montmartre instead,” Matthew sighed as he finished his croissant.
“I’m glad we’re taking it before the plane ride back,” Alex said, “after ten hours in the air, my brain turns to mush.”
“You said it. I would have forgotten everything while we were on the plane.”
“We could use the time on the plane to study.”
They all rolled their eyes at Matthew’s suggestion.  “Study on the plane?  All I can do is watch movies, try to sleep, or listen to music.”
“Yes, it’s so uncomfortable.”
“You guys are wimps.  When my dad and I came last year, we traveled coach.  Those seats barely recline.”
“Coach, ugh.  First class or a chartered jet is where it’s at,” Jason said.  “You can lay the seat all the way back and really get some sleep.”
“Why didn’t you fly First Class then?”
“My dad wouldn’t let me.  He said I had to travel with the rest of the class.”
“Well, I hope you don’t suffer too much.”
“I’m sure I won’t as much as I’m going to now.”  Jason pointed at Mrs. Jefferies entering the café with the test in her arm.  She’d reserved the restaurant at the hotel for the test since it was normally closed until dinner.
. . .
“When you finish your test,” Mrs. Jefferies called out, “hand it in; then go up to your rooms and finish packing.  We have to be checked out in two hours.”
Matthew finished the test, and after reviewing his answers twice, he got tired of stalling.  He walked to the front of the restaurant and handed his test to Mrs. Jefferies.
“Thank you, Matthew.  You’re always the first to finish.”
She smiled at him as though she was responsible for his being able to finish the test so fast.  Matthew gave a weak smile back and headed out.  He was always embarrassed to be the first to finish; he tried to stall by reviewing everything.  Eventually he would get bored and start fidgeting so much that everyone would glare at him, but now they glared at him anyway as he walked out of the restaurant.
He went up to Jason’s and his room and packed.  While he waited for Jason to come up, he started to read A Tale of Two Cities.  He’d brought the book to read on the flight back.  He thought it would be nice to read it after being in France.  He’d been to both cities, London with his dad and now Paris.
Jason entered the room, “Oh come on, isn’t your brain tired enough from the test?”
“Sure, but this is for fun.  It’s about the French Revolution.”
“I know it’s about the French Revolution,” Jason threw a pillow at Matthew, “but come on, Dickens is not light reading.”
Matthew threw the pillow back “Give me a break; I don’t make comments about the stuff you read.”
Jason tossed the pillow onto the bed, “That’s because I hardly ever read, especially on vacation.”
“And your point is?”  Matthew glared at Jason.
“Nothing.  Sorry, I’m just so burned out after the test.  Let’s get our stuff downstairs and check out.”
. . .
When they boarded the airplane for home, Matthew headed for the back.  The flight was an all business-class flight, so he couldn’t complain too much.  Mrs. Jefferies had made sure that the roommate pairings were seated next to each other on the way to France, but hadn’t put that constraint on the return flight.  When it occurred to the teenagers to check their seat assignments for the return flight, they found that they were scattered all over the plane. The flight was a so full that it had been impossible to re-arrange seating.  Matthew’s seat was so far from any of his new friends that he just resigned himself to his fate of a long trip sitting with strangers.  As he settled into his seat next to a small child and his mother, Matthew groaned.  This was going to be anything but a relaxing flight home.
As the plane took off, Matthew fingered the stone around his neck and thought of the places he’d been with his friends.  As he relaxed, he saw them before his eyes.  He retraced the steps they’d made at the monastery; he saw the crowds as he maneuvered around the grounds.  He seemed to be able to take his mind into areas they had only seen in passing.  It was so real he was amazed, just like watching a movie. There were crowds, but he didn’t see any of his friends.  As he thought of Versailles, it appeared as it had the two evenings before, just as they were leaving.  The crowds had thinned out and the shadows were getting long.  Matthew took himself through the entire palace again, viewing each room, taking in detail that he hadn’t realized he’d seen.  The rooms were empty, except for him.  He paused before each piece of art or furniture to examine it in detail.  Strangely, he seemed to be able to see things from angles that were impossible during the tour.  He could see out from the grand throne as though he were seated on it, an impossible view since that entire room was roped off.  The seat-belt light went on with a ping, as the flight attendant told the passengers to fasten their seat belts as turbulence was ahead.  Matthew adjusted his seat belt and took out his book to read.
. . .
When the plane landed in Los Angeles, Matthew and Jason joined Emily and Alex while they waited for their bags.
After pulling a couple of bags off the conveyer belt for the girls, Matthew started to head out.
“Wait, we’ve got more bags,”  Alex said.
“Why would you need more than these two behemoths?”  Matthew asked.
Jason gave Matthew an incredulous look, “Are you kidding, I think they each have three.”
“Where did you come up with them?  I only remember your having one each on the way out.”
“Well, when you go to Paris, you always pick up some extra luggage to bring back your shopping,” Alex said.
“When did you have time for shopping?”
“There’s always time for shopping,” Emily replied.  “Where do you think we were going when we left dinner early?”
“Ah, I see said the blind man,” Matthew laughed.  “I thought it was strange how little and quickly you two would eat.”
“The mall below the Louvre is just great.  Every haute couture designer in the world must have a store down there.”
“I hated to rush dinner,” Alex said, “but a girl’s gotta shop.”
“Here come our bags now.  Next, we have to get through customs,” Emily said.  “Matt, did you bring anything back with you?”
“No, just some pictures and stuff.”
“Well then, would you take one of my bags through customs?  Here, we can change your declaration form to cover the stuff I’ve got in it.”
“Is that legal?”
“Sure, everyone coming back is entitled to bring just so much in,” Alex said.  “You didn’t use your allotment, so it only makes sense that you use it to help Emily out.  Jason is carrying two of my bags through.”  Alex gave Jason a hug.
“Okay, what are friends for?”
“Thanks, you’re a doll,”  Emily gave Matthew a peck on the cheek.  “Here take this one.”
The customs agents didn’t even pay attention to the four teenagers as they worked their way through the line.
“Where’s our gate?”  Emily said, “You two are flying to Palomar airport too, aren’t you?”
“Yes, seat 8A on the next puddle hopper out of here,” Jason said.  “I hate flying those small planes, but I can’t wait to get home.”
“Me, either,” said Emily, “this has been fun, but I can’t wait to spend the night in my own room!”
“I just hope the plane can get off the ground,” Matthew groaned.  “What have you got in this thing?” he asked as he hefted the bag up to the re-check carousel.
“Just some clothes and shoes,” Emily answered.
“Lots of shoes,” Alex said, as the two girls giggled.
“Don’t complain,” Jason said, “Alex gave me the one with all the shoes in it, too.”
“What good are all those muscles if you don’t use them?”  Alex said as she gave Jason’s biceps a squeeze.
“Did you survive okay?  I saw you were next to a baby,” Emily said as Matthew helped her lift the other huge bag onto the carousel.
“Sure, I just read,” Matthew said.  “Did you have to get such a big suitcase?”
“Of course, they only let you check three,” Emily said.  “If I’d have thought about it, I’d have asked you to check one for me, then I could have brought more stuff.”
“We definitely should have thought of that,” Alex said. “I really hated leaving all that nice stuff in Paris.”
Matthew just rolled his eyes. He couldn’t imagine having the kind of money his friends had.  They were all from wealthy families.  As he remembered the shops under the Louvre, he guessed that what the two girls had spent on clothes and shoes would have been as much as his mother made in a month, more probably.
Matthew summoned up his courage and asked the question he’d wanted to ask since they left Paris.  “Hey, do you guys want to get together next week and do something?” he said.  What a lame way to ask, he thought.
“Sure,” said Jason, “what are you up for?”
Matthew looked expectantly at Emily.  “A movie, anything.”
“I can’t,” Emily said.  “I’m only home five days before I’m off to tennis camp in Florida.  I’m kind of dreading another big stretch away from home.”
“How long are you going to be away?”  Matthew said, feeling his heart sink into the pit of his stomach.
“Two and a half weeks.  It’s a great camp. Some of the top players have trained there.”
“You must be crazy,” Alex said.  “I’m not going anywhere for at least a month.”
“We should exchange numbers now. It’ll be impossible when we get to Palomar,” Alex said.  “That way Emily can call us when she gets back.”
“They’re calling our plane now,” Jason said.  And the four friends worked their way down the stairs and across the tarmac to their plane.
. . .
The goodbyes at Palomar airport were short as their families scooped up each of them and started asking about the trip.
Matthew’s mother and little sister were waiting for him at the gate.  “Well Matt, how was it?”
“Matty, did you go up the Eiffel Tower?” asked Matthew’s little sister, Jessica.
“No, but I brought one back for you.”
“Bye Matt, see you later,” Emily said as she left with her parents.
“Wasn’t that Emily Stevenson?  I didn’t know you were friends.”
“We kind of got to know each other on the trip.  There were only sixteen of us, so we got to know each other pretty well.”
“That’s nice. I’ve met her parents at PCA parents’ night, and I worked with her mother on the Children’s Hospital fundraiser last year.  They’re really nice people.”
“I guess so.”  Matthew hollered at Jason, “Hey Jason, I’ll call you.”
“Right.  Hello,” Jason walked over and offered his hand to Matthew’s mother.  “I’m Jason Winthrop.  Matt and I were roommates on the trip.”
“Jason, this is my mother, Margaret, Mom, Jason.”
“Oh, he mentioned you on the phone.  I’m glad he was able to room with someone as nice as you.”
“Nice meeting you, Mrs. Brandt, and you must be Jessica,” Jason squatted down to shake Jessica’s hand.
Jessica positively beamed from the attention.  “Matty bought me the Eiffel Tower.”
“No wonder his bag was so heavy.  Well, he’s a really nice brother carrying the Eiffel Tower all the way back from Paris for you.”  Jason smiled at Jessica and looked her straight in the eye.
“Yes, he is.”  Jessica turned and hugged Matthew’s leg.
“Nice meeting you,” Jason said as he stood up.  “See you around, Matt.”
“He seems like a nice boy,” Mrs. Brandt said, watching as Jason walked over to his father.
“Yeah, he’s a real charmer,” Matthew said.
“Where’s my Eiffel Tower?”  Jessica started jumping up and down.




The Tennis Lesson

On the day after the Fourth of July, Emily called.
Matthew answered the phone, “Hello.”
“Hi, Matt, it’s Emily.”
“Oh, hi.  I thought you were going to be out of town.”
“I leave tomorrow.  I called to ask if you found out your grade on the test.”
“No, I haven’t heard, have you?”
“I got an A.  The grades came in the mail today.  I wanted to call and say thanks for all the help.”
“No problem.”
“Are you sure yours didn’t come?  Alex and Jason got theirs.”
“Wait a sec.”  Matthew put his hand over the mouthpiece.  “Mom,” he shouted, “did I get anything in the mail?”
“It’s right there on the counter, like always,” his mother shouted back.
Matthew took his hand off the mouthpiece, “Mom says something came.  Let me look.”
Turning to the counter, he saw the letter from the school sitting in plain sight.  Picking it up, he tore it open to check out his grade.
“Here it is.”  Matt examined the paper.  His grade was an A+.  “I got an A, too,” he said.
“I knew you would.  Alex and Jason both got an A-.  They were totally thrilled.”
“Great, then it was worth it.”  Matthew’s voice sounded a little dejected as he wondered if he had any chance with Emily.
“Are you all right, you sound a little down?”
“I’m fine,” he lied.  “I’m just tired from my workout.”
“Okay, thanks again for all the help.  I’ll call when I get back.”
“Great,” Matthew perked up at the thought of her calling him.  “Have fun in Florida.”
“I will.  It’s going to be a lot of hard work. This coach is really into physical fitness.”
“Well, you have to be fit to win.  You will have time for some fun, won’t you?”
“Sure, Alex is flying down for the last weekend and we’re going to Disney World.  But the rest of the time it’s training seven days a week.”
“Send me a postcard,” Matthew said.  “Geez am I lame or what,” he thought.  “Any moron could carry on a more interesting conversation.”
“Okay, I’ve got to go finish packing, see you when I get back.  Bye.”
“Bye.”  Matthew hung up the phone, wondering whether she would call when she got back.  And even if she did, what would that mean.  “Man this relationship stuff is hard.”
The phone rang again.
“Hello.”
“Hey Matt, my man,” Jason said, “I got an A on that test.”
“Yeah, Emily just called and told me.”
“Hey, that sounds promising; I mean her calling and all.”
“I hope so.  Anyway, she’s off to Florida tomorrow.”
“Bad timing huh, well it’s only two weeks.”
“I know.”
“Hey dude, I talked to my mom and she says she’d love to give you tennis lessons.”
“Are you sure, if it’s too much hassle…”
“Don’t worry about it.  She was ecstatic that I was talking about playing more.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes!  Now you should come over on Saturday morning for your first lesson.  Mom’s suggested that you come twice a week for a while.”
“That sounds like a lot of her time.  I’m . .”
“It’s cool,” Jason interrupted, “my mom doesn’t do anything she doesn’t want to.  Now here’s how to get to my house.”
. . .
Matthew hung up the phone; he had been fingering the stone during his conversations with Emily and Jason.  “I wonder what the writing says,” he thought.  “I’ll see if Mom can get someone to translate it for me.”
He took the stone off so he could make a rubbing of the writing on it.  He put a piece of paper over the stone and used a number two pencil to rub on the paper; the writing was very readable. Then he took the paper downstairs to talk to his mom.
“Mom, is there someone at UCSD who’s into ancient languages and artifacts?”
“Of course there is, there are several, in fact.  Which language are you interested in?”
“I don’t know, but I found this writing on a rock in Europe.  I made a rubbing of it and was hoping you could get someone to tell me what it says.”
“Let’s look at it,” his mother said, taking the piece of paper from his hand.  “It looks like some Gallic or Celtic language.  I know just the guy to ask.”
“Great.”
“It could take some time, with it being summer.  Everyone’s schedules are pretty erratic.  Are you in a hurry for the answer?”
“Not really, but I’d like to know before school starts.  I might be able to use it in a report or something.”
“Don’t worry, I’m sure he’ll get to it in a week or so.  How’s it going?  You’ve got a new set of friends, it seems.”
“Jason and I have hit it off, at least I think so.  I’m going to be going over to his house a couple of times a week to take tennis lessons.”
“I didn’t know you were interested in tennis.”
“I thought it might be fun.  I’ve never asked about it before because lessons are so expensive, but Jason’s mom is going to teach me for free.”
“That’s nice of her, but it seems like a lot for her to do.”
“Jason says she’s happy to, especially if it means he’ll be playing more.  She used to be a pro player.”
“I’m impressed.  We’ll, I’m glad you’re going to do something else for fun.  And having some other friends is good.  Who was the girl who called?”
“That was Emily Stevenson.  She was on the trip with us.  You saw her at Palomar when we got home.”
“Yes, I remember her.”
“Hey, I’ve got to go, I’ve got a client with a messed up PC waiting on me,” Matthew said.  He was uncomfortable talking with his mom about his new friends.  He didn’t know why, but it felt weird.  His client wasn’t really waiting on him. Matthew had just promised to get to the PC sometime over the holiday. But it was a good excuse to get out of a long Q&A session about his friends.
“I guess I’ll need to break my PC to get on your calendar,” his mother teased.  “Don’t be late for dinner.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be home by six.  And don’t forget about the translation.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll ask first thing Monday.”
. . .
Matthew woke early on Saturday. He was nervous about meeting Jason’s parents.  He’d only seen Jason’s father at the airport. They lived in Fairbanks Ranch, one of the private enclaves in Rancho Santa Fe.  Those houses went for a few million minimum and they must have one of the larger homes since they had a tennis court as well as a pool.  Matthew was worried that he wouldn’t know how to act around them.
Matthew grabbed some breakfast, then rode his bike over to Jason’s house.  The five-mile ride was a good warm-up before the lesson.  He stopped at the gate to Fairbanks Ranch and gave the guard his name.  The guard checked the list. Apparently, Jason had called ahead to let the guard know to let him in.  The guard gave him directions to the house.  As Matthew climbed the hill on his bike, he was amazed at how large some of the homes were.  The houses were beautiful as well as big, many with a Tuscan theme to the house and estate; others were going for the antebellum south look.
He pulled up in front of Jason’s house. At least the numbers matched the ones Jason and the guard had given him.  He went to the front door and knocked.  Jason came running to the door to greet him.
“Hey Matt, come on in.  Did you bring your swim trunks?”
“Sure thing, nice digs you got here,” Matthew gazed around the foyer.  It was bigger than his bedroom.
Jason just shrugged his shoulders, “Yeah, it’s pretty nice.  Come on in and I’ll give you a quick tour.  To the right here is the formal living room.”  Jason pointed to a room lavishly furnished in antiques.
“Isn’t that a Franz Marc over the fireplace?”
“Hey, that’s a pretty good eye you have.  Most people don’t know his work that well.”
“I think his Blue Horses is the most beautiful painting ever.”  Matthew walked over to examine the huge painting.  “Is it an original?”
“Sure is, Dad’s parents are real collectors.”
“That’s neat. To be able to have real art by a master is so cool.”
“Well anyway, this room is just for show. Nobody uses it unless Dad has an important client over or something.  Over here is the dining room. That’s a Winslow Homer over there.”  Jason pointed to a huge painting of ships on a stormy sea hanging over the buffet.  The dining table was long, made of walnut, and there were twelve high-backed chairs around it.
“That’s beautiful. My mom really likes his work.”
“He’s my dad’s favorite artist. This is the kitchen. We usually eat in here,” Jason pointed to a round oak table surrounded by five wide, comfortable looking chairs.
“Geez, is that the refrigerator?”  Matthew walked over to the six-foot wall of polished metal.
“Yeah, it’s not that big.  It’s shallow so it’s easy to get stuff in and out.”
“I’d guess so.”
“And here’s the family room.  My folks usually watch TV here.  Brea and I use the room downstairs.”
“Why?  This has to be great with that huge flat screen TV, and the couches look totally comfortable.”
“The downstairs room is just as nice. Dad is even having one of the downstairs rooms remodeled into a media room.  It’s going to be awesome when it’s done.  But mainly we go downstairs because Hanna usually hangs out up here with Mom and Dad.”
Matthew gave Jason a blank stare, “Oh Hanna’s my little sister. She’s only five so she can be a real pain.”
“I know how that is.  My sister Jessica’s the same age. She can be fun, but it takes a lot of energy to deal with her.”
“Dad’s office is over there and their bedroom is down that hall, and Hanna’s is across the hall from theirs.  The maid has a room down the other hall over there.  Eventually they’ll move Hanna down there. Brea and I have our bedrooms downstairs.”
Matthew followed Jason down the stairs into another family-style room almost the same as the one upstairs.  “Over here is the game room.  We’ve got a pool table, darts and a couple of arcade games.”
“Man, this is really cool.  You don’t need to go anywhere for entertainment, it’s all right here.”
“It’s pretty nice, but it can get old after a while.”
“It wouldn’t for me.  What’s this, a bar?”
“Yeah, that way Dad can entertain clients down here.  And that’s a wine cellar over there.”
Matthew followed Jason’s look.  The wine cellar was behind a glass door.  It was temperature controlled and bigger than his bedroom, too.  The walls were lined with bottles of wine.  “You could have a serious party down here,” Matthew said.
“You could if Dad didn’t keep a record of every bottle of alcohol in the house.”
“Forget the alcohol. When you’ve got toys like this, who needs it?”
“I guess. The pool and tennis courts are back there,” he said pointing to the French doors leading to the patio in back of the house.
Jason’s mother came walking down the stairs.  “Hi, you must be Matt,” she said offering her hand to Matthew.  She was wearing a white tennis outfit and her light brown hair was tied back in a ponytail.  Matthew thought she looked like a coed instead of Jason’s mother.
Matthew smiled and shook her hand.  “It’s really nice of you to give me lessons, Mrs. Winthrop.”
Jason’s mom smiled at Matthew, “No problem Matt, and call me Cara.  Like car, then ah.  Mrs. Winthrop makes me feel old.”
“Okay, Cara.”
“Now let’s go out back and I’ll get you started.  Did you bring a racquet or do you want to use one of ours?”
“I told him he could use my old one,” Jason said.  “He won’t want to buy one until he gets a feel for the game.”
“That’s a great suggestion, Jason. I’m glad you thought of it,” Mrs. Winthrop said as she turned to Matthew.  “After you’ve played for a few months, you’ll get a sense of what kind of racquet you like.  And Jason’s old Prince will be a perfect one to start with.”
“Great,” was all Matthew could think to say.
“Now let’s go on down to the court. Jason, are you coming down with us?”
“No, I’ll just hang around up here until you’re finished.  Then I’ll come down and hit a few balls with him.  After that we’re in the pool.”
“OK, but I expect you to get Hanna ready for her party,” Mrs. Winthrop said, “that way Matt and I can focus on his lesson.  Come on, Matt,” she said and led the way out the French doors and down to the tennis court.
“Now, the first thing we need to learn is how to hold the racquet.  You want to grip it this way,” she said showing him how to grip it.
She stepped behind Matthew and put her arms around him, grabbing the racquet over his hands.  “Now you want to swing the racquet like this for a forehand shot, and like this for a back hand.”  Matthew had a hard time concentrating, as he inhaled the light perfume she was wearing.  With her breasts pressed against his back, he was struggling to keep his mind on the racquet.
“Now, do you have that?” she asked.
“I think so,” Matthew stuttered as he swallowed deeply.
“Okay, now I’m going to set up the machine to shoot some balls at you and we’ll work on hitting them back.”
They worked on his forehand for fifty returns then switched over to the backhand side.
“You’ve got strong wrists, Matt.  That’s really good.  You need strong wrists to play tennis.”
“Thanks, Mrs. Winthrop.  I do special exercises for them for my martial arts.”
“Now, I told you to call me Cara,” Mrs. Winthrop said, scolding Matthew in a playful tone.  “Okay?”
“Sure Mrs., oh I mean Cara.”
“Now let’s work on a little footwork, and that’ll be it for today’s lesson.”
Mrs. Winthrop took Matthew through some footwork drills.
“You need to really get the footwork down, that’s key to playing well.  You need to get to the ball fast, but you also have to have your body and feet in position to hit it correctly,” she said.  “I think your martial arts should help here, too.”
“Do you think so?”
“Yes, you’re quick on your feet and you’re getting the drills down right away.”
“Yeah, they’re just like some of the footwork drills we do for sparring.”
“Now, do you want to come back on Tuesday around 5:30 for your next lesson?”
“Sure, that’d be great, Cara,”  Matthew blurted out.
“OK then, I’ll see you next Tuesday.  You can work on the footwork drills until then, and don’t let Jason talk you into a game yet. Just practice hitting the ball back over the net for a while, okay?”
“No problem, and thanks again for the lesson,” Matthew said as Mrs. Winthrop headed back to the house.
Matthew watched her walk away.  Her rear end had a nice shape and sway to it, he thought.
“Geez, scoping out your best friend’s mom, how sick can you get,” Matthew said to himself.  But he continued to watch her closely as she went toward the house.  He was totally focused on her as he watched her make her way inside the door, then up the stairs, around the corner and into her bedroom.  She kicked her tennis shoes off and pulled her blouse off exposing her sports bra and strong shoulders.  Her skin was a dark tan from many days beside the pool.  She took the zipper to the tennis skirt in her hand.  Matthew’s eyes locked on her hand as she slid the zipper down.  As the skirt opened, it exposed a prominent birthmark on her left cheek.  As she dropped the skirt to the floor, the last thing Matthew could remember seeing was the birthmark; it was shaped like Italy.  His heart was racing as he stared ahead, but instead of Mrs. Winthrop, Matthew was staring at steps to the house.  “Whoa, that was weird.  I must have been daydreaming, boy I’m sick!”
“You are sick.”  Jason called out as he walked onto the tennis court.  Matthew had been so focused on his daydream that he hadn’t seen Jason come out of the house.
Matthew sat up straight and looked at Jason, “I was just talking to myself,” he said.  “I’ve been doing too much daydreaming lately, that’s all.  You have any problems getting Hanna dressed?”  Matthew asked with a grin, hoping to change the subject.
“Oh shut up, like you never had to dress your little sister.  Now get up and we’ll hit a few balls.”
“You’re the boss.”
“You’re left handed, so you can hit your forehand to my backhand.  Try to hit it far to the left so I have to scramble to it.”
“OK,” Matthew walked to his side of the net.  He hit a ball to Jason’s left.  Jason scurried to the right and shot the ball back to Matthew’s left.  The ball bounced perfectly so Matthew barely had to move to hit it.  In the meantime, Jason had taken up position in the center of the court again.  Matthew shot the ball to his left again.  Jason again scrambled to it and returned it to almost the exact same spot as he re-centered himself in the court.  Matthew returned the ball with more speed this time.  The ball bounced far to Jason’s left and deeper.  Jason was on it like a cat, backhanding the shot to Matthew.  Again, the shot hit almost the exact same spot. Matthew barely had to move to hit it.
They went on like this for about twenty minutes then Jason stopped and walked to the net.
“Great, you’re really getting the hang of it.  Now return to my forehand, and I’ll return to your backhand.”
Their play continued almost as before, Matthew striking the ball to Jason’s left, Jason chasing it down like a cat, and returning it right to Matthew.  Again, Matthew barely had to move.  After another twenty minutes, Jason stopped and came to the net again.  He sounded a little winded.
“Well, that’s enough for today,” Jason said.  “You’re getting those strokes down, and in a week or so, we’ll get you chasing the balls down. Let’s go shower and jump in the pool to cool off.”
They went into the cabana and changed into their swim trunks. They quickly rinsed off in the outdoor shower and then jumped right into the pool.
Matthew swam over and hung on the side of the pool next to Jason. “Jason, you’re pretty good at tennis,” Matthew said.  “You were able to return every shot to almost the exact same place.  Why don’t you play on the tennis team?”
“I played competitive tennis from the time I was six until last year.  I got a little burned out.  It’s way too much work.”
“How much work can it be?  You’re already good.”
“You have to work out one to two hours a day just to stay in shape.  Then you need to play another couple of hours to stay competitive.”
“I guess that does sound like a lot.”
“It is; I like to have fun when I play tennis.”
“Well, you wouldn’t have to work that hard to play on the school team,” Matthew said.  “Wouldn’t it be fun to be the big shot on the tennis team?”
“Well, there’s more to life than tennis. Even the school team would require a lot of work.”
“But I bet you’re good enough to kill the guys on the tennis team!” cried Matthew.
“Sure I could, but why?  I don’t need a scholarship for college. My old man’s loaded.  And besides, I’ve got other things to do with my time.”
“Would it really take that much?”
“For me it would.  When I do something, I do it right.  And no matter how much time I put in; I could never build up enough stamina to make it through a fifth set.  Somehow I missed that set of genes from Mom.”
“Oh.”
“And if I can’t have a banana split when I want to, what’s the point?”
“I guess that could get old.”
“Just face it,” Jason said as he lifted himself out of the pool and sat on the side, his feet dangling in the water. “I’m a country club player and I like it that way.”
“It’s your life, I just wondered.”
“By the way, we belong to the same country club that Emily’s family does.  I see her playing there with Alex all the time.”
“You do?”  Matthew perked up at the mention of Emily.  He pushed back from the edge of the pool, standing on the bottom, the water up to his chest.
“When you get better, we’ll start playing over there,” Jason said.  “It’ll give you a chance to see her. Maybe we can get them to play mixed doubles with us, Alex and me against you and Emily.”
“That sounds great.  Do your parents care that you don’t want to play competitively anymore?”
Jason gathered his feet under him.  “No, they got their nine years” he said, “the rest are mine,” and with that he jumped up and did a cannonball in front of Matthew.  The water exploded into Matthew’s face, knocking him over.




The Pool Party

It had been four weeks since Matthew had started taking tennis lessons.
“How long does it take to figure this game out,” he thought as he set up for Jason’s serve.
Jason served the ball straight at Matthew.  Matthew danced around the serve and returned it to Jason.  Jason returned the ball to the left side of the court, forcing Matthew to race over for it.  His footwork was good, and he was able to reach the ball quickly, returning it toward the center of Jason’s court.  Matthew still had to aim for well inside the lines to avoid having the ball sail out of bounds.  The occasions when he landed the ball just inside the lines were pure luck.
Jason returned the ball to Matthew’s right, forcing him to race to the other side of the court to get his backhand on it.  Given Matthew’s limited command of the court, Jason barely had to move to get to Matthew’s shot.  Jason seemed to hold back forever before he hit the ball.  Matthew was already racing toward the other side of the court, anticipating that Jason would put it as far from him as possible.  Jason hit the ball behind Matthew.  Matthew turned and watched as it hit the right sideline.
“Game, set, match,” Jason yelled as he ran to the net.
Matthew walked over to meet him.  “You’re wearing me out. I have to run five miles every time I play you.”
“It’s not that bad. I think you’re getting pretty good.”
“You think so?  It seems like the ball is in slow motion on your side of the net, but when it gets to my side it’s in fast forward.”
“Yeah, it always starts out like that.  Once you get better, your brain won’t be so overloaded thinking about everything.”
“I guess it’s just like my martial arts.  When you first learn a form or a new move, it seems so complicated until the moves become automatic.  Once you’ve practiced enough, you barely have to think to do the form.”
“That’s right, it all comes with practice.”
“I hope so.”
“Mom sure thinks you’re getting better.  She says you’re picking it up really fast.”
“I’m trying hard.  I work on the drills she gives me every day.”
“Don’t go serious on me.  It won’t be any fun if you get that way.”
“Don’t worry, I’m in it for the fun.”
“I think you’re in it for the girls, one girl in particular.”
Matthew’s ears turned red.
“I think we’re ready to try out the country club scene for a match.  Highlight you to Emily just a little.”
“You think I’m ready to play her?”
“Not a chance, we’ll just let her see you on the court.  Later we’ll try to set up a game with her and Alex.”
“Speaking of Alex, how is she?”
“Fine,” Jason said arching his eyebrows.  “We’ve been going to the movies and stuff.  She sure has been hanging around with Emily a lot lately.”
“She has, huh?”
“Yeah, I think they play tennis at the club three or four times a week.  How’s next Thursday or Friday afternoon for the club?”
“I can’t,” Matthew said with a frown.  “I’ve got to work on Thursday, and I’m testing for my black sash on Friday.  Sorry.”
“No problem.  Hey I get my driver’s license on Monday. Why don’t we go down to the club on Tuesday?  I’ll drive.”  Jason was smiling from ear to ear.
“I forgot you were getting your license.  Aren’t you getting a new car, too?”
“Yep, Dad and I are going to pick it up Saturday.  It’s been on order for four months.”
“Wow, that sounds so cool, a new car.  It must be a nice one if you had to order it.”
“Sure is.  It’s a Lexus SC, midnight blue.  I think the women are going to really dig me in it.”
“What’s Alex going to think if you have other women chasing you?”
“Oh, I guess I’ll have to beat the other ones off, as long as Alex and I are dating that is.  But all that extra attention does wonders for one’s ego.”
“I wish I could just get Emily’s attention.  I’ve only seen her that once when we all had lunch together after she got back from Florida.”
“That’s it?  Haven’t you called her to ask her out?”
“I haven’t had the nerve,” Matthew said kicking at a pebble on the court.  “She didn’t sound that interested at lunch.”
“I guess it can be pretty intimidating.”
“Yeah, her family’s so rich.  They have one of the largest estates in Rancho Santa Fe.”
“You shouldn’t let that bother you.  Emily is definitely not a snob.  She might be out of your league, but it’s not because of the money.”
“Then why?”
“She’s two years older than you, fool.  She’s beautiful, which means she probably dates older guys.  I don’t know why you don’t focus on the girls your age.”
“They’re just kids.”
“That’s the point.  They think you’re something special just because you’re going to be a junior.”
“Whatever,” Matthew said dismissively.  “What time do you want to pick me up?”
“How about 3:00?”
“Sure, I’m off work at 2:00, so I’ll be home and ready when you drive up.”
“Okay, let’s hit the pool.”
Jason and Matthew raced to the cabanas to change.  Meanwhile in Brianna’s room she and five of her friends were huddled around the door to the patio, giggling.
Brianna stomped her foot.  “Quiet or they’ll hear us,” she said.  “We’ve got to wait until they’re in the pool or they’ll just go somewhere else.”
She had Hanna pinned to her with one arm and a hand over the five-year-old’s mouth.  Hanna squirmed and wiggled trying to get free.
“Now Hanna, you promised you’d play along,” Brianna said.  “So be quiet, and I’ll take you to the movies tomorrow. Okay?”
Hanna nodded her head up and down as much as she could within Brianna’s grip.
Jennifer, the girl on Hanna’s left, peaked through the curtains.  “Matthew sure looks good,” she said.  “He must have grown three inches since school.  Ooh la la!”
“Shhh,” Brianna hissed, “keep your panties on and stay quiet!”
“I’m not wearing panties,” Jennifer said giggling, “just my bikini.”  The other girls giggled with her.
About this time Jason and Matthew had finished showering and were running for the pool.  Each did a big cannonball dive sending water spewing into the air.
“All right they’re ours.  Mommy said she’d come down to watch Hanna, so they can’t leave or Jason will get into trouble for being a bad sport.  Let’s go.”
With that the six girls headed to the pool with Hanna hurrying to keep up.  As they descended on the pool, Jason and Matthew looked up together.
“Brianna, you didn’t say you were having a pool party,” Jason hollered, slapping his hand on the water in disgust. “Matthew and I have the pool now.”
“I didn’t know I had to get permission from you to have a party,” Brianna said, her hands on her hips as she spoke.  “Mommy said I could, and there’s plenty of room for everybody.”
The girls all entered the pool on the beach entry, a slow, sloping walk toward the deeper water.  Brianna stayed on the side holding Hanna’s hand as they sat with their feet in the water. “I want to go in,” cried Hanna.
“Just hold your horses,” Brianna said.  “Mommy will be down in a minute and then you can play. Okay?”
Hanna muttered something inaudible and kept whimpering.  Some of the bolder girls had worked their way to the deep end, toward Matthew and Jason.  They were tossing a beach ball back and forth as they treaded water.
“Hi, Matt,” Jennifer said making her voice sound sexy.  She tossed the beach ball at him.
Matthew batted it back to her, “Hi yourself,” he said.  “Don’t I know you?”
“Idiot,” Jennifer said, “I live across the street from you.”
“Oh right, Jennifer,” Matthew said, “you just look different in the water.”  Matthew blushed, embarrassed at not having recognized his neighbor as well as being amazed at how good she looked in her string bikini.
The beach ball came flying back hitting Jennifer on the head.  She grabbed it and rushed to punish the offender, giving Matthew a chance to escape.  He swam to the other side of the pool.
“Geez, Jason, what should we do?”  Matthew asked as he pulled himself up beside him.
“We should just play it cool and hang out for a while.  What’s the matter?”
“They’re just thirteen-year olds, what are we supposed to do with them?”
“Hey, news flash for you, Matt, most of them are fourteen now, and in case you’ve forgotten, you’re just fourteen.”
“But I’ll be fifteen in a few months. Besides it’s different.  Why don’t we split now?”
“Cause my mom would be all over us for being rude.  Matt, just grin and bear it.”
“I guess I have to.”
“Lighten up, dude.  Not that many guys would complain about six bikini-clad girls jumping around in the pool with him.”
“They’re just trying to bug us.”
“I don’t think so. I told you Brianna says her friends think you’re hot stuff.”
“Well, I’m going to ignore them,” Matthew hopped back into the water.
“Good luck with that.  Just face it, Brianna has you trapped.”  Jason kicked a little water into Matthew’s face.
Matthew smashed the water with both hands sending a wave into Jason’s face.  He then dove underwater and swam to the other side of the pool.
Jason, momentarily dazed, had to look around to find where Matthew had swum. “Hah,” Jason thought, “you’re mine,” and he pushed off the side toward Matthew.  He carefully swam toward the side away from the girls, forcing Matthew to swim closer to them in order to avoid him.
Slowly Jason maneuvered Matthew closer and closer to Brianna’s friends.  Jennifer saw what he was doing and promptly arranged a welcoming party for Matthew.  As Matthew was focusing on keeping away from Jason, the girls formed a semicircle in the water.
Jason, seeing the circle form, forced Matthew toward the center of it.  Quickly the girls closed the circle trapping Matthew between them.  They then started tossing the beach ball over his head and swimming circles around him.
Matthew couldn’t escape from the circle without bumping into one of the girls.  He tried to leap up and bat the beach ball out of the pool, but couldn’t quite reach it.
“If you want it, come and get it,” Jennifer said, taunting him.
Matthew wasn’t quite sure what she meant by ‘it’.  He just kept bouncing off the bottom and swatting at the ball.  As the girls kept adjusting to the ball, they were moving into deeper water.  When the water was deep enough, Matthew dove straight down to the bottom of the pool.  Looking up he spotted a gap in the water where there were no girls.  He launched himself off the bottom of the pool toward the open area of water.
As he broke the surface, Brianna greeted him.  Having been freed of her charge by her mother, she had been watching the events from the pool deck.  When she saw Matthew make his break, she simply jumped into the pool where he was surfacing.
“Hi Matt, what’s the matter?” she asked.  “Don’t you like us?”
“Sure, you’re fine.  I just don’t like to be crowded, that’s all.”  Matthew swam to the side of the pool and hung his arms out over the pool deck.
Brianna swam up beside him.  “Come on, we’ll put up the net and we can play water volleyball, just a couple of games.”
“Sure, why not.”  Matthew had to admit he had been outmaneuvered.  Looking up he saw that Jason had been watching from the pool deck.
“You sure can dive deep,” Jason said.  “I thought one of the girls was going to kick you in the head.”
“Oh shut up and set up the volleyball net!”
“Guys!” Mrs. Winthrop said, “Let’s keep it calm there.”
“Sorry!”  Matthew and Jason said in unison.
Jason and Brianna set the net up over the center of the pool.  Brianna divided everyone into two teams.  Matthew, Brianna, Jennifer and another girl Matthew didn’t know against Jason and another three of Brianna’s friends.
“Since Matthew’s tallest, we’ll take the deep end,” Brianna said, giving Jason a mischievous grin.
Jason glared at her a little and dove into the pool.  He motioned to the girls on his team to gather to discuss tactics.
“Who’s played before?” he asked.  All three said that they had.  “Any preferences?”
The tall, thin girl spoke up.  “I’m Sara. I like to play at the net,” she said. “Ashley plays volleyball on the school team, so she should start out serving.”
“Yeah,” Ashley said, “and I’m a great setter, too.”
“What about you?”  Jason asked, nodding to the third girl.
“I’m Diane,” she said, “I don’t play that much so whatever you want me to do is fine.”
“Okay, Sara and I’ll play the front line after any serve,” Jason said, “do you want the right or…”
“Left,” said Sara.
“And Ashley should play the middle,” Jason continued.  “Diane, you play the back line, and make sure you don’t touch anything that’s going out.”
“Okay,” Diane said, blushing.
“Are you guys going to play or what?”  Brianna yelled as she tossed the volleyball at Jason.
“I think they must have decided to have a tea party,” Matthew said.
“We’ll let our play speak for us,” Jason said, “so serve.”
Jason’s five minutes of preparation soon bore fruit.  They won the first game eleven to six.  Jennifer, not thinking about volleyball when she selected her bikini, spent most of the time trying to keep her bikini bra covering what it was supposed to.  After the loss, Brianna called a little conference.
“Hey we want to win this game, right?” she said.
“Yes!” they all said in unison.
“Then I’ll play setter.  Matthew and Alice are our best hitters,” Brianna said.  “And Jennifer, why don’t you just cover the back line?”
“I’ve got a tee-shirt in my bag if you want it,” Matthew said, realizing that Jennifer couldn’t possibly play in the string bikini she was wearing.
“Oh, that would be great,” Jennifer said with relief.
Matthew called time and ran to his bag.  Grabbing the tee shirt that he was planning to wear on the way home, he threw it at Jennifer.  She quickly pulled it over her head, smiling.
The next game was a lot more competitive.  Jennifer could actually play good volleyball when she was able to use both hands.  Their little bit of organization paid off and they were actually able to win the game eleven to nine.  By the end of the game everyone was exhausted.  The girls crawled out onto the deck and lay themselves out on the sun chairs.
Jennifer took off Matthew’s tee shirt.  “Thanks, Matt,” she said.  “I hope you didn’t mind.”
“No problem, Mrs. Winthrop said we had to keep the game G rated.”
Jennifer blushed and threw the shirt at Matthew, “Boys!” she huffed, then ran over to her friends on the chaise lounges.
Mrs. Winthrop called to Brianna, “Come watch your sister so I can cool off.”
Brianna walked over to the shallow end of the pool and took Hanna from her mother.  They started to play while Mrs. Winthrop laid her sunglasses on the patio table.  Then she came over to the pool ladder next to where Matthew was sitting with his feet dangling in the water and sat down.
“Hello, Matt.  You’re being a good sport with Brianna’s little game.”
“Trap, you mean.”
“Well, it wasn’t such a bad trap was it?”
“No, I guess I had a good time.  Did you know about it?”
“Sure, Brianna told me,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “I thought it would be fun.  You know, no matter what situation you find yourself in, you should always have fun.”
She placed her left foot on the ladder, and grabbing the top of the ladder with her hands she swung herself onto it.  With her left side turned toward Matthew, he was able to see part of a birthmark dipping out of the leg of her swimsuit.  He couldn’t help staring at it.
Mrs. Winthrop noticed him staring and said, “It’s my birthmark.  It looks just like Italy.  Since that’s where I was born, I always tell Carl it’s my passport back each year.”  She raised the edge of her swimsuit exposing the entire birthmark.
“Yeah, it sure does look like Italy,”  Matthew gulped for air, his ears turning beet red.
“Well I hope you enjoyed the lesson today.”
“You mean the tennis lesson, or the one about having fun?”
“Both were important lessons,” Mrs. Winthrop said as she pushed herself off the ladder.
“Hey Jason, I’ve got to go.”  Matthew stood up quickly.  “I’ll catch you later.”
“See you on Tuesday,” Jason called out.
“Bye, Matt,” Brianna yelled from the shallow end.
“Bye, Matt.”
“Bye, Matt.”
Matthew just waved and headed out to change.  “Geez, it’s just like the one I saw that first day.  No way could it be coincidental.  How could I have seen her birthmark?”  Matthew thought as he showered off in the outside shower.  He went into the cabana and changed clothes.  “This is just too weird.  What happened that day?” he wondered.




In The Game

Tuesday, Matthew was waiting at the curb when Jason pulled up in his new car.  Matthew whistled as Jason made a U-turn and pulled up beside him.  “Boy, she’s a beauty!” he said, whistling under his breath.
“Yeah, throw your bag in the back seat and let’s roll,” Jason said as he gunned the engine.
Matthew tossed his bag alongside Jason’s as he slid into the passenger seat.  “Umm, love that new car smell.”
“Did you get a note from your mom saying you could ride with me?” Jason asked.
“Right here,” Matthew said, patting the pocket of his shirt.
Jason laid a little scratch as he pulled away from the curb.  “Don’t say anything about that to my mom or I’ll get into trouble,” Jason shouted to Matthew as they roared down the road.
“Well you’d better slow down while we’re in the residential area,” Matthew said, screaming over the stereo and the whine of the engine, “or you’ll get a ticket and lose your license.”
Jason downshifted and let the engine wind down. “OK, OK, you’re right, but I wasn’t going that fast,” he said.  “I just kept her in low gear so it sounded like I was.”
They cruised along until they came to the country club.  Jason parked the car and they grabbed their gear and went inside.
Jason had reserved a court for them the week before so they just went straight to it from the car.
“Okay, you take that side of the net,” Jason said.  “We’ll just hit the ball back and forth until we warm up.”
Matthew hopped over the net and tossed a ball back to Jason.  They exchanged slow volleys for a few minutes until they were warm, then Jason motioned Matthew to the net.  “Matt, Emily and Alex are on court three over there.”
“Where?  I can’t see them.”
“You can just see them over that hedge.”  Jason pointed to a hedge off to their left.  “I checked the schedule yesterday.  They should have been playing for about forty minutes now.  They have to come by here when they finish.  They’ve only got the court for an hour, so it won’t be long.”
“Great,” Matthew wondered what good that would do.
“Now, wherever we are in our game we’ll call it a match and see if we can start talking.  Hopefully we can talk them into having a soda or a snack with us or something.”
“Sounds like a plan.  Do you want me to serve first?”
“Sure, go for it,” Jason said as he walked back to set up to receive the serve.
Matthew won the first game as Jason was just fooling around, lost the next three, then finally Jason let him win another before closing the set out 6-2.  They were into the second game of the second set with Jason up 4-1 and the score 40-15.  It was game point for Jason when Emily and Alex came walking up.  Matthew was set up for the return, but as the girls came by, he turned to say hello.  Jason seized that moment to serve an ace down the middle of the court.  He ran forward and jumped the net, calling out, “Game, set, match!”
Matthew groaned, putting his hands on his hips and arching his head back, “Jason, that was low even for you,” he said.
Alex shook her finger at Jason. “That was totally cheap; you can’t expect to win that way.”
“You should play the point over,” Emily said.  “This time play it for real.”
Jason smiled and spread his arms apart, the racquet in his right hand. “OK, but you girls are going to have to umpire it if you’re so concerned about fair play.”
“Sure, now you go back over there and play nice,” Alex said.
Jason hopped back over the net and set up for his serve.  Matthew positioned himself for the return and waited.  “I hope Jason doesn’t make me look too bad here,” he thought.
“Are you ready, Matt?” Jason called out.
“Just serve the ball,” Matthew hollered back.
Jason served the ball just in the inside corner of Matthew’s backhand side.  Matthew moved neatly to intercept and return the ball down the sideline.  Jason deftly moved into position and returned the ball deeper to Matthew’s backhand.  Matthew had to really scramble to get to it, but was able to hit it crosscourt to Jason’s forehand.  Jason had neatly positioned himself for the return and was able to lace it down the line before Matthew could get himself across the court for a return.
Jason hopped over the net, “Is that fair enough for you?” he said, walking up to Alex and giving her a kiss.
“I guess, at least you didn’t cheat that time.”
Matthew walked up, smiling, “I don’t mind losing as long as I’ve got a glimmer of a chance.”  He popped Jason on the back with the edge of the racquet.
“That wasn’t too bad,” Emily said, looking at Matthew.  “I didn’t know you played.”
“I’m just learning.  Jason’s mom is giving me lessons.”
“Oh, does she coach tennis?”
“No, she just offered to coach Matthew if he’d force me to play more.”
“Well, you looked pretty good,” Emily said to Jason.  “Are you going to be on the tennis team this year?”
“No, I’m a country club player.  Competitive tennis is just too much work for me.”
“Are you guys done for the day?”  Matthew asked as he put his racket into his bag.
“Yes, we just finished up.”
“Do you want to grab a soda and a snack by the pool?”  Jason asked as he gave Alex a hug.
Alex pushed him away, “I’m all sweaty.”
Jason licked her ear, “And salty too.”
“Let’s go grab a soda,” Alex said before Emily could say anything.
Emily shrugged her shoulders, “OK by me.”
Matthew, all grins, gathered up his stuff and followed behind as they moved toward the café.
“Hey Alex, have you seen Jason’s new car?”  Matthew asked.
“I sure have, he drove it over yesterday.  He couldn’t wait to show it off.”
“You didn’t tell me Jason got his car,” Emily said to Alex.  “What did you get?”
“It’s a Lexus SC, midnight blue,” Jason said as they picked out a table at the poolside café.
“I didn’t think they offered that color.”
“They call it Indigo Ink, but that’s the same as a midnight blue.”
“That does sound better,” Alex said.
“Let’s figure out what we want to order before the waiter shows up,” Jason said.  “The service can be a little slow here this time of day.”  He handed each one the menus he’d picked up when they passed the hostess stand.
“I’ll just have a diet soda,” Alex said.
“Well I’ll have a soda and French fries.  I’ve got to keep my calorie intake up while I’m training,”  Emily explained.
“Well, I’m with Alex, just a soda for me,” Jason said.
“Matt, you’ve got to order something to eat,” Emily said.  “I can’t be the only one eating at the table.  I’ll look like a pig.”
“Don’t worry, I never turn down food.  I’ll have the chicken fingers and fries.  I’ve got to eat four or five times a day just to keep from losing weight.”
“I wish I had that problem,” Alex said pinching the skin on her thin waist.  “I just have to look at food to gain weight.”
The waitress walked up at that time and chimed in,  “Not one of you knows what weight is. You’re all just as thin as can be,” she said.  “There’s not enough fat among the four of you to make a decent set of love handles.  Now what are you having?” she said as she propped her arm on her stomach to write.
Everyone ordered and turned in their menus.  As the waitress walked off, the four of them snickered as Jason said, “She’s got enough to make love handles for a whole army.”
“Shish, don’t be mean,” said Emily.  “What size engine did you get?”
“That’s what’s great about the Lexus. It only comes with one engine, V8 300 horsepower.  I wanted to get a roadster, but Mom insisted that I get a car that could seat four.”
“It can seat four as long as two of them are legless midgets,” Matthew said.
“Hey, it’s got a full 27 inches back there; but what do I care, I’m the driver.  It’s even got a dock for my iPhone.”
“You’ve got to be kidding,” Emily said.  “I didn’t even know they were available on the Lexus.”
“Yeah, between that and the satellite radio, I never have to listen to commercials.”
“Yes, I love the satellite radio,” Emily said.  “I didn’t get the iPod dock; didn’t think I’d need it with the satellite.”
“You didn’t tell me it had an iPhone dock,” Alex said.
“Why don’t I give you a ride home then, I’ll let you dock your iPhone.”
Matthew almost jumped out of his seat as he turned to look at Jason.  He decided not to say anything. He’d walk if he had to. He wasn’t going to beg for a ride.
Emily noticed the startled look on Matthew’s face. “I’ll give you ride home, Matt,” she said as she looked at Alex, a little miffed, “as long as we’re playing musical cars.”
“Thanks, I was thinking that it was going to be a long walk.”
Jason turned and winked at Matthew with a knowing grin.  “He knew Emily would give me a ride all along,” Matthew thought. “Man that guy is slick.”
“Here’s your food,” the waitress said as she walked up with a tray on her shoulder.  “Two diet sodas and two regular Cokes.  Hope you don’t mind the paper cups; the dishwasher broke so we’re using paper until they get it fixed.  And here are your fries and chicken fingers,” she said setting the food down in front of Emily and Matthew.
“Hey, my man Matt and I are planning on going to the new Bond movie this weekend,” Jason said.  “Do you two want to come along?  I hear it’s a riot.”  Jason leaned over and grabbed some fries off Matthew’s plate.
“What do you think, Emily?” said Alex, as she grabbed some fries from Emily’s plate.
“Sure, it’ll be fun,” Emily said, “Dutch treat.  But how about Thursday?  I’ve got an early match Saturday.”
“Sounds great to me,” said Jason.  He grabbed more fries from Matthew.  “Alex and I’ll set up the times and give you two a call.  Hey Alex, since we’ve got our drinks in paper cups, why don’t we head out now?”
“Sure, why not,” said Alex.  “We can cruise along 101 for a while if you have the time.”
“I’m in no hurry.”
“Perfect,” said Alex, as she grabbed some more fries off Emily’s plate.  “Is that OK with you guys?”
“Sure, fine, maybe Matt and I could eat some of our food then,” Emily said as she pushed Alex’s hand away from her fries.
“No problem,” Matthew said pulling his plate away from Jason.
“Let’s go then,” Jason said as he stood up and walked around Matthew’s chair.  He grabbed some chicken fingers while he picked up his bag.  “See you guys later.”
As the other two left, Emily turned to Matthew, “I hope you guys didn’t have anything planned.”
“No problem, I’ve got to work tonight anyway.  We were just trying to get a quick game in, and Jason wanted to show me the club.”
“Well, let’s eat what we’ve got left before it gets cold.”
“Yeah, can you believe those two?  I only need a diet soda.”  Matthew made his voice sound whiney.  “They say, ‘I don’t want to get fat,’ but then they snarf up our food.”
“It’s pretty typical. I didn’t know you worked.”
“Yes, but tonight is just my side gig.  I’m fixing someone’s computer.  They messed it up so it won’t even boot.”
“That sounds interesting,”  Emily turned toward Matthew.  “Does it pay well?”
“I charge $75 dollars a visit or $50 dollars an hour, if it takes more than an hour to fix it.  Usually I can take care of it in an hour.”
“That’s not bad. Do you stay busy?”
“I only do that five or six hours a week.  My real job is at WebMasters.com.  I work there about twenty-five hours a week.”
“Webmasters.com,” Emily repeated.  “What do you do for them?”  She polished off the last of her fries and sat back in her chair.
“I build web pages and customize Java applets for them.  I can do most of it at home, so it’s easy to work around my schedule once school starts.”
“You mean you keep up that schedule even during school?”  Emily sounded surprised.
“No, during school I only work fifteen hours a week at WebMasters.  The side stuff I usually fit in on Sunday.”
“That sounds like a lot of time.”
“It’s not too bad. I still have plenty of time for my Kung Fu and school.  But now I have to figure out how to work tennis in.”
“That sure sounds like a lot.  When do you do your homework?”
“I just don’t watch much TV.”
“Between school work and tennis, neither do I, but your schedule sounds crazy.”
“It’s not that bad and the money’s good.”
“I can’t believe the money is worth all that, why do you bother?”
“We need the money,” Matthew made his voice deep.  “Since my father died, we’ve got a lot of bills.  Everything I earn helps.”  Matthew tried to sound very adult.
“Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot about your father,”  Emily blushed.  “I feel so stupid.”
“Don’t worry, it’s no big deal.  It’s been almost a year now.  What about Michael, he’s in our class and he lost his father last year, too.  He’s doing fine. We’re both hanging in there.”
“I’m glad. Hey, let’s pay and get out of here.”  Emily grabbed her purse.
Matthew got up, gathered his stuff and waved to the waitress for the check.
“Don’t worry about it, honey,” the waitress said, “your friends took care of it already.”
“That’s nice of them.”
“It’s the least they could do after eating half of our food and ditching us.”  Emily gathered up her stuff.  “My car is right out here, the red Porsche Boxter under that tree.”
Matthew followed Emily to her car.  “Nice car.”
“Thanks, we can put our stuff in the trunk.”  She pressed the button on her key ring and the car tweeted and unlocked all the doors.  She opened the trunk and threw her bag inside.
Matthew stowed his bag in the trunk beside hers and climbed down into the passenger seat. “Sure is close to the ground.”
“Yeah, makes it seem like you’re going a hundred miles an hour.  It gives me goose bumps every time I drive.”
“Haven’t you had it for about six months?”
“I got it last March right after my birthday,” Emily said as she started the car.  The little Porsche Boxter roared to life, and she quickly backed it out and sped out of the country club parking lot.  “Don’t you live just down the street from Jennifer Reeves?” asked Emily.
“That’s right, two houses down,” Matthew yelled over the roar of the engine and the rushing air.  “I didn’t know you knew Jennifer.”
“My mom’s on the same hospital board with her mom.  She’s had me drop some stuff off at their house a few times.”
“Oh, amazing how small the world is, isn’t it?”
“Just six degrees of separation.”
Emily turned the stereo up and the music blasted away, making it impossible to talk so Matthew just sat back and relaxed, enjoying the ride with Emily.
When they pulled up in front of his house, Emily popped the trunk. “I’ll see you on Thursday at the movies.”
Matthew jumped out and grabbed his bag.  “Right, Thursday, bye,” he said as Emily pulled away.  She drove down the street with the engine whining and the stereo blasting.




Emily on My Mind

Matthew woke up on Thursday anticipating his date with Emily that night.  He couldn’t help but think about it the entire day.  He didn’t get very much accomplished at work, just fixed a couple of problems with a customer’s web site and finished up an applet for WebMasters.com.  He tried to stay focused, but he’d catch himself daydreaming about Emily, just staring at the screen.  The screen saver was on so he’d known it was at least twenty minutes since he’d faded away.
“Not being very productive today Matt, my boy,” he said to himself.  “Well they get their money’s worth out of me most days.  I’ll have to work extra hard next week to make it up.  I can’t fall behind before school starts.”
Matthew finally packed his stuff and went home.  He usually worked Thursdays until 8:00 p.m. since it was the only day, he regularly went into WebMasters.com’s office.  The rest of the time he worked from home on his laptop.  As he was leaving the building Simone, the office administrator, looked up, “Leaving early tonight, what’s going on?” she asked.  “Do you have a hot date?”
Matthew liked Simone; she was always helping him out when he was in the office.  She took care of sending packages and other mail for him, and had to handle most of his telephone calls since he wasn’t in that much.  They’d become good buddies.
“Not that hot,” Matthew said, “but at least it’s a date.”
“Well who’s the lucky girl?”  Simone asked.
“Emily.  I don’t know if I’ve mentioned her.”
“Oh, I know the name.  It’s been written over all the scrap paper on your desk the last few days.”
Matthew blushed, “Oh.”
“Have fun now, you’ll have to give me all the details next week.”
“Sure, if there are any details,” Matthew said under his breath.
“Boy, there are always details,” Simone said.  “That’s what’s wrong with you men, you miss all the details.”
She was still shaking her head after Matthew had gotten on his bike and started home.  “Men and boys, they never learn.”
Matthew got home at 6:30.  “Two more hours before Jason picks me up.  I should have stayed at work.  How am I going to kill time?”
Finally, he decided to go upstairs and work out on the heavy bag.  At least that would keep his mind off Emily and use up some of his pent-up energy.  Matthew changed into his Kung Fu workout clothes, a pair of long black pants, a tee shirt and a pair of tennis shoes.  He fingered the stone around his neck trying to decide whether to take it off.  He decided to wear it.  He’d worn it almost continuously since he’d found it and it felt weird not to have it on.
Getting ready for his workout, he did some easy stretches getting his muscles loose. Then he started more dynamic stretches gradually increasing the range of motion, front, side, and back leg lifts.
Then he set himself up in front of the bag.  First, he worked on quick, sharp hand strikes, one, two, and three strike combinations.  He rested for ten seconds between combinations.  “This is all about speed and explosiveness,” he said to himself as he worked on his hand strikes for thirty minutes.  Then he did the same with his kicks, one, two, and three kick combinations, fifteen seconds of rest.  “Stay relaxed and be direct,” he said to himself.  “You don’t want to let the other guy see what’s coming.”
After thirty minutes he’d worked up a warm glow of perspiration.  Now he set his timer for two-minute rounds with one-minute breaks.  During the first round he focused on punching, high-low strike combinations.  He established an easy rhythm as he danced around the bag.
The timer went off and he stopped and relaxed, focusing on his breathing, pulling the breath in low and deep.  He visualized the next round of kicks, reviewing each of the sequences he would do, the footwork between kicks.
The timer went off and he attacked the bag.  Again, he worked to establish a relaxed rhythm coming in for three or four kicks, and then backing out.  He concentrated on his breathing, making sure he wasn’t holding his breath as he circled the bag and used his legs to attack.  A snap kick followed by a couple of power thrusts.  Now a roundhouse kick high, followed by a speed thrust low.  He circled the bag moving quickly but smoothly.  He added strikes with his knees and shins as he kept adjusting the distance between himself and the bag.
When the timer went off again, he relaxed, focusing on his breath again.  The next round he would combine both kicks and hand strikes.  Beep went the timer.  Matthew attacked the bag, kicking on his way in, adding two or three hand strikes then kicking as he moved out.  He worked on circling quickly to the side then kicking or diving in with a punch, always trying to stay relaxed.  While he focused on power in his kicks and strikes, his main emphasis was to make them smooth and fluid.  Power only at the end, like a rock on a rope, everything is relaxed until it hits.
The next round Matthew picked up the pace, combining his kicks and strikes in quick, relaxed combinations.  In close, bouncing out, always controlling his distance to the bag.
“Two more pace rounds,” he said to himself.
For the final round, Matthew forced himself to maintain a constant barrage of kicks and strikes for the entire two minutes.  When the timer beeped, his lungs were burning and he was dripping with sweat.
He walked around for a while, relaxing until his breathing calmed.
“7:30 he said to himself, I’ll do fifteen minutes of stretching then some meditation as I cool down.  That’ll take me to 8:00; a nice long shower and I’ll be ready to go by 8:40 with a few minutes to spare.”
Matthew kicked off his shoes and did a quick stretching routine.  Then he lay down and stretched his body out, making each part relax separately, until he felt like a bag of bones.  He then turned his mind to breathing as he started to meditate.  As he lay there relaxing, Emily made her way back into his mind.  “She must be getting ready now.  I wonder what she’ll wear,” he asked himself.  As he relaxed, he could picture her in his mind, as she got ready for their date.  She was in her room standing there in front of a mirror in pink bikini panties with a matching bra.  They were covered in lace.  Matthew relaxed and continued his daydream.
In it, Emily slipped into a blue t-shirt with a picture of the Boston skyline on the front.  Then she pulled on a pair of Old Navy khaki pants with a drawstring.  Tucking the t-shirt in, she tied the drawstring on the front of the pants.  Then she selected a pair of gold hoop earrings and put them on.  She still had the diamond stud she wore in the upper piercing in her left ear.  She slipped on her brown sandals he’d seen her wear before.  Matthew noticed the toe ring she wore.  It gave her a more down-to-earth look.  Matthew was amazed at how pretty she was.  Then Emily fooled around with her hair, putting it up on top, fluffing it; finally, she just put it in a simple ponytail.  She put on her watch and looked at the time.  Matthew read her watch, 8:00 o’clock.  Emily looked startled as though it was later than she expected.  She grabbed her Gucci bag and headed out the door.
The thought of time roused Matthew from his daydream.  He blinked his eyes as he got up.  He looked at the clock, 8:00, “That’s weird, I daydream in real time.  I’d better hurry before Jason shows up.”  He quickly showered and put on a pair of slacks and a Hawaiian shirt and a pair of Sperry Topsiders.  He was at the curb waiting for Jason by 8:25.  Jason pulled up at 8:40, demonstrating his usual tardiness.  Matthew hopped into the car.
“We’re meeting the girls in front of the theater at 8:50.  The show starts at 9:10.  I’ve already got the tickets so we can go right in.”
“What do I owe you for the tickets?”
“Don’t worry about it.  You buy my popcorn. I guess the girls will buy the drinks or something.  I think Emily was serious about the Dutch treat thing.”
“I think so too, any clue why?”
“Probably; she always wants to pay her own way.  Who knows?”
“Or it could be she doesn’t want it to be a date,” Matthew sighed.
“Could be, but no pain, no gain.  You might as well go down swinging.”
“So what do you think they’ll be wearing, casual or dressy?”  Jason asked.
“I’m pretty sure Emily will be casual, something like Old Navy khakis and a t-shirt,”  Matthew described what he’d imagined Emily putting on.  “Alex might be dressed up.  She’s really into looking good.”
“What color t-shirt?”
“Blue, with the city of Boston on the front.” Matthew decided to play along.
“What kind of shoes?”  Jason continued the game.
“Brown sandals, no belt and that brown Gucci bag she carries some of the time.”
“What kind of earrings?  You might as well go for the whole ensemble.”
“Gold hoops in both ears, and a diamond stud in her left ear, hair in a ponytail.”
“Rings?”
“Probably.”
“What’s the matter, you run out of imagination?”
“Not really, toe ring on the left index toe.”
“That’s the way,” Jason said as he pulled into the parking lot.  “There they are.”
“Where?”
“Right there to the right of the entrance.  Alex is in the red mini skirt with the white top and Emily is dressed just like you said…. , blue Boston t-shirt.”
“I see them now,” Matthew said as Jason pulled up beside them.
Emily was standing at the curb next to Alex dressed just as Matthew had described it.
“About time you got here,” Emily said.
“I’ll park the car and we’ll be right back.  I’ve already got the tickets so we’ve got plenty of time.”
“See, I said we’d have plenty of time,” Alex said, defending Jason.
Jason pulled away searching for a parking space.  “She dressed exactly like you said,” Jason gave Matthew a look, “right down to the toe ring.”
“She always wears that toe ring.”
“I know, but you got the rest of it right.”
“Good imagination, huh,” Matthew said, his mind racing.  “How could I have gotten it right?” he thought.
“Man, do you have a telescope on her house, or did you guys coordinate clothes over the phone?”  Jason asked, as he poked Matthew in the ribs.
He backed the car into the parking space and they got out and headed for the girls.
“We’re going to have a hard time getting seats,” Emily said, glaring at Jason.
“Jason runs on Pacific Winthrop time,” Matthew said, “that’s about twenty minutes after Pacific Standard Time.”
“Oh, I’m not that bad,” Jason said, “and there’s hardly a line yet.”
“Lucky for you it’s not too busy on a Thursday night,” Emily said.
The four went into the theater, Jason handing the tickets to the usher.  “I’m going to hit the head while you guys get the drinks and popcorn,” he said.  “Save me a seat if you make it to the theater before I get back.”
Alex headed off behind him saying, “I’ve got to make a stop, too,” she said.  “See you inside.”
“What’s this head stuff, and do they think we’re buying that bathroom stuff?  Alex just went fifteen minutes ago,” Emily said, a little miffed.
“Jason’s family has a big sailboat so he’s into the nautical theme,” Matthew said.  “And I guess they want to warm up their lips before they get into the dark space.”
“Oh well, what do you want to drink?” asked Emily.
“I’ll have a Slice and Jason will want a large Diet Coke.  I’ll get the popcorn.”
“OK, get me a small one and Alex also. Do you want any candy?” asked Emily.
“No candy for me, but you might get some Sweet Tarts for Jason.  He’s a sugar fiend.”
“Alex, too.  All right I’ll see you at the cash register,” Emily added.
They paid for the refreshments and headed for the theater, grabbing some salt for the popcorn as they went by the condiment stand.  They picked four seats in the back of the theater, center section, and sat down and waited for Alex and Jason to show up.
Jason and Alex showed up just as the movie’s theme music started.  Alex scooted past Matthew and sat next to Emily. 
As the James Bond theme ended, Matthew turned his attention to the movie.  He and Emily shared comments and laughs about the different events in the movie.  They generally ignored Alex and Jason who appeared more interested in each other than in the movie.
As the movie was ending, Emily grabbed Alex and said to Matthew and Jason, “We’ll meet you out front,” and she pulled Alex after her.  The girls went right to the bathroom.
“Alex, now don’t you bail out on me and go off with Jason,” Emily said.  “I don’t want to have to take Matthew home.”
“Why not, don’t you like him?” asked Alex.
“Sure I like him, but as a friend,” Emily said.  “I don’t want him reading too much into this.  It’s not a date.”
“I’m sure he thinks it is,” Alex said.
“Probably,” Emily said, “still you’re going home with me.  If you want to go out with Jason, have him pick you up after he drops Matthew off. Okay?”
“All right, but the guy’s crazy about you,” Alex said.  “I know he’s younger than you, but he’s good looking, smart, and he really likes you.”
“I know, but I just want to be friends,” Emily said.  “I don’t have time for a relationship now.  And he’s too young for me to date, so don’t encourage him.”
“Okay, Okay,” Alex said as she washed her hands.  “You don’t have to be so pushy about it.”
“Right, like when you ditched me at the country club,” Emily said.
“All right,” Alex said, “sorry.”
They left the restroom together and found the guys waiting next to all the other guys who were waiting for their dates.
“Hi guys, that was a lot of fun,” Emily said.  “I always like James Bond movies, even with all their sexist tripe.”
“Bond always gets his man,” Jason said, “but getting the woman is what makes the movie.”
“It’s late and I’ve got an early court time tomorrow,” Emily said, “We’ll see you guys later.”
“It’s early,” Jason said, “you sure you don’t want to go check out the new music at Bodey’s?”
“No, I’ve got to get home,” Emily said.  “Maybe we can do another movie before school starts.”
“Sure, and maybe we can play some tennis later,” Matthew said, watching the two girls walk off into the parking lot.
“Well, that sure ended fast,” he said.
“You two seemed to be having a good time in the movie,” Jason said.
“How would you know?”  Matthew asked.  “Did you and Alex see any part of the movie?”
“Sure we did,” Jason said.  “We’ll probably have to come back and see it again, but we had fun.”
“I could tell,” Matthew said with a little envy in his voice.
Matthew was quiet during the ride back to his house. “I’ve got to figure out what’s going on.  That’s twice I’ve seen something that there’s no way I could have seen.  What is happening to me?  Is this some psychic phenomenon or something?  Next thing I know, I’ll be on Secrets of the Paranormal.  ‘Young man sees women undressing and dressing, what strange powers does he possess?’  —I’ve got to figure this out,” he thought to himself.
Jason dropped Matthew off.  “See you Saturday,” he said as he spun the car around and headed out.
“Probably going to Alex’s,” thought Matthew.  “Now what the heck have I been seeing?” he said to himself.




Experimental Visions

Matthew awoke late Friday morning.  He’d stayed up late trying to figure out what was going on with him.  “Twice, I’ve seen something I couldn’t have seen.  There has to be a common element, or am I just going nuts,” he thought.  “No, even Jason had confirmed that I must have seen Emily getting dressed,” he said to himself, pounding his fist into his hand.
Matthew decided to try to duplicate everything he did the day before when he had seen Emily.  He did the same workout followed by the same stretching routine.  Afterwards, he lay down on the floor to meditate just as he’d done the day before.  Nothing happened.  “I’ve got to figure this thing out,” he said to himself.  “Maybe I’m trying too hard.”
He tried to totally relax, emptying his mind, still nothing.  He tried for another hour but to no avail.  He got up and showered, because he had an appointment with a client to fix his computer at 10:00.  After his shower he went back to his room to dress.  He decided that since this was one of his regular clients, he could get away with wearing shorts and his tennis shoes.  It was already hot this morning and he didn’t want to put any more on than he had to.  He would have to ride his bike five miles to the client’s house.  After dressing he picked up his watch from the dresser and put it on.  Then he grabbed the stone amulet and slipped it over his head.
As he was fingering the stone, he felt the unique vibration that he always felt when holding it, almost imperceptible.
“Geez, how stupid can I be, of course it’s got to be the stone.  I was wearing it both days, and this vibration thing has to be related. It’s the same feeling I get when I meditate.”
Matthew tried to relax and focus on Emily.  “Let’s see if this is it,” he thought.  His breathing relaxed and moved lower into his abdomen, and the sense of vibration increased.  He closed his eyes, trying to keep his mind empty, just the hint of Emily in it.  He starting feeling like he did when he’d seen her the day before, but he couldn’t see anything.  “Drat!  Nothing.” Deciding to give up, he slowly opened his eyes, and there she was.  She was at the tennis court working with Carrie McClintock, the other major star from the tennis team.  They were standing close to the net.  Emily was just hitting the ball back to Carrie.  Carrie immediately shot it back to Emily.  They had three more exchanges before Emily hit the ball into the net.  Then laughing, she darted to her left to pick it up and took a position in front of Carrie again.  She hit a soft lob to Carrie.  Carrie returned it with a little more pace.  They hit it faster each time.  After five exchanges, Carrie didn’t get her racquet on the ball squarely and it hit the ground and rolled away.  Both girls walked to the net and started chatting. Matthew couldn’t hear anything, but based on their body language, they were talking about tennis.
The image suddenly faded away.  “That’s weird, it only works with my eyes open,” Matthew said.  “Well, whatever, now let’s see if I can see Jason.”  He again emptied his mind, keeping a hint of Jason at the fringe.  It took him a long time to get the right feeling; once he had it, he was looking at Jason’s room.  Jason was sprawled across the sofa in his room, talking on the phone.
Again, Matthew could see him talking, but couldn’t hear him.  He was able to make out that he was talking to Alex.
Matthew started to feel exhausted and the image disappeared.  “Well that’s good. I seem to be able to control the images, and it’s not repressed sexual urges creating them,” He said.  “At least I hope not.”
“How about my mom?”  Matthew asked himself.  He relaxed and tried to see his mother.  After a while he gave up, “Why wouldn’t I be able to see Mom?” he asked.  He tried Emily again, but he couldn’t bring a vision into view.  “I must have used it up for today,” he said.  “I’ll give it a rest and try tomorrow.”
It wasn’t until the next day that Matthew was able to bring up an image of Emily again.  Immediately he tried his mother and she came into view.  She was seated in her office at the university working on some papers.  Matthew paused with this view.  He had never really looked at his mother this way before.  Usually he was talking or arguing with her, but here he could just examine her. His mother was dressed nicely as she always did for work.  Her desk was piled high with papers and books.  She had her usual makeup on, but she looked really tired as she studied the paper she was reading.  He knew things had been tough, dealing with the insurance and the hospital after his father’s death had taken its toll.  She’d been having trouble sleeping, and now that he was looking, the stress really showed on her face.
“I’ve got to figure out a way to make enough money to get the hospital off our backs,” Matthew said to himself, as he turned back to the client’s computer he was working on.  It had quit chattering away on its hard drive so it was ready for the next step.  Matthew quickly finished restoring the computer to working order and headed home.
. . .
Matthew spent the following week working on controlling his virtual camera.  He tried to get it down to where he could switch it on quickly.  By the end of the week he could get a view of his mother or Jason in a couple of seconds.  Now he decided to spend some time trying to figure out whom else he could see.
“Let’s try Alex,” he said.  “No dice, hum, I wonder why not her?”
“What about Jessica?” he asked.  Immediately he saw her at the neighbor’s house.  The two girls were watching the new Jungle Book movie, Jessica’s latest favorite.
“Now what about Jennifer?”  Nothing happened.  Matthew kept trying but he couldn’t bring forth a vision of Jennifer.
“OK, what about Grandma Brandt?  Let’s check out the distance.”
As Matthew thought of his father’s mother, who lived outside Bridgeport, Connecticut, she came into view. She was working in her garden behind the house, picking tomatoes from her vines.  She was always proud of her tomatoes; they tasted sweeter than any others he’d tasted.  Matthew’s mouth watered as he watched her pick the large red fruit from the vines.  She carefully cut the stem and wiped the tomatoes with a cloth before putting them into her basket.
“Well it seems to work for close acquaintances and family members but not just anyone I know.  I guess that would leave out enemies like Tyler.”
As Matthew thought of his arch-nemesis, a view of Tyler running stairs at the football stadium came into view.  Tyler was sweating from the strain as he ran up the stairs.  Matthew watched him run two more flights.
“Oh, I guess it does work for people I don’t like,” Matthew thought, “might be a convenient way to keep tabs on them.”
On the last flight of stairs Tyler started yelling at himself.  “What are you, a wimp? Pick it up.  No loafing, dig, dig, dig!” he screamed as he struggled to race up the last flight.  At the top he stopped to catch his breath, his legs quivering from the effort.  “You’ve got to keep working if you want to play in the big leagues, sissy,” he yelled at himself as he started down the stairs.
“Whoa, sound,” Matthew said.  “I must not know how to control the volume yet; I could barely hear Tyler and he was shouting.”
Later that day as Matthew was coasting his bike down the hill toward his house, his mind drifted to Emily.  He saw her as she and Carrie were walking in the parking lot at the country club.  They were chatting back and forth about their practice and the tournament on Saturday.  He focused hard on being able to hear them and the conversation came in. It was as if they were whispering so Matthew had to really concentrate to hear them.
“How do you feel about your chance next week?”  Emily asked Carrie.
“Good, I’ve beaten the girl I’m playing the last two times we’ve played,” Carrie said.  “But I’ve never heard of this Kirsten chick that you’re playing.”
“I’ll have to check around to see how she plays,” said Emily.  “I wonder if anyone knows her.”
“No, she’s from the East Coast, so nobody around here has seen her play,” said Carrie.  “I hear she has a high ranking.”
“Great, just what I need,” said Emily, “a tough opponent that I know nothing about.”
By this time Matthew had reached the bend in the road, but since his concentration on hearing the two girls, he didn’t see it.  The next thing he knew he was in the hedges in front of Jennifer’s house.
“Man, what an idiot,” he said hollering at himself.  He got up and inspected his bike then grabbed his backpack and sat down.  He pulled his laptop out and turned it on.  “Man, oh man, please be OK,” he said under his breath.  All he could think about was how his mother would feel if he had to spend another twenty-five hundred dollars on a new laptop computer.  As the Microsoft splash screen came up, Matthew breathed a sigh of relief.  He ran a quick check on the computer then turned it off and stuffed it into his backpack.  He brushed himself off and got back on his bike to finish going home just as Jennifer came out of her house.
“Matthew, are you okay?  I saw you crash into the hedge and I thought you might really be hurt.”
“No I’m fine,” Matthew said.  “My backpack slipped off and I lost my balance trying to catch it.”
“Well you’re lucky you landed in the hedge,” Jennifer said, “it’s a lot softer than the pavement.”
“Yeah, thanks for planting it,” Matthew said.  “I’ll come back and help trim it if you want me to.”
“Don’t worry, the gardener will be here on Monday,” Jennifer said.  “He’ll fix it up.”
“Thanks.  I’ll see you around,” Matthew said as he got on his bike and rode away before she could ask any more questions.
His mother was working on dinner when he got home.
“Mom, did you ever get that translation done for me?”
“Oh Sweetie, I forgot to give it to you.  It’s in my purse.  Professor Kendel said it was probably a prank, so I didn’t think anything about it.”
“No big deal.”
Mrs. Brandt went to the den and got her purse.  “Here it is, I didn’t even read it,” she said as she handed Matthew an envelope.
“Thanks, Mom.”  Matthew hurried upstairs to his room.  He opened the note.  The words on the stone were written down with the translation below.  There are three translations:  1) “Under the Eye of Rune Merlin,” 2) “The Eye of Rune Merlin,” 3) “Under the protection of Rune Merlin.”
Matthew sat down at his desk and pulled out the list he’d been making.  “I’m not so sure this is a hoax.  How about applying a little scientific method here,” he said to himself.  He organized the list into two columns.
“No clear pattern yet.  Let’s try some more people,” Matthew said.  He tried to see Carrie, but couldn’t.  He checked whether he could see Emily.  No problem, she was driving her car away from the country club.  He tried Brianna, no.
“How about my cousin, Jack?” he thought, but again he couldn’t bring him into vision.  After an hour of experimenting he had not added anyone to the ‘can see’ list.  But the ‘can’t see list’ was getting longer.  He’d added most of the teachers at school as well as most of his classmates.  Nobody else was making it onto the ‘can see’ list.
Can See                 Can’t See

Emily                     Jennifer

Jason                     Alex

Tyler                      Brianna

Sissy                      Cousin Jack

Mom                      Aunt Jane

Gran                      Barry from school

Mrs. Jefferies

Mr. Jackson

Matthew couldn’t think of anyone else to try, so he turned his attention to figuring out what he could control.  He thought of Emily again, and he was seeing her in her bedroom.  She must have just finished showering because her hair was wet.  She was wearing a pair of shorts and a tee shirt.  She was singing a duet with her little sister, Sonja.  They were singing …. shaking their shoulders and dipping toward each other as they treated the brush they were using as a microphone.  Matthew tried to expand the field of view, and after a few attempts he was able to zoom in and out on the area. It was like walking closer or away from them.  Then he tried to change the angle of the view.  He was able to look around the room, and eventually he was able to pan around Emily and Sonja with his camera.  It was like playing a virtual reality game.  As he thought about moving around, his virtual self would move, and the view would adjust appropriately. The two sisters were still heavy into their duet, something they obviously practiced often.  They had the routine down pat, pointing a finger at each other as they alternated who was singing.
Matthew then decided to verify that the image was in his mind as he expected.  He’d already figured out he needed his eyes open to see it, but that could just be a mental trigger.  He put his hand in front of his eyes to see if it interfered with the vision.  At first he couldn’t see his hand, and that bothered him so much that he lost the view of Emily, but then he could see his hand.  He brought Emily back into view, and the two sisters were still into their duet.  Matthew thought it looked like a lot of fun.
Again, he put his hand in front of his face, bringing it closer until it was touching his nose.  When his hand bumped his nose, he lost the view.  “Inconclusive,” he thought.
“Brinnng,” his cell phone started ringing.
Startled, Matthew jumped and grabbed for the phone.  Picking it up, he said, “Hello.”
“Hi Matt, it’s Simone.  Bill Peterson called,” she said.  “They’re having some problems with their web site and server setup.  We need you to come in and work on it.”
“No problem,” Matthew said.  “I’ll come right over.”
Matthew hurried; Bill Peterson was a new client for WebMasters.com.  Matthew had set up a web site for their golf tours.  It showed all the golf courses they offered trips to, with details of each hole.  It allowed their customers to play a virtual golf game on each course so they could get familiar the course before their trip; it even allowed them to download the game into their virtual PlayStation so they could really play it.  The web site had been a huge project for Matthew, and had been a big success for Peterson.  Their bookings had gone up a hundred percent since they had introduced the site.
As he started to rush out the door, Matthew paused for a moment and thought about Simone. Instantly he could see her at her desk.  She was decked out in a nice African print dress and matching hat.  “Huh, I wonder why I can see Simone?” he thought.  “Well at least I’ll be able to confirm this one when I get to the office.”
When he arrived at the office, Simone was waiting by the side door dressed exactly as he’d imagined her.  She motioned him in.  He walked over to her, and she gave him a light hug as was her usual habit and whispered in his ear.  “You should sneak into your office and try to get this problem figured out before Jake sees you,” she said.  “He’s been a bear since Peterson called.”
“I’ll bet,” Matthew said.
“I put all the information we have on your desk,” she said.
“Thanks, Simone.  I’m sure it won’t take me too long to figure it out,” Matthew said.  “Just try to keep Jake off my back for a few minutes.”
“No problem, Sweetie.  I should be able to stall him for another 30 minutes to an hour,” she said.  “He doesn’t know I’ve gotten ahold of you, yet.”  Simone gave him another hug and then shooed him into the side door.
Matthew snuck into his office.  His office partner was on vacation this week so he didn’t have to deal with him.  He logged onto the server and read through the notes Simone had left for him.  Customers were having problems with the virtual golf game.  They were skipping holes and going from one golf course to the next.  Matthew checked the log file for the Peterson web page.  The last entry was from Larry, his absent office mate.  Larry had added a new golf course in New Zealand just before he had left for vacation.  He checked the data base integrity, and it quickly became apparent that Larry had fouled it up.  The link reference table for the new golf course did not have enough memory allocated.  It was overwriting the master reference table, something Matthew thought he had made sure couldn’t happen.  As he searched further, he realized that Larry had hacked the new golf course into the program itself instead of using the tools Matthew had provided.
Matthew restored the database and program on another server.  He added the new golf course using the correct tools.  Then Matthew sent out a notice to the users that the web page would close in five minutes and they would have to reestablish access. He set the timer on the server to shut down the program and waited.  “OK that should take care of that.  Good thing Simone let me get in to fix it before Jake could start yelling at me.  I would still be in his office trying to explain something that I hadn’t had any time to investigate.  Now, why can I conjure her?” he asked himself.
The timer on the server went off.  Matthew deleted the old database, moved the new one over and made it live.  Then he started a backup of the server so if there was a problem later, they would use the new backup to restore it.  “Don’t want them loading Larry’s hack back on.”  He updated the log and put the server back online.  He was taking a risk bringing it back online before he tested the site, but he thought it was worth the chance.  He was pretty sure he’d fixed it, and he wanted to get Peterson happy as soon as possible, before Jake figured out he was in the office.  He checked out the interactions using a program that he had written.  It would simulate multiple customers accessing the site and playing golf on the courses.  He had the program start 250 simultaneous games at different golf courses, twenty-five on the new one alone, and let it run.
Matthew sat back and watched the log file as the program ran. No errors were being reported.  He figured he’d let the test program run until Simone or Jake called him.  He thought about Simone again, and there she was, working at her desk.  She was tracking the calls on the Peterson account.  She didn’t have to handle them herself, but she could track the activity at the call center for any account.  The graph showed the calls coming in at a high rate all day, much higher than normal and way higher than Jake could afford for long.  There was a spike in the calls when Matthew shut the server down, but they were tailing off quickly.
“Good boy, Matt,” Simone said as she watched the call rate dropping.
Matthew tried to see Jake, no dice.  “He must be in his office not 30 feet away, why can’t I see him?”  As Matthew thought about the office, it came into view.  Matthew was so surprised that he lost his concentration and the office disappeared.  He relaxed and thought about Jake again, nothing.  But, when he thought about the office, there it was.  Jake was talking on the phone with Mr. Peterson.
“Bill, we’ll get it under control,” Jake said.  “I know you need that site working.  My call center is handling the calls.”
“Uh-huh.”
“We’re telling the customers that it’s a temporary problem and that we should have it fixed shortly,” Jake said.
Jake listened to Mr. Peterson, adding some uh-huhs in here and there. “Yeah, I’m sorry, but all we can do now is fix it,” he said. “I’ll let you know as soon as the status changes.”  Apparently, Mr. Peterson had a few more words to get off his chest and Jake just kept on with the uh-huhs. Finally, Jake said, “Right, as soon as I know anything, I’ll call you.  I’ve got your cell phone number right here.  All right, bye now.”
“Yeah, I’ve got your cell phone number etched on my eyeballs,” Jake said to himself as he hung up the call with Mr. Peterson.  He jammed the intercom button for Simone.  “Simone, did you get ahold of Matthew yet?” he yelled.
Simone’s voice came back, “Yes, Matthew should be in his office now,” she said.  “I think he’s fixed the problem.  The call rate is dropping like a stone now.”
“Well get him in here,” Jake said, hollering into the phone.
Matthew met Simone in the hall.  “Jake wants us in his office,” she said as she came up.  They immediately headed down the hall to Jake’s office.
“What the hell happened?”  Jake yelled as they entered his office.
“You shouldn’t swear in front of Matthew,” Simone said, giving Jake a disapproving look.
“I’m sure he’s heard lots worse at school,” Jake replied, “now tell me what happened.”
“Someone messed up the database, adding that golf course in New Zealand,” Matthew said.  “I’ve reset the program and database and added the new course myself.”
“Good,” Jake said.
“Now it looks like everything is working,” Matthew said.  “My test program shows no errors yet. I’ll let it run for another hour just to be sure.”
“You do that,” Jake said a little more subdued.  “I thought you had it set up so it was safe to add new courses?” he asked, giving Matthew a doubtful look.
“It is, if you use the tools,” Matthew said.  “This one was hacked in.  I saved all of the customer order information, so there shouldn’t be any lasting problems.”
“Damn that Larry,” Jake said, pounding the desk with his fist.  “He said it’d be no problem to add the new golf course.  Doesn’t he know how to do it?”
“I don’t know,” Matthew said.  “Obviously not, the directions and tools are right on Liz where they’re supposed to be.”  Liz was the name of the in-house server they used to do most of their development work.
“Liz was down most of last week being rebuilt after that virus attack,” Simone said, “So Larry wouldn’t have had access to the tools.”
“Oh yeah, he told me that, but he said he could figure it out anyway,” Jake said.  “It was a rush order. Peterson was starting a big ad campaign for a Down-Under Golf Tour for the winter season and needed the new course added,” Jake said looking a little sheepish.  “But Larry should have asked for help if he couldn’t get it done right.  OK, you two go back to work, I’ll call Peterson and try to smooth his ruffled feathers.”
As they left Jake’s office, Matthew whispered to Simone,  “Larry never asks me for help.”
“I know, Sweetie, he’s too threatened by you.  You’re so young and so much better than he is.  He can’t handle the competition so he tries to prove he’s as good as you,” Simone whispered back.  “Don’t worry about it; it’s his problem, not yours.  You just go on doing things the way you do and let Larry worry about himself.”
Matthew went back into his office and checked the status of his test program.  Over 7,500 holes played and no errors.  He shut the program off and sat down.  Simone was such a good friend.  She’d been helpful since he’d started work at Webmasters.com.  The two of them had bonded immediately.  It took Matthew awhile to get used to Simone hugging him and calling him sweetie but that was just the way she was.  And besides, he kind of liked it.  She was a beautiful woman and really smart.  He wondered why she didn’t try to do something else besides being an administrative assistant; he’d never had the courage to ask her.  Although she always pried into his life, she tended to be a little secretive about her own.  All he knew about her was that she was a single mom with a little boy named Jalin.  She was the first black person he’d ever really gotten to know well.  There were a couple of black teachers at the school and a few black students but he didn’t really know any of them.  Simone never said anything about being black or about race.  She was just Simone, someone special because of her character, not anything else.
Matthew always felt special around Simone.  She treated him like an adult without forgetting that he was only fourteen.  So she never made comments or asked questions that he wouldn’t be able to answer because he was so young.  For instance, she never made driving analogies when talking to him, because she knew he didn’t drive and wouldn’t have a good reference to pick up on.  Instead she always used things that he could identify with.  “That must be it.  Simone and I are good friends. She’s someone whom I think of as a complete person, not just someone whom I know superficially,” Matthew said to himself.
While Matthew was finishing his projects, he went back to practicing with his new vision.  This time he used Simone as his focus.  Again, he was able to zoom in and out and move the virtual camera around at will.  In fact, it was much easier this time.  “Must be the practice,” Matthew said to himself.
He continued working with his virtual camera.  He thought, “Let’s see if I can walk it around outside.”  He visualized moving through the front door and outside.  His virtual camera went right through the glass door and into the parking lot.  It seemed like it blinked off as it passed through the glass, so Matthew took it back and tried to pause it inside the glass.  It went off as soon as he tried to push it into the glass.  After a few tries Matthew realized that he could pass through the glass if he was visualizing it passing through, but if he tried to stop it inside the glass it would turn off and he’d lose awareness of where it was.  “Very cool,” he thought.
Matthew moved his virtual camera back into Simone’s office and put it right in front of her face.  He figured if she saw him, he could pawn it off as a joke, but Simone just went on working as though nothing had happened.  Positioning the view between her and her computer screen had no effect on her.  He changed the view from looking at her to looking at the screen.  Still no effect, she kept humming and typing at the keyboard.
“It must be like a one-way mirror, I can see out but they can’t see in,” Matthew said to himself.
Matthew went back to experimenting with the virtual camera.  After a while, his computer started beeping with a reminder about the dinner at Jason’s house.  Jason’s parents insisted that he occasionally bring his friends over for dinner so they could meet them.  In this case it was Jason’s father who wanted to meet Matthew, since Cara already knew him from his tennis lessons.  So Matthew packed up his stuff and headed out.
“Bye, Simone,” Matthew said as he rushed out the side door.  “See you next week.”
“Bye, Sweetie,” came her usual reply.




Opportunity Knocks

After showering and changing, Matthew was waiting at the curb for Jason to pick him up.  He could hear Jason’s Lexus a mile away as he revved the engine coming up the hill.  Soon the blue Lexus SC turned the corner onto their street.  Jason pulled up beside him, “Hop in, man, and let’s go,” he said having to holler over the stereo.
Matthew climbed in and Jason pulled away from the curb with a roar.  “Hope you don’t mind this dinner thing,” Jason said.  “My dad has this thing about having my friends come over for dinner once in a while.  That way he gets to make sure you measure up.”  Jason had to shout over the stereo and the roar of the car.
“No problem,” Matthew shouted back.  “I just hope I don’t embarrass you by spilling food all over myself or something.”
“You can make whatever kind of fool of yourself that you want to,” Jason said.  “It’s no skin off my back.  As long as you’re not a stoner, my dad will like you.”
“Good thing.”
“Hey, did you hear about the fight Tyler had with the football coach?  He’s refusing to drink the sports drink, and the coach is furious.”
“Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy,” Matthew said, smiling.
It only took a few minutes to go the five miles to Jason’s house.  Jason slowed down as he climbed the hill to his house, then he executed a nice slow turn into the driveway and parked the car.
“Why don’t you drive like that around my house?”  Matthew asked as he hopped out of the car.
“Hey, the only rule is, no talking about my driving,” Jason said.  “I don’t want my dad taking away my keys.  Besides, I don’t drive that fast, just loud.”
As they entered the house, Brianna came down the stairs and called out to them.  “Hi Matt, you sure clean up nice,” she said.  She was dressed in a Polynesian outfit with a long tropical flower print skirt tied on her left hip and a matching top that looked like a big handkerchief.  It really highlighted her deep tan.
“Thanks, Brianna,”  Matthew said his ears turning a little red.
“We’re eating out on the patio tonight,” Brianna said.
Matthew and Jason followed Brianna out to the patio where her mother was telling their maid how she wanted the table set.  “And Estella, please chill the salad bowls tonight,” she said.  Then she turned to the three of them and smiled, “Hello Matt, I hope you’re hungry.  I’ve made ahi tuna tonight, and Estella made a wonderful rice pilaf to go with it.”
“I’m always hungry, Mrs. Winthrop,” Matthew said.
“Now I told you to call me Cara,” Mrs. Winthrop said, “and call Mr. Winthrop, Carl.”
“Sure, no problem, Cara,” Matthew said.
“Now Jason, go get your father,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “He’s in his study.”
“Okay, Mom,” Jason said.  “Matt, I’ll be right back, just have a seat.”
“Sit here, Matt,” Brianna said as she motioned to one of the chairs at the round patio table.
Matthew sat down, and Brianna and Mrs. Winthrop took their places, Brianna on one side of Matthew and Mrs. Winthrop opposite him.  “Do you want anything to drink?”  Mrs. Winthrop asked.
“I’ll have some iced tea,” Matthew said as he reached for the pitcher on the table.
“Well, what have you been doing today?”  Mrs. Winthrop asked, “Anything exciting?”
“I heard you took a dive off your bike in front of Jennifer’s house,” Brianna said with a little chuckle.
“Yeah, I wasn’t paying attention, and while I was trying to adjust my backpack, I hit a rock or something.  Just landed in the hedges, no big deal,” Matthew replied, looking embarrassed.  “Geez, I wonder how many other people Jennifer told,”  Matthew thought.
Jason and his father came out onto the patio.  “Hello, Matt,” Mr. Winthrop said as he stuck his hand out.
“Hello, Mr. Winthrop,” Matthew replied as he stood up and shook hands.
“Please call me Carl, Mr. Winthrop is my father,” Mr. Winthrop quipped as he took his place at the table.
“Yeah, everyone calls Grandpa, Mr. Winthrop,” Jason chimed in as he sat down on the other side of Matthew.
Estella brought out the Caesar salads for everyone and asked Mr. Winthrop if he wanted to start out with a white wine.
“Thanks, Estella, I’ll have the same as Cara for now,” Mr. Winthrop replied.
Estella hurried and got him a glass and then went back into the house.
“Matt was just telling us about his day,” Mrs. Winthrop said. “Weren’t you, Matt?”
“I guess.  There’s not much to tell,” he said.  “I had to go into work to take care of a problem, then I finished up a few projects, and now I’m here.”
“Typical teenage brevity,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “Now what kind of problem did you have to take care of?” he asked.
“Oh, I work for Webmasters.com and they had a problem with one of the sites they host,” Matthew said.  “I developed it, so they needed me to fix it.”
“More brevity,” Mr. Winthrop said, “now what kind of problem was it and what did you do to fix it?”
“It was with this web page developed for World Golf Tours.  It lets you visit all the golf courses on the different tours they offer,” Matthew said.  “You can even play a virtual golf game on the course; that way the clients can get familiar with the course before they actually travel to it.”
“That sounds really interesting,” Mrs. Winthrop said.
“Yes it does,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “Cara, isn’t that the tour company we’re using for our vacation in February?”
“Yes it is,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “Now go on, Matt.”
“Well, someone added a new course that’s in New Zealand,” Matthew said, “but he messed it up.  So, everyone was playing holes at Augusta, then Pebble Beach, then wherever.”
“Sounds like a mess,” Jason said.
“Yes it does,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “How did you fix it?”
“I had to reset the database and add the new course in right,” Matthew said, “nothing special.”  Matthew was obviously proud of his accomplishment although he tried to sound casual.
“Apparently, it’s not that easy or the other guy wouldn’t have messed it up,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “Like I said, Cara and I are planning to take a trip with World Golf Tours in February.”
“We thought we’d go somewhere with sunshine and warm weather during the winter,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “So, we’re going to Australia.”
“Yes,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “I’ll have to check out this new course in New Zealand.  See if I want to add it to our itinerary. What do you think, Cara?”
“Sounds like it might be fun,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “We’ve never been to New Zealand.”
Estella came out, collected their salad plates, and asked, “Are you ready for the main course?”
“Yes, please,” Mrs. Winthrop said.
Estella returned shortly with a large platter with ahi on it, a bowl of rice pilaf and a basket of bread.  She went back inside and returned with two large wine goblets and a decanter of red wine.
“I thought we’d have the Pinot Noir,” Mrs. Winthrop said to Mr. Winthrop.  “Is that OK with you?”
“Sounds fine, I’m sure the ahi will stand up to it,” Mr. Winthrop said as Estella poured their glasses.  “How are the tennis lessons coming along, Matt?” he asked.
“Great,” Matthew said.  “Cara is a great teacher, and Jason has been working me over two or three times a week.”
“Good,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “Is your game staying sharp?”  Mr. Winthrop asked, turning to Jason.
“Sure, Dad,” Jason said.  “Working with Matt helps, and Mom and I play at least once a week.”
“Why don’t you play with your sister?”  Mr. Winthrop asked.
“Cause he’s afraid I might beat him,” Brianna said, making a face at Jason.
“In your dreams,” Jason said.  “Besides, Mom still has you restricted.  Matt here can really put some pace on the ball; it helps me work on my reflexes.”
“If I could only get to the ball to hit it,” Matthew said.
“That’ll come with practice,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “And Brianna, you’re not to play until the doctor clears your foot.  Matt, are you planning to watch the tournament this weekend?”
“I was hoping to, but I’m not sure; it’s a long ride on my bike.”
“I’m going next week, you could come with me,” Brianna said, happy to finally be able to join the conversation.  “It’s my only chance since we can’t go Sunday.  Daddy has a horse running Sunday, so we’re going to Del Mar.”
“I didn’t know you owned race horses,” Matthew turned back to Mr. Winthrop.
“I just own a third of one.”
“It’s a really pretty bay stallion,” Brianna said.  “His name is Skywalker.”
“That’s cool.  How long have you owned him?”
“We bought him last year.  I’m kind of mixing business with pleasure.  One of our investors is a big racing fan, and an old family friend was willing to sell this horse.”
“So Carl couldn’t resist the chance to buy him,” Mrs. Winthrop squeezed her husband’s hand.
“Anyway, my partner offered to go thirds with this investor.  He jumped at the chance to get in on such a good horse.”
“Yeah, he was a real steal,” Jason said.  “Dad’s friend had to sell him.”
“Why?”
“Divorce and all.  It got a little ugly so they decided to sell the assets and divide the cash. Anyway, it’s fun to go to the races as an owner.”
“Yeah,” Brianna said.  “The owners’ boxes are really nice; they’re in the best area of the grandstands.”
“It’d be a lot more fun if he would win a race once in a while,” Jason said.
“Be nice, Jason,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “Skywalker is still a young horse.”
“It’s okay, Cara.  It’s been a long dry spell, but he should win on Sunday.”
“That’s good.  What is our trainer saying?”
“He says Skywalker is looking good and he’s pulling out all stops to win.  Since he’s still an unknown, he should go out at long odds; should be a good bet.”
Matthew looked puzzled, “Don’t you always run a horse to win?”
“Sure, but Skywalker is a late bloomer.  The trainer has been holding him back a little until all his muscles develop.”
Mr. Winthrop paused and Brianna jumped right into the silence.  “When we first got him, he was kind of small, but now he’s really looking like a racehorse.”  She looked at her father hoping he wouldn’t be mad at her for jumping in.  He just smiled at her and let her continue.
“He’s got really good bloodlines, so he’s been placed with some pretty strong runners.  He wasn’t really ready to compete with them yet.”
“He’s a little young for his class,” Jason said, “so he’s on the small side when it comes to three-year olds.”
Mr. Winthrop patiently waited while Jason added his perspective.  “That’s why the trainer has been holding him back.  Now that he’s grouped with the right class of horses, he’ll be able to win when we push him.  Build up his confidence, stuff like that.”
“Isn’t that against the rules?”  Matthew asked.
“Not really, it’s just part of the horse’s development and is expected from young horses.”
“Oh.”
“Now, some trainers really manipulate their horses to get the best odds.  They have them tank a few races until the odds go up.  Then let them loose to win when the odds are really lopsided, like 80-1.”
“Now that’s illegal,” Jason added with authority, then looking at his father for approval.
“Yes, and they can only get away with it on a horse two or three times before they have to stop.  Then they usually get rid of the horse and start over with some other horse.”
“Does that really happen?”  Mrs. Winthrop asked.
Mr. Winthrop was enjoying being the expert on horse racing and continued to share the results of his research and experience.  “Sure, if you could bug the paddocks, you’d probably find out that half the time when a horse wins at big odds, he’s been manipulated that way.  But what we’re doing is pretty much standard practice for young horses.  Maybe we’re a little late in getting him going, but he’s had some nagging injuries that have slowed him down.”
“How would you find out, by bugging the paddocks?”  Matthew’s interest really peaked with the thought of a way to use his newfound talent.
“Well, if you could hear the trainer and owner discussing the preparation for the race, you’d probably hear whether they were planning to go for a win.”
“How could you tell?”
“You have a whole different discussion when you’re prepping a nag that just can’t win versus a horse you were holding back for the right odds.  You watch Sunday. There are three or four horses going out at long odds,” he said.  “I’ll bet one of them wins, and I’d bet the trainer knows they will win it.”
“Sounds like a great way to make some big bucks.”  The dollar signs were already lighting up in Matthew’s mind.
“Not really; it is pari-mutuel betting.  The money pool is set by how much is bet in the race.  Your odds are based on how much money is on your horse versus the pool.  If you bet too much money on a horse, the odds go down and more people are willing to risk betting on the horse.”
“So why would you care?”
“You have to split your winnings with everyone else who bets on it.  So, if you want to get most of the pool money, most of the money bet on the horse has to be yours.  Of course they place money with bookies and in Las Vegas to spread things around.”
“Sounds tricky.”
“It is, and if you win too much money on a horse at long odds, the race track officials get suspicious.”
“I like betting on the underdog,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “That way if you win, you win a lot.  It makes it more exciting.”
“I wouldn’t necessarily take advice from my wife.  She has a lot of fun at the races, but she doesn’t win too many bets.”
Mrs. Winthrop made a face at Mr. Winthrop, “Carl, it’s all about having fun.  Money isn’t everything.”
“I don’t know about that.”
“The real way to make big bucks is in mergers and acquisitions,” Jason said, jumping in.  “If you can figure out who’s going to buy out whom, you can make a killing.”
“That’s harder than trying to fix a race,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “That information is really closely guarded.”
“But some people do get it,” Jason added emphatically, looking for recognition for his understanding of money making.
“Yes, they’re usually insiders.  You would have to have access to some very private information.”
“How would you get that?”  Matthew was even more interested in the chance to score big bucks.
“You need to be at the board meeting when it’s discussed.  But that would make you an insider and by law you couldn’t trade on the stock using that information.”
“You mean they decide what companies they’re going to buy at the board of directors meetings?”
“Yes, and in other meetings with the chairman of the board.  It takes months to decide whether to buy another company.”
“Does that really happen very often?”
“Sure, right now Consolidated Semiconductor is looking to add a design company specializing in telecommunication.  If you could figure out which one they decide to buy, you could invest heavily in that company and wait for the public announcement.”
“What would happen then?”  Matthew wanted to get enough details so he could develop a plan.
“The stock would go through the roof,” Jason jumped in.
“Yes it would, and if the SEC didn’t come knocking at your door, you’d be sitting pretty.”
“Why would the SEC come knocking?”
“Well they track all the trades on the stock market.  If one looks too suspicious, they follow up and try to figure out if there was some inside information used.  If they determine there was, they take all your profits, slap you with a big fine and maybe throw you in jail.”
“You don’t want to mess around with those SEC boys,” Jason said.
“They can’t look at every trade,” Matthew was seeking assurance that he could still make a plan that worked.
“They have some automatic thresholds set on the trades; if you trip them, the computer refers the trade for further investigation.”
“Enough of this high finance stuff,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “This is dinner and we’re supposed to talk about more pleasant things.”
“Cara doesn’t consider making money pleasant, just spending it.”  Mr. Winthrop gave his wife a peck on the cheek, making light of his dig.
“Making it is work, and you should talk about work at the office or at business functions, not at a family dinner.”
“Well, do you want to go to the tennis tournament or not?”  Brianna had been waiting impatiently during all the talk about money.
Matthew looked at Jason with a pleading look on his face and mouthed, “Help.”
“I’ll give you a ride over after your tennis lesson.  Mom’s already planning on picking Brianna up after the tournament.”
“Yes,” Brianna beamed, “you could bring a change of clothes with you, and shower and change here.”
Matthew mouthed “traitor” at Jason so nobody else could see, but he resigned himself to his fate.  “Sure, sounds like fun.”
“Terrific!  There are three great match-ups on Saturday.”  Brianna proceeded to talk about the different players and who was likely to win the tournament.  Matthew barely listened to her, just enough to be able to add a polite question or uh-huh now and then.  He was really peeved at Jason for not helping him avoid going with Brianna.
As the dinner was winding up, Estella came in to collect their plates.
“Matt and I are going to check out the new X-men movie,” Jason said. “We’d better get moving; it starts at 8:30.”
“It was a wonderful dinner, Cara,” Matthew said as he got up.  “It’s been nice meeting you, Carl,” he nodded at Mr. Winthrop.
“Bye, Matt,” Brianna smiled at Matthew. “See you tomorrow.”
“Bye, Brianna,” Matthew was a little unsure of what he’d gotten himself into.
As they walked to Jason’s car, Matthew turned and poked Jason in the ribs, “Thanks for the help in there.”
“No problem,” Jason laughed. “She is my sister. I’ve got to be on her side once in a while.”
“Then you should go with her.”
“Hey don’t worry, you’ll survive.  She can be a lot of fun.”
“I’m sure she can.  I just don’t need this right now.”
“Yeah, like you’re going to get Emily to really go out with you.  After the movie, I think it’s obvious that she just wants to be friends.”
Jason’s words stung Matthew a little.  He knew they were probably true, but it hurt to hear it.  Matthew still held some hope that he could hit it off with Emily.




A Day with Brianna

During the week Matthew did research on the horses running on Sunday.  He was hoping to find some that matched Mr. Winthrop’s description of the scheme some of the trainers ran.  There were two horses running in the fifth race and three in the seventh that were projected to be long shots.
He did some research on their recent history.  The first two horses in the fifth had both been running poorly lately.  One, Peace Pipe, had lost the last four races, coming in last three times and fifth the other.  Checking on details of the races, he found that they were run fairly close together; several analysts had commented that the trainer was pushing the horse too hard.  The last race he’d run, he’d led the race for five furlongs, then had fallen back to come in last.  The horse hadn’t had a good break from the gate since that race.  Matthew looked into the horse’s record for previous years.  He had done well as a two- and three-year-old, but had run poorly in this, his fourth year, only winning two races so far.  Both of those had been at long odds, one at fifty-to-one the other at thirty-to-one.  He read up on the horse’s bloodline; it was the great grandson of Man of War, “Cute, naming the progeny of Man-of-War, Peace Pipe, how ironic. The breeder must have a sense of humor,” Matthew thought.  His sire had a history of producing winners and the dam had three winners to her name.  Both were considered top-quality horses.  Looking at Peace Pipe’s history of ownership, he found that he had been sold as a three-year-old and had finished that year out strong under the same trainer.  The owner had moved the horse after that year to another trainer. The article mentioned that it was the owner’s usual trainer, and that he’d left the horse with the original trainer so as not to disrupt him during the racing season.
“I love the Internet,” Matthew thought to himself as he checked into the second horse in the fifth.  It was just a plain loser, never having run well in its career.  It was a perennial fourth or fifth place finisher, occasionally finishing third, just enough to continue to give the owner hope of a victory.
Two of the horses in the seventh race had nearly identical records.  Both had shown only three times in their careers.  The third horse, Tango Dancer, looked promising.  He’d run well for four years; then he’d been sold.  This year he showed a pattern similar to the horse in the fifth.  Several races run too close together followed by better spacing, then a win after one or two races.  In the races just before he’d won, he had led the race for four of five furlongs before finishing behind the pack.  “Sounds like they’re taking him out fast for a quick work out, then pulling him up so as not to wear him out,” Matthew thought. When the horse won, he’d come from about third or fourth place, racing down the backstretch, winning by one or two lengths.  Then the next race was too soon and he would finish poorly.
Matthew decided that he had some good possibilities he could check out on Saturday night before the races on Sunday.  Now, he needed a way to place bets.  He decided to ask Simone.  First, he’d ask if she’d have lunch with him to talk about it.  He called her at work.
“Hello, Webmasters,” Simone said as she answered the phone.
“Hi, Simone, it’s Matt.”
“Matt, is something wrong?”  Simone asked.
“Nothing’s wrong,” Matthew said.  “I was just wondering if you wanted to have lunch tomorrow.”
“I’d love to have lunch with you,” Simone said, “any special reason?”
“Well, I do have a favor to ask.”
“You don’t need to take me to lunch to ask a favor.”
“I know, but I need some time to explain everything.”
“Sounds mysterious.  How about 12:00?”
“Okay.  I’ll be at the office at 12:00.  How about that French café down the street?”
“Sounds great.  Must be some big favor you want.”
“It’s not that big.  We’ll talk tomorrow, okay?”
“Okay.”
“Bye.”
“Bye, Sweetie.”
The next day as he was biking over to the office, Matthew started getting nervous.  He wondered if he was wrong about her being willing to help him.
As he entered the office he waved at Simone. “Hi.”
Simone looked at her watch. “You’re right on time.  My, my, you must want something big!”
Matthew avoided the subject.  “Are you ready to go?  If you need some more time, I can check out my email or something.”
“I’m ready.  This stuff will be here when I get back.  Let’s go.”
They stuck with chit-chat while they walked down the street to the café.  Matthew talked about his tennis lessons, while Simone tried to quiz him about Emily.
“It doesn’t sound like this Emily is that interested in you.”
“I know, but I’m still hoping.”
“What about this girl, Brianna, you told me about?”
“She’s Jason’s sister.”
“Well it sounds like she’s interested.  You’re going to the tennis tournament with her on Saturday, aren’t you?”
“Yeah, she asked me in front of her parents.  Jason chimed in that he’d give us a ride.  So I couldn’t say no.”
“Well I don’t think you should.  She sounds like a nice girl, and if she’s interested in you, that’s half the battle.”
“I guess, but I don’t think she’s my type.”
“Men!  They only want what they can’t have.”
By this time, they had reached the restaurant.  Matthew had called for reservations so they were seated immediately.  After they ordered, Simone broke the ice.  “Now what’s this favor you want?”
“I hope it’s not too big.”
“Nothing’s too big for you. What do you need?”  Her voice was relaxed and easy.
“Well, I’ve got this great tip on a horse running at Del Mar tomorrow,” Matthew paused and sucked in a big breath of air.  “He’s sure to win and he’s running at long odds; but I’m too young to bet.  I was hoping you would go with me and kind of. . .”
“How sure are you about this?  You know not every tip works out.”
“I’m pretty sure, but I’m not going to bet more than I can afford to lose.  But if he runs at 20 to 1 odds, it could be a big payoff, even with a small bet.  How about it, will you help me?”
“I might be able to,” Simone played with her French bread as she pondered Matthew’s request.  “Would you mind if I put some money on this sure thing?”
“I don’t mind, but like you said, not every tip works out.  I know you don’t have a lot of money, and I wouldn’t want to be responsible for you losing any.”
“Well, you let Simone worry about Simone.  I’ll just have to find a sitter for Jalin, but I should be able to swing it.”
“Bring him along if you want, I’ll help watch him.  He’ll probably think it’s fun; and a hot dog and Coke will make any kid happy.”
“Are you sure?  He can be a handful.”
“Sure, I don’t want this to cost you anything.  I’ll pay for the tickets and stuff.”
“Okay.  If I have trouble finding a sitter, I’ll bring him along, but if we’re going to the races, I’d like to just have fun.”
“Great!” Matthew said.  He was really hoping that Simone would find a sitter.  Looking after an eight-year old kid would put a crimp in the day.
“What time do we need to be there?”
“The horse is running in the fifth race.  So we could take the shuttle over at 2:30.  I’ll meet you at the shuttle pick-up lot, if that’s okay.”
“No problem.  I’ll pick you up at your house, just give me directions.”
“I’ll print out a map when we get back to the office.”
Their waiter showed up with their order and they spent the rest of the time chatting about the races.
. . .
On Saturday morning Matthew was waiting outside his house for Jason to pick him up.  He had a bag with a change of clothes in it.  Jason had agreed to pick him up this morning since he’d helped trap Matthew into going to the tournament with Brianna.  Of course, Jason was fifteen minutes late, but Matthew was used to his tardiness.  Matthew got into the car. “To the tennis court, Jeeves.”
“Don’t push it, buster.  By the way, Brianna is really looking forward to your date,” Jason snickered under his breath.
“It’s not a date and I’ll get even with you, just wait!”
“Just don’t go messing around with my water bottle,” Jason harkened back to their revenge on Tyler on the class trip to France.
“I’m not promising anything.  If your sister becomes a real pest, your life is marked.”  Matthew tried to sound really threatening.
“Oh, come on, she just has a little crush on you.  She’s harmless. I’m sure that after she gets to know you better, it’ll wear off.”
“You’d better hope so.”  Matthew wondered if he’d just been insulted or what.
. . .
After his tennis lesson with Mrs. Winthrop, Matthew showered and changed in the cabana.  When he came out, Brianna was waiting for him.  She was wearing a white jump suit with broad lapels and a white cap with an oversized brim.  Matthew had to admit to himself that she looked cute.  “Hi, Brianna.”
“Hi, Matt, you ready to go?”
Jason walked by, “I’ll be in the car.”
“Let’s go,” Matthew opened the door for Brianna.  She walked through the door smiling from ear to ear.
Jason was waiting in his dad’s Mercedes sedan.  Matthew opened the front door for Brianna and she graciously slid into the seat.  Matthew got into the back seat, thanking his quick thinking on how to avoid sitting next to Brianna on the way.  He knew she would have to accept his offer of the front passenger seat if he opened the door for her.
The ride over was without conversation.  Since Jason insisted on having the stereo at full blast, there was no way to hear anything in the back seat.  After a few failed attempts at conversation, Brianna just sat back and waited until they got to the country club.  Once there she started chatting non-stop about who the different contestants were and which matches would be the best.
“Kirsten Anderson is playing Emily from our school,” Brianna said.  “That should be a good match.  Kirsten is a classic baseliner and Emily likes to serve and volley.  It should be interesting to see who forces the play.”
At the mention of Kirsten, Matthew perked up and turned to Brianna.  “You mean you know this Kirsten.  I thought nobody had seen her play.”
“Yeah, nobody out here; but she’s from New York like us.  She played in all the same tournaments as Jason, before he quit playing.  She’s really good.”  Brianna was elated that Matthew was finally paying attention to her.
“Come on,” Matthew grabbed Brianna’s hand and dragged her toward the locker rooms.
“Where are we going?”
“To find Emily.  It’ll be a big help if you could tell her about Kirsten.”
When they got to the locker rooms, Matthew looked around for Emily.  He couldn’t find her; he asked one of the girls coming out, if they had seen her.  No one knew where she was.
“Let’s go back to our seats,” Brianna whined. “She’s off somewhere by herself.  We tried.”
“No, wait a minute.”  Matthew relaxed and thought about Emily.  Immediately he was able to see her.  She was pacing back and forth on the other side of the courts, behind the concession tent, out of view.  “Come on, she’s over there.”  Pulling Brianna behind him, he crossed over between the tennis courts and went around behind the concession tent.  Emily was pacing, right where he had seen her.
“Hi, Emily,” Matthew called out as they approached her.
“Oh, hi Matt, hi Brea, are you enjoying the tournament?”
“We just got here,” Brianna as she pulled her hand free from Matthew’s grip.
“Emily, aren’t you playing Kirsten Anderson?”
“Yes, why do you ask?”
“Well I heard that nobody knew her style.  But Brea says she’s seen her play back in New York.”
Emily looked elated, “You have?” she turned her attention to Brianna.  “Will you talk me through her play?”
“Okay,” Brianna sighed.  “She loves to play from the baseline.  Her backhand is killer but she’s prone to errors from the forehand side.”
“How about her serve?”
Seeing that they were totally engrossed in talking about Kirsten’s play, Matthew felt a little left out. “Do either of you want something to drink?”
“I’d like a Sprite,” Brianna said.
“Nothing for me,” Emily turned back to Brianna.  “So she likes to serve into the body?”
“Yeah.  She gets really good topspin on ……” Matthew wandered over to the front of the concession tent and bought a Sprite for Brianna and root beer for himself.  By the time he had waited in line to get the drinks and got back, the girls were wrapping up their discussion.
“Brea, thanks, that helps a lot.  At least I won’t keep driving myself crazy trying to think about how she plays.  How did you guys find me?”
“I don’t know.  When you weren’t at the locker room, Matthew just dragged me over here.  I assume someone told him you were here.”
“Well, thank you both!”
“We’d better get to our seats,” Brianna took the Sprite from Matthew.  “The next match is about to start.”
“OK,” Matthew followed Brianna back to the stands.  “Good luck, Emily!” he called over his shoulder.
As they watched the tennis tournament, Brianna kept a constant commentary going in a whispered tone.  During the breaks they would talk louder, but she maintained good tennis etiquette during play. She would explain the strengths and weaknesses of each player and point out where they made tactical errors.
“You’re a better commentator than the pros on TV,” Matthew said.
“Thanks, I think.  Do you want me to shut up?”
“No, it’s great.  It’s helping me learn a lot.”
After a while Brianna added, “You know you should really start playing me instead of Jason.  He’s too far above your level to give you a real chance.  It’s got to be really frustrating playing with him.  He’s too good.”
“You just want to beat me.”
“Oh, you’d catch up pretty fast.  You’re bigger, stronger and faster than me, so that will make up for a lot of experience.  With Jason you’re just less experienced and in better shape, so you’re dead meat on the court with him.  Shish, they’re starting up again.”
Emily’s friend, Carrie, won her match in straight sets, only losing five games in all. During the break Brianna and Matthew went to the restroom and then Matthew bought sodas for them.  As he was returning to the grandstand, he saw Emily getting ready to take the court.  He gave her a thumbs up and went back to his seat.  Brianna got back just as Emily and Kirsten took the court.
“This match will be a lot more competitive than the last,” Brianna said as she sat down.
“What do you think of Emily’s chances?”
“If she has her serve, she should win it.  That baseliner won’t be able to break her if she’s on.  But if her serve is off, then she won’t last through the long exchanges.”
Emily started out a little shaky and lost the first game she served.  They played eight or nine exchanges for each point and Emily was looking really frustrated.  Kirsten held her serve the next game.  In the third game Emily found her serve and was able to maintain it throughout the set, but she couldn’t break Kirsten who won the first set 6-4.
“See, now that Emily’s serving well, she’s able to get to the net.  Kirsten can’t volley well so she tries to hang back on the base line, but there’s no hope.  Emily just needs to figure out how to get to the net on Kirsten’s serve and she’ll be able to win.”
For the second set, Emily started out winning the first game on serve.  She focused on hitting the ball back to Kirsten’s forehand and was rewarded by winning several points off Kirsten’s serve, but still she couldn’t break her.  In fact, both girls held serve through the entire set.  Emily finally won the set in a tiebreaker, hitting a deep angled return to Kirsten’s forehand for a winner.
“I think Emily has her now.  Kirsten is getting nervous, and she’s getting a little tired, so her serve is starting to break down.  Emily should be able to follow a lot more returns to the net.  This is exciting, isn’t it?”
“It’s nerve wracking.”
Kirsten served to start the third set.  She had to fight back from three break points to hold serve, but finally won the game.  Emily was able to breeze through her serve, scoring three aces and not losing a point.
“That’ll really put the pressure on Kirsten,” Brianna said.  “Watch for a meltdown.”
Kirsten started the third game out with a double fault. “Now she’s losing confidence in her serve.”  Kirsten’s next serve was well inside the service line, and Emily was able to make a great return and take up position at the net.  Kirsten tried to pass her to the left, but Emily hit an easy winner cross-court. Kirsten won the next point to bring the game to 15-30; her next serve was so weak that Emily was able to return it down the line for a winner.  “She’s a goner now, two break points for Emily and her serve has gone south.”  Kirsten double faulted to lose the game.  Emily again held serve without giving up a point to go up 3-0.  In the fourth game Kirsten regained her serve, but Emily was able to hit an approach shot on almost every point and won the game easily.  In the next game Kirsten started playing better, but Emily’s serve and volley were just too much for her.  “It’s over. Emily’s up two breaks and playing with confidence; there’s nothing Kirsten can do,” Brianna said.  And true to form, the two players held their serve the rest of the set, with Emily winning 6-3 to take the match.
Brianna got up.  “Let’s go, the next match is going to be boring.  We can go into the clubhouse to get something to eat.”
“Okay, but let’s congratulate Emily, first.”
Brianna gave him a real miffed look, but followed after him.
They went down toward the locker rooms and caught Emily just before she went inside.
“Hey, congratulations,” Matthew said.
“Oh, thanks.”  Emily leaned over and gave Brianna a hug.  “I couldn’t have done it without your coaching.  I really owe you one.  Give me a call and we’ll do lunch next week.”
“Sure.  We should let you shower; you must be burning up after that long match and this heat.”  Brianna grabbed Matthew’s hand and pulled him toward the clubhouse.
They had a nice lunch.  Brianna spent most of the time quizzing Matthew about his martial arts.  She asked how many boards he could break and what weapons he knew how to use.  Matthew really enjoyed telling her about his training.
“What would you do if a guy pulled a gun on you?”
“Whatever he told me to.  A bullet is faster than any martial art move.”
“I’ll bet you’d find some way to disarm him,” Brianna eyes were sparkling as she quizzed Matthew.
“Maybe, if he made some kind of mistake.  But you’d have to wait and see if he did.”
Brianna’s cell phone rang.  She grabbed her purse and pulled it out.
“Hello, Oh hi, Mommy.  We’re just finishing up a late lunch.  OK, we’ll meet you out front in 10 minutes.  Bye.”




Race Day

Saturday evening Matthew pulled out his notes on the horses.
“Okay, I’ve got two likely winners here.  What can I do to figure out if they’re going to be run to win?”
Matthew thought about what Mr. Winthrop had said last week at dinner.  “You have a whole different discussion when you’re prepping a nag that just can’t win versus a horse you are holding back for the right odds.”
“I need to get a look at their stables,” Matthew said to himself.  “See if there are any indications that they’re going out to win.”
He fingered the stone around his neck, relaxed his breathing, and then thought of the Del Mar Racetrack.  His virtual camera was viewing the racetrack from the freeway as though heading north from San Diego.  It was the best view of the fairgrounds and racetrack, the one he typically saw when coming home from downtown San Diego.  He steered the virtual camera over to the racetrack and then to the stable area where the horses were housed the night before the race.
The place was abuzz with activity as the horses were being put into their stalls, fed and bedded down for the night. Most of the conversations were in Spanish.  Matthew grimaced and almost lost his view.  He hadn’t thought about a potential language problem, but he should have known better. In California, cheap labor meant Mexican or Central American workers.
He came to the stall of Tango Dancer, the horse in the seventh race.  There was very little activity. The horse was being fed and blanketed by a couple of Spanish-speaking stable hands.  Matthew headed off to find Peace Pipe, “I’ll come back later to check if anything changes here,” he thought as he moved his virtual camera over to the stall where Peace Pipe was being put away for the night.  There was quite a bit of activity there as an older white guy was instructing the Mexican stable hand what he wanted him to do.
Matthew had been practicing hearing through the portal.  It had gradually become easier to hear with each day.  Now the voice of the trainer came through as though he were standing next to him.
“Now you make sure he’s got plenty of clean straw in there and change his water.  I’ll be back at 5:00 tomorrow morning. I want him fed and watered by then.  We’ll take him out to stretch his legs, and then let him rest until the race.  Do you understand me?” the man asked.
“Si, I’ll change his water right away,” the Mexican said.  “He looks good, no?  I think he wants to run fast tomorrow.”
“Now you keep quiet,” the older man looked angry.  “I don’t want you talking about Peace Pipe to anyone, do you hear me?”  His voice was low but harsh.
“Si, no talk to nobody.  I feed and water horse, no talk.”  The Mexican carried some straw into the horse’s stall.  He patted the horse on the rump as he walked around him.
The older man walked out of the stables to a BMW parked in the lot.  Matthew followed him assuming he must be the trainer.  The man pulled a cell phone from his pocket and punched in a number.
“It’s Johnny here.”  He fidgeted with the cell phone.  “Yes, we just bedded him down for the night.  He’s looking good, real peppy like he knows he’s running all out tomorrow.”
The trainer listened to the caller for a while, nodding his head and say huh-huh occasionally.
“Yes, the only real competition is from Saffron, and he’s running on short rest and carrying a two-pound penalty.  He’ll get boxed in coming off the pole position.  That horse doesn’t like a crowd.”
Again, he listened for a while.
“That’s the best I can do. There are no guarantees, but I’m putting my money on him.  Yeah, I know, I’m putting it all down in Vegas.”
“Okay, I’ll call you after we stretch him out tomorrow to let you know how he looks.  Yes sir, don’t worry.  Bye.”  The old guy closed the phone and sighed, “Promises, he wants promises.”
Matthew closed his virtual camera.  “I’ll have to set my alarm for 4:30 so I can check things out tomorrow,” he thought.  I guess Tango Dancer isn’t going for a win tomorrow since nobody checked on him when he was put to bed.  Matthew set his alarm for 4:30 and went back to researching the horse on the Internet.
. . .
On Sunday Matthew’s alarm went off at 4:30, waking him with a start.  “I hope this horse wins, this getting up in the middle of the night deserves a payoff,” he thought as he got out of bed.  He went through his morning routine quickly.  At 4:45 he had his virtual camera on Peace Pipe.  The horse was quiet, “Probably sleeping,” Matthew thought.  The activity in the stable started picking up. Peace Pipe shifted his weight and let out a snort.  “He’s waking up,” Matthew thought. “Well at least he got to sleep 15 minutes more than I did.”  The stable hand fed and watered the horse; he was just coming out of the stall when the trainer showed up.
“How did he sleep?  He’s looking pretty rested.  What are you waiting for?  Get him moving,” the trainer said, as they took the blanket off the horse and started brushing him down.
Matthew hung around long enough to see that the horse was looking good and the trainer was happy.  Then he closed his virtual camera and went to work out.  At 10:30 he called Simone to check on things.
“Hello, Simone, I was just calling to make sure we’re still on for this afternoon.”
“I haven’t forgotten about you.  I’ll be by to pick you up at 2:30 on the dot.”
“I knew you wouldn’t forget.  I just wanted to make sure nothing had come up that you had to do instead.”
“Nothing’s come up, and I found a sitter for Jalin so we’re on our own.  I’ll see you at 2:30.  Bye for now.”
The line went dead as Simone hung up.  Matthew went to the ATM and withdrew $300 to add to the $300 he withdrew yesterday.  He was thinking, “I hope I don’t lose this, a week’s pay from Webmasters.com is a lot to pay to learn Jason’s dad is just another hopeful racehorse owner.”  But Matthew had done his research on Skywalker, too.  He had an impeccable pedigree; he’d started this year slowly, like he had his first racing season but he’d finished strong last year.  If he held to form, he should do well this race. “If not, I’ll have to do a few extra side jobs to make it up.  Thank you, Bill Gates.”  Microsoft’s operating system always had problems when people installed too many applications.  Matthew made a good income fixing those problems for people.
At 11:30 Matthew went to Mrs. Maier’s house to pick up his sister, Jessica.  The Maiers were the family across the street; Jessica was the same age as their son, Ari, and the two had hit it off well when the Maiers had moved in last year.  She was over there playing with him while their mother was shopping.  But Ari was going to a party at the Jewish Community Center, so Matthew had promised his mother he would pick up Jessica, make her lunch and baby sit until she got home.
Matthew put his bike in the garage and walked across the street to get Jessica.  He could hear the kids splashing in the Maiers’ pool so he went around the side yard.  The two kids were both excellent swimmers for five-year olds, having taken lessons together right after the Maiers had moved in.  Lots of practice this summer had them swimming like fish.  As he rounded the corner and came into the back yard, he saw the two splashing while lying on the Maiers’ floating lawn chairs.  Jennifer was watching them.
“Hi Jen.  Where’s Mrs. Maier?”
Jennifer looked up, “Oh hi, Matt.  Mrs. Maier had to run and get something for the party.  She asked me to watch both of them until you got here.  I’ve got to get Ari ready for the party; are you ready for Jessie?”
“Yeah, I’ve got to take her home and feed her.  Then I’m stuck babysitting until Mom gets home.”
“I’m not a baby!”  Jessica shouted, slapping the water with her hands.
“Of course you’re not.  You’re a big girl and can swim all by yourself,” Jennifer gave Jessica a big smile.  “Well, let’s get them out of the water.”
Jennifer made an unsuccessful grab at Ari, who dove off the chair into the water.  “Come here, Ari, so I can dry you off,” she called out.
“No, I’ve got to catch Jessie,” Ari yelled, as he swam over to Jessica.  She immediately swam away from him.
“Jessie, come over here,” Matthew stomped his foot for emphasis.  “We’ve got to go home and let Ari get ready to go.”
“No!”  Jessica yelled and swam to the other side of the pool from Matthew.
After several vain attempts to corral one of the kids from the poolside, Jennifer clinched her hands in frustration. “Grrr, it looks like one of us is going to have to get wet.”
Matthew looked at his shorts and tennis shoes with a blank expression on his face.  Jennifer just laughed and slipped out of her sundress to reveal her bikini.  “I came prepared since I’m the lifeguard.”
Jennifer dove into the pool and with a couple of quick strokes she pulled up beside Jessica.  She grabbed Jessica and pulled her to the side of the pool.
Matthew grabbed a towel and went around to the side where Jennifer had hauled Jessica.  “Thanks,” he pulled Jessica out of the pool and wrapped the towel around her.  “Come on Jessie, stand still.”  As Matthew adjusted the towel to dry her hair, Jessica ducked down and dove back into the pool, surfacing with a burst of giggles.
“Jessie, that’s not funny, now come back here!”
Jennifer abandoned her quest for Ari and swam back over to gather up Jessica.  She handed the wet five-year old to Matthew. “Don’t lose her again.  I’ve got to get Ari ready.”
“Sorry, I’ll keep hold of her this time,” Matthew started drying Jessica again.  He watched Jennifer swimming after Ari, thinking about how nice she looked in her bikini.
“I’ve got a towel here for Ari when you catch him,” he shouted, hoping to be a little helpful.
Jennifer took a couple of quick strokes over to Ari, grabbing him before he could dive underwater.  She swam back to the side of the pool and dragged Ari onto the deck. “Matt, are you going to the PCA Winter Ball this year?”
“I’m not sure yet; are you?”
“I don’t go to school there, remember?”
“Oh, I forgot.  You hang out so much with Brianna that I figured one of her friends would have asked you.”  Matthew hoped Jennifer would buy his weak attempt to cover his brain lapse.
“When we hang out, there usually aren’t any boys around. Besides I’m not sure I want to go to such a snobbish party.”  Jennifer turned her nose up into the air to emphasize the snobbish part.
“Well, Brianna and Jason aren’t snobs.  In fact, most of the kids at school are pretty cool.”  Matthew gathered Ari into the towel and struggled to hold on to the two squirming five-year olds.  He pulled them away from the edge of the pool while Jennifer got out and grabbed a towel to dry.  “Stay still Jessie.  You can’t play in the pool anymore.  We’ve got to go home and have lunch.”
“And dessert?”  Jessica was clearly intent on a little bargaining.
“Sure, and dessert.  If you stand still, I’ll give you a Popsicle.  But you have to be nice.”
“A purple one?”  Jessica went for full advantage.
“Sure, a purple one.”  Matthew handed Ari over to Jennifer.
“And a red one,” Jessica decided to see how much she could get.
“No, just one.  I’d better get her home before she escapes again.  See you around.”
“See you,” Jennifer grabbed Ari and carried him toward the house as Matthew let himself out the gate.
Matthew carried Jessica across the street to their house so she wouldn’t have to walk on the hot pavement.  After he helped her change into dry clothes, he took her into the kitchen.  “What do you want for lunch?”
“Ravioli, ravioli, ravioli.”
“Okay, ravioli it is,” Matthew got a can of ravioli out of the cupboard.  As he spooned it into a microwave dish, he scrunched up his face.  “I don’t know how you can eat this stuff.”  He heated up the ravioli, poured a glass of milk and set them in front of Jessica as she sat at the counter.  “Now don’t spill it, okay?”
“Okay.”
While she ate, he made himself a sandwich, a PB&B, one of his favorites: bread for carbs, peanut butter for protein, banana for carbs and potassium, and a little honey to sweeten it up.  “Um-um good.”  Matthew did a quick check on Peace Pipe. They were putting new shoes on him, getting him ready to race.  “Good,” he thought, as he turned his attention back to Jessica who was finishing up her ravioli.
“Popsicle!” she demanded as her payment for being good.
“Finish your milk first.”
Jessica drank the rest of her milk in one long drink, gasping as she put the glass back down.  “Popsicle!”
“Okay,” Matthew went to the freezer and extracted the bribe.  “Here it is,” he handed the Popsicle to her with a flourish.
Jessica grabbed it and ran into the family room. Matthew followed, hoping she didn’t drop it on the couch or something.  She grabbed a worn-out teddy bear and hugged it to herself, then she scooched up onto a chair to eat her Popsicle.
Matthew hadn’t seen the bear before. “Jessie, where did you get the teddy bear?”
“It’s Ari’s.  He left it here; I’m watching it for him.”  Jessica straightened her back, trying to look very important.
When Jessica had finished her Popsicle, she started to put the stick down on the speaker next to the chair.  Matthew ran over and grabbed the stick from her.  Then Jessica got down leaving her charge behind.  She went over to the TV stand and put her Lion King DVD into the player.  Matthew thought, “She watches that movie almost every day.  I don’t see how she can stand it.”  Matthew picked up the bear and looked for a place to stash it until he could return it to Ari.  He wondered if Ari was missing his bear.  As he thought about Ari, he relaxed his breath and, presto, his virtual camera was showing Ari sitting in a car seat behind Mrs. Maier.  Matthew was surprised, “I’ve tried to see Ari before but it didn’t work.  I wonder.”  He put the bear down and tried again, nothing.  He picked up the bear and there was Ari again.  “Hmm, a new twist,” he thought as he fingered the stone around his neck.  “I wonder if this new ability will come in handy.”  Matthew put the bear up on the bookcase for safekeeping.




A Day at the Races

Matthew’s mother got home at 2:00 to take charge of Jessica and he got ready for the races.  He decided he’d wear white slacks and a green polo shirt with his deck shoes.  He was waiting at the curb for Simone at 2:20.  Simone drove up in her Honda Civic at 2:30 on the dot.
“Hi, Matt, are you ready?”  She made a U-turn and pulled up beside him.
“Definitely.”
“I’m glad I found a sitter for Jalin.  I decided that Mama needed to have some fun at the races today.”
Matthew climbed in and they sped away to Del Mar.  They arrived at the racetrack just as the third race was being called over the loud speaker.  “And they’re off.  Jet Away takes the lead with Go Flyer ….”
“This is so exciting!” Simone grabbed Matthew’s arm.
Matthew paid for their tickets, spending the extra to get into the Turf Club. “Let’s go scope out the betting windows.”  They walked into the area under the grandstand and stopped to gaze at the lines of betting windows.
“Wow, they sure have enough betting windows.”
“I guess so; they obviously don’t want you to leave any money in your pockets.”
“We should put some money down now.”
“Why the hurry?”  Simone asked.
“We don’t want anyone noticing us betting on him.  If we hurry, we’ll be able to catch the fourth race.”
“Sure, what do you want to bet?”  Simone asked.
“I want to put $500 on Skywalker to win.”
“Whew,” Simone rolled her eyes.  “$500, you sure you want to put that much money on one horse?”  Simone was surprised at how much money Matthew wanted to bet.
“Yeah, that’s a week’s pay, so I figure I can afford it.  Besides if he goes out at ten to one, I’ll win five grand.”
“That sounds like a lot.”
“It’s not that much when you consider all the medical bills my mom’s still paying.”
“Okay, I’m planning to put $50 on him.  Is that okay with you?”
“Sure, just remember there are no guarantees,” Matthew cautioned.
“Don’t you worry about Simone; if anyone understands no guarantees it’s me.”
“All right, why don’t you do three windows in here, your $50 and $500 for me.  Place your bet at one window, then split my bet between another two. Then we can watch the fourth race.”
“All right, let’s get out there.  But first, I need a drink.”
Simone got a beer and they headed out to the viewing area.  There weren’t any seats available so they found a spot close to the finish line where they could stand and watch the race.  “I put some money on Betonme to win.  I couldn’t resist the name.”  They perched on the rail as they waited for the race to start.
“I hope you didn’t bet too much on just a name.”  Matthew was amazed that she would bet on a horse just because she liked the name.
“Don’t worry, I just bet $5 to make it exciting.  You’ve got to care about who wins or it takes all the fun out of it.”
“And they’re off.  Betonme races to the rail leading by a half-length, followed by Dramatic Show and ….  Count Down trails the pack.  …. .  As they head into the first turn Betonme still leads by a length.  Count Down is starting to move up. …………. .  Down the backstretch they go, Betonme still leading followed by Dramatic show,  .  . Count Down is making up ground moving into fifth.”
“Come on baby, win one for Simone!”  Simone yelled as she clutched the ticket and hopped up and down.
“Into the final turn it’s Betonme followed by River Man.  Dramatic Show has fallen off into fourth followed by Count Down…. .  as they head for home it’s Betonme, Dramatic Show and Count Down, making his move to the outside.  It’s Betonme by a head, Count Down then River Man.  Now it’s Count Down by a nose, Betonme, River Man.  Count Down, River Man, Bashful as Betonme fades.  At the finish it’s Count Down by a length, followed by River Man and Bashful in third.”
Simone tore up her ticket.  “They should change that horse’s name to Don’t Betonme,” she said as she watched Betonme cross the finish line in 7th place followed by Dramatic Show.  “And that Dramatic Show is only good for the first act.”  Simone laughed as she threw the ticket pieces into the air.
Matthew and Simone chatted while they waited for the 5th race to start.  The announcer called out, “The horses are on the track,” and Matthew and Simone turned and watched the horses being led out to the paddock area where they had been saddled.  “Skywalker looks great,” Matthew said.
“Which one is he?”
“The big bay over there.”  Matthew pointed to Skywalker.
“Oh, he’s beautiful.  Let’s hope he can run as good as he looks.  What are the odds on him now?”
“They’re ten to one right now.  They just dropped a little more.”
The horses were led half way around the track to the starting gate.
“Boy, it sure takes a lot of time to get ready for a race,” Simone said impatiently.
“That’s so you’ve got lots of time to place your bets and get a drink; the race track needs to get as much of your money as it can.”
“Come on, come on,” Simone urged.  “Get those babies ready!”
“The horses are at the starting gate.  They’re having some trouble getting Civil Disobedience into his gate.  ….  They’re all in …. And they’re off.  Go Speed Go takes the rail followed by Civil Disobedience and Skywalker  ….  They round the curve, Skywalker is making a move on Civil Disobedience but Go Speed Go still leads by a length.  Into the back stretch its Go Speed Go ahead by a length then Skywalker and Civil Disobedience followed by the rest of the field.”
“Come on Skywalker, move it, win one for Simone, Honey; come on, Mama’s waiting!”  Simone shrieked as she jumped up and down.
Now Skywalker is making a move on the outside, it’s Go Speed Go by a half-length, Skywalker, Now it’s Go Speed Go by a head, Skywalker, Go Speed Go – Skywalker, Now Skywalker takes the lead, it’s Skywalker – Go Speed Go, and at the finish it’s Skywalker, Go Speed Go and Civil Disobedience.
“Oh yes!  Yes!  That’s my baby!”  Simone hugged Matthew.
Matthew watched Skywalker being led to the winners’ circle.  The Winthrops were there along with the other two owners and their trainer to accept the prize.  They draped a wreath of flowers around Skywalker’s neck.  As they started to hand the trophy to Mr. Winthrop, he motioned the man at his side forward to accept it. They were all smiles as they shook hands all around.  “Let’s go get our money,” Matthew pulled Simone along.
“What’s the hurry?  We’ve got all day to collect, let’s savor this moment.”  She pulled away from Matthew and turned back to look at the winner’s circle.
“No we don’t.  I didn’t tell you, but I’ve got a great tip for the seventh race.  He’s at 60 to one right now.  We need to collect the money from this race so we can start laying it on him slowly.”
“Are you crazy?”  Simone turned to Matthew, her eyes bulging.
“No, I’m serious.  Come on, we can’t put too much down at once or we’ll mess up the odds.  And we want to place most of the money down just before the race.”
“How much are you planning to bet on this horse?”  Simone gave Matthew a quizzical look.
“Let’s see, Skywalker paid sixteen so with $500 bet that’s four thousand.  I figure I should bet three thousand on this race.”
“Are you crazy?  Three thousand is a lot of money.”  Simone did some quick math in her head.  “Wait a minute, if Skywalker paid sixteen why are you only getting four thousand?”
“Sixteen is what he paid for a two-dollar bet, so the odds were eight to one,” Matthew said.  “So, you made four hundred on your $50 bet.”  Matthew looked at Simone to see if she understood.
“Oh, why do they have to make it so confusing?”
“It adds to the mystique, I don’t know.  Now come on, we need time to collect the money and then spread the money around.”
“Okay, how do you know all this stuff anyway?”
“I’ve been researching everything about racing on the web, and besides that, I’ve read all the Dick Francis books, and he writes racing mysteries.”
“I see.  Who are we betting on this time?”
“The horse is Peace Pipe.  He’s the number seven horse in the seventh race.”
“That’s a funny name.  Why did they name him that?”
“I don’t know, probably something to do with his being descended from Man of War.”
“I do like these names.  Now what do we do?”
“When you collect on my winning ticket put $250 on him to win.  We’ll put the rest of the money on him later.”
“Okay, do you care if I put some money on him, too?”
“It’s up to you, but are you sure you want to bet your winnings?  This is a lot bigger risk than the last one.”
“Well I came here with $100 and as long as I take that home, I’m no worse off.  But if I can win some big bucks, then I’ll have some real money to put aside for Jalin’s education.  I want that boy to go to college.”
“Okay, then here’s what we do.  We can keep betting on him as long as our bets are at less than 1/100 of the total pool; that way we won’t tip the odds early.”  Matthew was assuming that the trainer and owner would be betting most of their money in Las Vegas and other places besides here at the track.
“How much do you want to bet first?”
“Just take care of your bet first.  I’ll keep track of the pool and tell you when to collect and bet the rest.” Matthew stationed himself in front of one of the monitors displaying the betting pool for the upcoming races as Simone went off to place the bet.
The pool on the seventh race was at $200,000, so he figured they could safely put Simone’s $400 on Peace Pipe without affecting the odds.  He knew that if they put too much money on him early, the odds would become more favorable, thus attracting more bets.  He needed to keep the odds high to discourage other betters.  By the time Simone got back, the pari-mutuel pool was up to $300,000.  He figured that they were pretty safe.  If between the two of them they put $3,400 on Peace Pipe that would be less than one percent of the pool by the time the race started, so it should protect the odds.
“Okay, let’s get another bet down,” Matthew handed Simone one of his winning tickets.  “Cash it, and put $400 on Peace Pipe.  Then we can go outside and place the rest.”
“This is hard work running around to all these different tellers.  Are you sure we need to?”
“Yes, we don’t want to tip anyone that someone’s putting big money on Peace Pipe.  If we do, then the rest of the crowd could start really betting on him and kill the odds.”
By the time they were announcing the beginning of the seventh race, Simone had cashed six of Matthew’s tickets and had gotten his $3,000 down on Peace Pipe.  “I sure hope this horse wins; what are the odds on him now?”  Simone asked as they walked back out to watch the race.
“He’s at sixty to one right now, but there are still a couple of minutes of betting left.  He’s definitely going off at long odds.”
“The horses are at the starting gate, the flag is up, and they’re off!” blared the announcer.
“Come on boy win this one for Jalin,” Simone clenched her fists and shaking them up and down.  “Come on baby.”
“Losing It takes the lead, followed by Paxton and Velvet Rose a length back as they hit the first turn.  …  Coming into the backstretch, it’s Paxton, followed by Velvet Rose with Jolly Roger a close third.  The pack is trailing by two lengths.  Down the backstretch they go, it’s Paxton by a length followed by Velvet Rose and Jolly Roger neck and neck. Peace Pipe is making a move through the pack bouncing to the outside.  Into the far turn it’s Paxton, Jolly Roger, Velvet Rose is fading, and Peace Pipe is really making a move on the outside.  Charging down the home stretch it’s Paxton and Jolly Roger neck and neck, with Peace Pipe charging down the outside, back by a length.  Now it’s Paxton, Peace Pipe and Jolly Roger. It’s Paxton, Peace Pipe, Jolly Roger.  Peace Pipe is putting on an incredible burst of speed as he heads Paxton and takes the lead.  Paxton is digging in, trying to retake the lead, but Peace Pipe is too much for the old boy. At the finish, it’s Peace Pipe by half a length, Paxton, then Jolly Roger two lengths back but a length ahead of the field.”
“Yes, thank you, Jesus!” cried Simone, as she jumped all over Matthew, hugging and kissing him.
“Simone, please don’t make a scene,” Matthew ears were bright red.
“How much did I win?”  Simone was out of breath from her screaming and dancing.
“I assume you bet $400.”  Simone nodded her head, “Since he paid 110, you took in $22,000.”  Simone almost fainted as she heard how much she had won.
“Thank you, Jesus, Jalin thanks you,” Simone turned her face up to the sky.  “Oh lord that should be enough to start a good college fund, don’t you think Matthew?”
“No doubt.  I think Jalin will be able to go to any school he wants.”
“How much did you win?  What are you going to do with it?”
“Well I bet, or you did, $3,000, so that makes my take $165,000.  I’ll just have my mom come and cash the tickets.”
Simone was hugging Matthew again.  “I’m so happy for you.”
“Now the Internal Revenue Service will be there to collect their share,” Matthew said, “so be prepared when you cash your ticket.”  Simone made a pouty face at Matthew when he mentioned the IRS.
Matthew was happy that the pool had climbed to over $3,500,000 before the race started.  Their winning shouldn’t draw too much attention, but he was sure that his mom would have some explaining to do when she collected such a large percentage of the pot.
“Can’t we just collect them a little at a time and not tell anyone?”  Simone asked.
“You don’t want to mess with the IRS, they’re the guys that brought down Al Capone.  It’ll be almost impossible to collect that much money and not raise attention.  You’re better off paying them now and not have them visiting you in the middle of the night.”
“They take all the fun out of life.”
“I know what you mean.  Now if they ask about the other money you bet, tell them you placed the bets for Margaret Brandt.  I’ll tell Mom as soon as I get home.”
“All right.  I’m in the money, I’m in the money,” Simone sang as she waltzed off to collect her winnings.
When she came back, she was clutching a check and looking ecstatic and unhappy at the same time.  “Man, those IRS guys were jumping all over me as soon as I tried to collect my money.  Then the racetrack made me take a check instead of good old green backs.  I wanted to run my fingers through the money.”  She gave Matthew a hug.
“Well at least you won’t have to worry about getting mugged.  You missed the last race while you were in there.”
“I was being robbed by the hoods with those IRS badges.  Are you ready to go?”
“Yeah,” Matthew was trying to think of how to explain all this to his mother.
. . .
Simone dropped Matthew off at his house, wishing him luck in explaining everything to his mom.  Matthew went into the house.  It had never occurred to him that he would have to explain his winnings to his mother.  He hoped she wouldn’t be too mad at him, not that she had anything against gambling.  His father had taken him to the races several times before he died, but over $160,000 was going to be hard to ignore.  His mother was in the kitchen.  It was 6:00 and she was just getting dinner ready.  Matthew rushed over to help.
“How were the races, honey?” she asked.
“Fine, Mr. Winthrop’s horse won,” Matthew said as he carried the dishes to the table to set it.
“That’s great, did you have a bet on him?”
“Yes,” Matthew was somewhat relieved that she at least had expected him to get a bet down.
“That’s nice.  It makes the race so much more exciting if you have some money on it.  I hope you didn’t lose too much on the other races.”
“I didn’t lose anything.”
“Did Mr. Winthrop place the bets for you?”
“No; remember, I went with Simone.  She placed them for me.”
“Did she win on the Winthrop’s horse, too?”  His mother looked up from her cooking.
“She sure did,” Matthew wondered when he should bring up the subject of how much they had won.
His mother dished up the spaghetti and they sat down for dinner.  “Jessica, would you say grace for us?”
“Okay,” Jessica sang grace.
“Thank you for the world so sweet,
Thank you for the food we eat,
Thank you for the birds that sing,
Thank you, Lord, for everything.”
“Amen,” they all said in unison.
“That was really nice, Jessie,” Matthew patted his sister’s arm.
After they had dished up the meal and his mother had had a glass of wine and part of another, Matthew decided that now was the time to own up.  “Mom.”
“Yes, Matt,”  His mother looked at him suspiciously.
“About the races.  I kind of had another hot tip.”  Matthew gulped as he anticipated her response.
“I thought you said you didn’t lose anything.”  Her voice started to rise.
“I didn’t lose.  That’s just it, I won a lot of money.”  Matthew looked down at his plate.
“How much money and where did you get this hot tip from?”
“Well, Mr. Winthrop told me that some of the owners would hold their horses back for a few races to let the odds build up on them, then run them to win so they could make a lot of money betting on them.  So, I looked up the horses running today and a couple fit that description. So, I did some more research on them, and one looked really likely.”
“How much are we talking about?”
“Well between what I won on Skywalker and this horse, Peace Pipe, it’s over $165 grand.”  Matthew winced as though he was going to get hit.
“$165 thousand, how did that happen?  I can’t believe this!” his mother hollered.  “You’d better do some explaining.”
“Well, I bet $500 on Skywalker.”
“$500, do you know that’s what I spend on food every month?”
“Yes I know; if I’d lost it, I was planning to work extra jobs to make it up.  Honest, but I was pretty sure that Skywalker would win.  I researched him, too, and he’s a great horse with really good parentage.  He just started the year out slow.  So anyway, I won $4000 on that bet. So I bet $3,000 on Peace Pipe.”
“$3,000 that would pay the house payment for a month, both the first and the second.”
“I know, but we wouldn’t have had it anyway, and I kept five hundred of the winnings.  Then Peace Pipe won at 55 to one odds, so that’s the $165,000.  I’ve got the winning tickets right here.  It’s too much money to have someone else collect for us, with the taxes and all.  I thought you could go by the track tomorrow and collect,” Matthew hurried.
“I can’t believe this; I don’t know whether to be happy or mad at you.  How could you risk so much?”
“It wasn’t that much.  Remember I only started with $500.  And we could really use the money.  It’s enough to pay off most of the second.  We’ve got so many medical expenses this year, you won’t have to pay too much in taxes and maybe we can keep the house,” Matthew gasped for breath.  “I’m sorry; I should have told you what I was going to do.”
“It’s all right.  Now what am I supposed to do?  Jessica, stop playing with your food, or you won’t get any dessert,” she lightly tapped Jessica on the arm.
“Well, you just have to go collect.  There will be someone there to collect for the IRS; they always want their money before you get a chance to spend it.  If they ask you why you bet so much on the horse, you should say you saw a tip on the Internet, and since you were betting your winnings, why not. Or something like that,” Matthew blurted out.
“Or something like that,” his mother started to smile.  “How much will the IRS take?”
“I think it’s 20 percent.  I should have asked Simone what they took from her.”
“What did Simone win in all this?”
“She got $22,000 less taxes.  She’s going to use it to start a college fund for Jalin, her little boy.”
“That’s nice.  Maybe we should do the same.”
“No, pay off the second, I’ll get a scholarship.  And I’ll be working before Jessie starts, so I can help pay.  We would never be able to afford to buy another house.”
“All right, we’ll discuss this more tomorrow; but I think you need to go to church next week.”
“Okay.”  Matthew quit talking figuring he was getting off lightly.




Candy Store

The next day after school, Matthew went into Webmasters.com to catch up on the work he usually did on Sunday afternoons.
“Hi, Simone,” Matthew said as he entered the reception area, “have you come down from cloud nine yet?”
“No not really.  How about you?”
“Mom kind of grounded me yesterday.  Figuratively and literally.”
“Was she upset?”
“No, not really, but she’s going to make me start going to church again.”
“You haven’t been going to church?”  Simone stood to face Matthew, “Why not?”
“I haven’t been since my dad died.”
“I know that was hard, but you can’t let it destroy your faith in God.”
“I know, but we prayed and prayed for him.”  Matthew’s eyes became damp with tears.  “But he just kept getting sicker and then he died.”  Matthew paused a second to regain his composure, he didn’t want to cry.  “And now we’ve got all these medical bills to pay and we’re fighting with the insurance company. It doesn’t seem right.”
“I know it’s not fair, but you know God doesn’t work that way.”
“I know.  My mom tried to explain it to me, but I was so mad I just couldn’t go to church.”
“Your minister should be able to help you deal with the anger.”
“I know he could.  I kind of miss Reverend Bishop.”
“Your minister’s name is Bishop?”  A wry smile crept across Simone’s face.
“Yeah, if he were a Catholic priest, he could become Bishop Bishop.”  Matthew’s face lit up as he smiled.  “Just like Major Major in Catch 22.  I think he missed his calling.”
“That’s funny, and I’m sure he’s heard all the jokes.  Now I hope you don’t make jokes about it at church.”
“No, it’s just a private joke,” Matthew chuckled. “I’d better get to work.”  Matthew headed down the hall to his office.
He had the office to himself again.  Larry had his screen saver informing everyone that he was at a customer site for the day.  “Great,” Matthew thought, “I can use the peace and quiet.”
As he set his stuff down on his desk, he turned to his computer.  While he read through his messages, he thought of the conversation he’d had with his mother after his father died.
“Matt, it doesn’t work that way,” she’d said.  “God doesn’t choose.  He didn’t say, make the Brandts suffer, make David sick and let him die.”
“Then why did Dad have to die?”  Matthew had screamed back.
“Everything in the world can’t just be easy and wonderful.  Or we…”
“Why not?”  Matthew had interrupted his mother.
“If it were, we wouldn’t be able to recognize good.  How would we appreciate the value of honesty and decency if there wasn’t dishonesty and corruption?”
“So why does that mean someone has to die?”
“I don’t understand it all.  But bad things have to happen so people can rise up and show the good in them, show how to keep faith even against adversity.”
“That sounds stupid.”
“Just think about it.”  His mother hadn’t lost her patience with Matthew even when he had yelled at her.  “It’s like working steel, the more you pound it the stronger it gets.  Your character is that way.  The more you hold onto your faith, keep your character when bad things happen, the stronger your faith and character become.  Does that make sense?”
“Maybe, but why Dad?”
“I don’t know.  What I do know is your father kept his faith the whole time, and Reverend Bishop was there for him, just as much as we were.”
“But it’s not fair.”
“It’s not about being fair.  It’s about life.  There are so many wonderful things that happen every day; the birth of a child, love, or watching as your son grows into a man.  But with the good we get the bad; it creates contrast.  Death, disease, pain and suffering, they’re all part of life.  They give us something on which to strengthen our faith.  Without the bad things, your faith would dissolve into apathy.”
“But it hurts so much.”  Tears had streamed down Matthew’s face. “I miss him.”
“I do too, honey; he was such an important part of our lives.”  His mother pointed to her heart.  “Without him there’s a big hole in here.”
Until then Matthew had never thought about how much his mother had lost.  He’d only been angry at what he’d lost.  “Sorry,” he said.
“I have to admit it has tested my faith,” Mrs. Brandt was crying with her son.  “I’ve cried every night since he got sick.  But life goes on, and your father would want us to go on.”  She’d wiped the tears from her cheeks and hugged Matthew to herself, “I won’t make you go to church; you’re old enough to decide that for yourself.  But don’t let it destroy your character.  You can’t stay mad at God.”
They had held each other and cried for a long time.  The next day Matt stayed home from church.  It had been almost eight months, and he hadn’t been back since.  But now the words made more sense to him.  It would be nice to see Reverend Bishop; his sermons always spoke to real life.  They were never preachy or high and mighty like some of the sermons he’d heard.  So, going to church would be nice, and now Matthew knew he wasn’t mad anymore, just sad.
. . .
Matthew finished up his projects and decided to stay late and do some personal research.  The office had a great web connection, way faster than the DSL line they had at home.
“Now what was the company that Mr. Winthrop had said was shopping for an acquisition?  Consolidated Semiconductor, that’s it.”  Matthew searched the web for articles about it.  Quickly he discovered that it was common knowledge that they were looking to buy a telecommunications company to balance their design capabilities.  There were several prospects, but the top four were AMMC, ATDC, ITIC and SSTC.  All four had seen their stocks rise on the speculation that there would be a takeover fight.  Some of the analysts said that they expected the stock of whomever Consolidated Semi decided on to almost double.  It was rumored that the decision would be made at September’s board meeting in Houston.  With a little research, Matt found that the board meeting would be held at the company headquarters in the Consolidated Towers on Congress Street.  “Now, how do I get a peek at what they’re talking about?”
. . .
When he got home his mother pounced on him the second he walked into the house.  “You didn’t tell me that I’d have to explain why I placed four separate bets on that horse.”
“Oh sorry, I forgot about that.  We didn’t want to put too much money down at once or other people might have thought there was a good reason to bet on him.”
“Well I’m sure they would’ve loved to have heard that explanation.  Instead I told them that I kept talking myself into going back and placing another bet.  I batted my eyelashes at them and played the silly blond, so they bought it.”
“Sorry, I should have thought about that.”
“Don’t put me in that kind of position again.”  She gave Matthew a hug.  “Now what are we going to do with the money?”
“We use it to pay off the second, but I would like to have about ten thousand in our online trading account.”
“What for?” she asked.
“I figure that while I’m hanging around with Jason, I should be able to get some good investment advice from his dad.  Maybe I can make some money.  Is that okay?”  Matthew looked at her with puppy dog eyes, hoping she’d give in.
“I don’t know, after this thing at the track, I’m not sure you should be playing the stock market.”
“I promise I won’t do any trading on margin.  I’ll be real careful, but people are making a lot of money on the market, and we’ve had to sell all our stocks.  We need to get back in.”
“Okay, but I’ll be watching it closely.  I don’t want any funny business.”  Mrs. Brandt held Matthew at arm length.  “I must be crazy letting my fourteen-year old son invest our money.”
“I’m almost fifteen, and you know I’m a wiz with math and stuff.  I’ll be careful, you just watch.”
“Oh, you can count on that.  I’ll definitely be watching.”
“Thanks, Mom.”  Matthew gave her a kiss on the cheek.  “What’s for dinner?”
. . .
The next day at lunch, Matthew got Jason to go outside with him.
“Jason, if you had some good info on a company, how would you invest your money to maximize the return?”
“Well, my dad would buy and sell options and puts.  A call option is the right to buy a stock at a particular price and a put is the right to sell a stock at a particular price.”
“So how does that help you make money?”
“If you think a stock is going to go up, you buy options to buy it at a little over its current price and pay a small premium.”
“How much is the premium?”
“It usually costs you a buck a share or something like that.  Now if the stock goes up twenty dollars, you make twenty times your investment.”
“That sounds pretty good.”
“Yeah, and if it really goes up, you can cash in big time.  Now if you think a stock is going to go down, you buy a put.”
“Like the opposite of a call option.”
“Yes, the strike price, the price you can sell at is usually a little below the current stock price.  Now if the stock tanks, you buy it at the low price and sell it at the put price which is higher.”
“Sounds like it takes a lot of money.”
“Not really.  You don’t actually have to buy and sell; you can usually just cash in the put or call before it expires.”
“Is that all?”
“No, this is where it gets interesting.  If you know some info is coming out on a stock that will affect its value significantly, but you don’t know which way, you can straddle it.”
“Straddle it?”  Matthew looked puzzled.
“You buy both options and puts on the same stock.  Now as long as it moves a lot, you make money and you don’t have to guess which way it’ll move.”
“That sounds too easy.”
“It is, but of course if it doesn’t move you lose all your money.  It’s legalized gambling, but you get to research the odds.”
“Sounds great.”
“Why, what are you planning to do?”
“Oh, I was checking into that company your dad mentioned, Consolidated Semiconductor.  It seems that they really are planning to buy another company.  The analysts have it narrowed down to four companies. I was just trying to see how I might play it.”
“Well, good luck.  My dad loves to play the market, thrives on the stress.  Me, I’d rather let my broker worry about it and spend my energy on other things, like women.”
“Speaking of women, there’s Alex looking for you.”
“That’s right.”  Jason slapped himself on the side of his head.  “We’re going off campus to get some lunch.  I’d better hurry or she’ll have my lunch.  Are you set?”
“I’m fine.”  Matthew grabbed his lunch bag.  “Have fun.”
. . .
That night Matthew logged onto the online trading account.  His mother had put the twenty thousand in it like she said she would.  Matthew took five thousand and spread it around on various stocks that were highly recommended.  Then he took the rest and straddled the four companies in the running for Consolidated’s buy-out target.  He checked out the details on each of the companies.  Two of them were headquartered right here in San Diego, which made sense since San Diego had become the telecom capital of the world. Qualcomm and Nokia were well established here and attracting startups and spin-off companies based on the concentration of engineering and management expertise in the area.  AMMC was having a board meeting tomorrow and ATDC had theirs on Thursday.  ITIC and SSTC who were both based in Boston, were having board meetings early next week.  “That’s nice, all lined up before Consolidated’s meeting at the end of next week.”
. . .
The next day Matthew sat in the back of the classrooms all day, using his virtual camera to spy on the AMMC board meeting.  A possible takeover by Consolidated was the topic of several agenda items and side discussions.  The company was concerned that they couldn’t fight off a takeover attempt.  They were considering whether it would be wise to become a willing partner if Consolidated made the overtures to them.  Matthew figured that they looked like a great play.
. . .
On Thursday, Matthew checked out the board meeting for ATDC.  Again, the topic of discussion was the possible takeover by Consolidated.  The board seemed to welcome the possibility.  They commented that possibly Consolidated could help finance the completion of one of their major design programs that was way over budget and behind schedule.  They felt if they could sell the idea to Consolidated and keep the program looking promising that it might work out great for them.  There were lots of recriminations about why the project was behind schedule and whether it would ever pan out.  If Consolidated chose them, Matthew decided he might have to buy some puts on Consolidated.  They would be getting a surprise bill in the mail after that marriage, but he definitely decided to sell the options on ATDC.
. . .
On Sunday Matthew went to church with his mom and Jessica.  After the service, Reverend Bishop just said how nice it was to see him again and that he hoped to see him again next week.  That was it, simple, no pressure.
. . .
On Tuesday morning, Matthew decided he would check in on the ITIC board meeting.  First, he had to get his virtual camera there.  Since he’d been to Boston with his grandma Brandt several times, he just thought of his favorite spot, the Boston Commons.  Instantly he was seeing the cupola of the Parkman Bandstand.  “Great, now all I have to do is find the directions from here to the headquarters.”
Matthew used Google maps to plot the course he needed to follow to the ITIC headquarters.  He memorized them and headed off to school.
By the end of first period, he had located the boardroom and was waiting for the board meeting to start.  When it did, the board indicated that they would fight the takeover tooth and nail.  They weren’t about to be told how to run their company.  They felt strongly that an alliance with Consolidated would duplicate too many assets and result in an inefficient operation.  The result would be a selloff of parts of the business and a general break up of what they felt was a strong and viable company.  They authorized the buyback of shares to force the stock price up and make it more difficult for Consolidated to pursue them.  That night Matthew sold the puts he’d purchased earlier on ITIC, expecting the stock to rise when the board announced the stock buyback.
. . .
On Wednesday he tuned in the SSTC board meeting.  Again, the potential merger/buy out by Consolidated was a major topic.  The chairman indicated that it was potentially a strong alliance.  He went into details about how their technologies and assets aligned well with those of Consolidated.  He recommended that the board engage Consolidated in a constructive dialogue about whether a merger would be in the best interest of both companies.  That night Matthew sold the puts on SSTC thinking that they were more likely to be the final choice than not.
By Thursday the ITIC stock had gone up 10 points with the company stock buyback.  Matthew decided it was time to cash in those options.  He took the money from the sale of those options and the puts he’d sold on ATDC and SSTC and bought options on SSTC, hoping that a willing buyout candidate would be the likely choice.  That night he tracked down the location of the Consolidated board meeting.  It was a little trickier since he’d never been to Houston.
His first attempt was to try and use the fact that he had been able to find an affinity with a particular person and eventually bring them up no matter where they were.  So it seemed logical that he could just do that with someone heading to Houston.  He checked out when flights were leaving for Houston from Lindbergh, the San Diego Airport, then just before the flight he took his virtual camera to the terminal and zeroed in on one of the flight attendants. He chose an especially attractive woman since he figured that would make it easier to visualize her later.  Then he shut down his virtual camera.  Visualizing the attendant, he opened up his virtual camera.
“Rats,” he was looking at his room.  He tried several times, but couldn’t seem to make it work with the flight attendant.  “Maybe I can’t create an affinity through the portal, but need to be in personal contact.  Now what am I going to do?”
Matthew kept mulling over the problem while he did his homework.  When he had finished, he leaned back in his chair reviewing the different ideas.  “I guess I have to drive there,” he muttered to himself.  “I wonder how fast I can move the portal?”
He brought Google maps up and got directions for a trip to Houston.  The path was fairly straightforward, down to I-8, then east to Tucson, follow the I-10 all the way to Houston.  “I wonder how fast I can make this thing go,” Matthew thought as he brought his camera up.  He was familiar with San Diego State University, so that would get him to the I-8 and a good start.  He positioned his virtual camera over the freeway with a view to the east.  At night the cars made a continuous ribbon of light, which gave Matthew an idea.  He took it up high into the sky then zoomed in on the farthest end of the ribbon of light that he could make out. Each time he would go higher, achieving a greater distance when he zoomed.  As he climbed the mountains toward Alpine, he had to go higher to get a long enough view ahead.  When he passed Alpine, his next pass at height, he noticed a bright glare ahead.  Zooming into that glare, he saw he’d gone from Alpine to the Golden Acorn Casino on I-8 halfway to El Centro.
“Aha,” he thought, “maybe I can bounce from city to city.”  He remembered how bright the city lights were of the bigger cities when he was looking out the window of an airplane flying at night.  “The next city is El Centro.”  So he pushed his virtual camera up until it was as high as a jet airliner. Immediately he saw two distinct glows of light, and picking the farthest one, he zoomed in.  Checking the freeway signs to orient himself again, he saw that he was in Yuma, Arizona.  “Yeah, that’s 100 miles!”
With his next jump, he saw two glows, the brightest one slightly to the north, and another smaller and farther away.  “Must be Phoenix and Tucson,” Matthew thought.  Zooming to the smaller light he confirmed his guess.  “Over 200 miles, Yes!”
The next city of any consequence was Las Cruces in New Mexico.  He climbed extra high since that was almost 300 miles.  He could see what he assumed was the glow of Las Cruces, but it was overwhelmed by a double glow, a pair of cities side-by-side that dwarfed Las Cruces.  “Ah, El Paso, Texas, and Ciudad Juarez, Mexico,” Matthew surmised.
He then hopscotched through some small towns before he could make out the glow of San Antonio.  From there, Houston’s city glow was easy to pick out.  Now he just had to navigate the streets to the headquarters building of Consolidated Semiconductor.  He spent time wandering around the area, getting a strong feel for it so he could return without all the weigh stations.  He made a quick test, turning his virtual camera off, and then bringing it back up inside the boardroom.  “YES!”  It was after 10:00 p.m.; Matthew was surprised his mother wasn’t already knocking on his door to tell him he was up too late.  He turned off the lights and turned in for the night; he was ready for the Friday board meeting.
. . .
At school on Friday, he followed the new pattern of sitting in the back of the class so he could avoid attention while he was checking out Consolidated’s board meeting.  The meeting started out with a discussion of the four potential buy-out candidates.  The analyst had picked it right; they weren’t considering anyone else.  After a report on the condition of the four candidates, the board quickly eliminated ATDC due to the weak financial position of the company.  The fact that their main new project was rumored to be way behind schedule played a big part in it.  The private investigator hired by the board’s financial council confirmed that the project was in trouble. He added that there were strong rumblings that the entire effort was misguided and would probably fail.  The board also eliminated ITIC due to the sudden rise in the company stock price and the concern that there was just too much overlap in their technologies and assets.  They felt that although they might be able to make their money back by selling off the duplicate assets, they would be better served buying a company, which complemented Consolidated more.  They decided to focus their attention on AMMC and SSTC, and authorized the CEO to open discussions with them about a possible merger or buy out.  They would meet again the second Friday in October to review progress.  The rest of the meeting talked about their expansion plans for fiber networks in China. 
That night Matthew split his money sixty percent in SSTC options, since they were thinking they were a good fit with Consolidated and forty percent in AMMC options.  He also closed out all his puts except for ATDC.  If the investigator had figured out that they were in trouble, it wouldn’t be long before it became public knowledge.  “Man, this is too easy.”  As he went to bed Matthew thought that after a few years like this he’d be as rich as the Winthrops.




The Football Game

The next week, Matthew continued to try and track the activities of the various boards while he was in class.
“Matthew, can you explain the difference between mercantilism and capitalism?”  Mrs. Jefferies asked.  She had noticed Matthew zoned out in the back of the class for the last few days.  Now she was putting him on the spot.
Matthew was totally caught off guard.  He quickly sat up straight and tried to figure out the question Mrs. Jefferies had asked.  He hadn’t heard a word.  He looked around. Jason was trying to help him out.  He was drawing a triangle with his hand and mouthing the word capitalism.
“The delta between capitalism and what?”  Matthew stalled, hoping Mrs. Jefferies would repeat the question.
“Mercantilism.  Explain the difference between mercantilism and capitalism,” Mrs. Jefferies said.  “We’ve talked about it for two days now.”
“I know. I just wanted to make sure you wanted me to contrast the two.”
“Well…”
“Mercantilism relied on government action and was focused on exports as the major means of generating wealth,” Matthew said.  “In contrast, capitalism is based on broader economic activity, both internal and external forms of trade.”  He was glad that he’d read the assignments even if he hadn’t been paying attention in class.  “Do you want me to go on?”
“No, that’s enough,” Mrs. Jefferies said.
Matthew gave a silent sigh of relief; he was happy he was getting off so light.
After class, Emily grabbed him.  “Matt, what’s going on?  I knew she was going to try and nail you.  I tried to get your attention, but it was like you weren’t even there.”
“I’m just a little preoccupied, that’s all. Thanks for trying to warn me.”
“No problem.  You’re lucky you knew the answer, or she’d have really nailed you.”
“Yeah, I’m glad she asked about something in the book.  I always stay ahead on the reading.”
Jason walked by. “Way to go, sport. Are you trying to make the rest of us look good or what?”
“No, I just zoned out that’s all.”
“Hey, you guys want to go to the game Thursday?”  Jason asked.  “It should be a great one.”
“You think so?”
“Sure, the Trojans are still mad we beat them last year to take the conference.  They’ll be going for blood.”
“Come on, Matt, it’ll be fun,” Emily said.
“Sure, I’m there.  You want to meet at the stadium or what?”
“I’m bringing Alex,” Jason said looking at Emily to see if she would pick Matthew up.
“I’ll give you a ride, Matt,” Emily said.  “Why don’t I pick you up at 7:00, the game starts at 7:30.”
“That’d be great.”
Mrs. Jefferies walked up.  “Matthew, I’d like a word with you,” she said.
“Well, we’ll be off,” Jason said as he and Emily beat a path down the hall.
“I’m sorry about not paying attention in class, Mrs. Jefferies.”
“I should have known you would have read the material. I wish I had asked you a question not covered in the book.”
“I’m glad you didn’t.”
“This is not like you, Matthew.  You’ve been sitting in the back not paying attention to the lecture for a week now.”
“I’m sorry.  I’ve just been preoccupied, that’s all.  I’ll get my act together, I promise.”
“Okay. I expect you to pay attention and participate in class from now on.  I’ll be checking.”
“Sure thing.”
“Now go on to lunch.”
“Thanks.”
Matthew realized that he’d better find a better way to keep up with the company activities.  He would have to focus on the board meetings instead of trying to catch all the other activities.  He would lose a little edge in making his trades, but otherwise it would take too much of his time to keep up.  This was turning into more work than he thought it would.  There was so much information exchanged at the meetings, most of it was boring stuff, but you had to sift through all of it to get the few pearls.
At lunch Matthew was looking for Jason when Tyler walked up.  “Hey Matt, I heard you were taking a nap in Political Science today.  What’s the matter, staying up late surfing the web?”
“None of your business, Tyler; don’t you have better things to do than check up on me?”
“Sure I do.  But it’s just so unusual to hear you slacking off; I wanted to make sure the star of our math team was okay.”
“I’m fine.”  Matthew hoped Tyler would just let it drop.  He’d managed to avoid him since the trip to France, but he could just see the old pattern starting up.
“What did you bring for lunch?”  Tyler grabbed Matthew’s lunch bag.
“Give that back,” Matthew hollered at him.
“Let’s see.  Looks like a PB and J sandwich, a fruit bar, I’ll keep that, you’re looking a little fat lately.”
“Give it back, Tyler!”
“Or what?  You’re going to hit me with an integral?”  Tyler laughed at his own joke.
“Just give it back!”
“Just a minute. An apple, some V8, here you go.”  Tyler put the V8 and the fruit bar in his pocket and handed Matthew his lunch bag back.
“I hope the Trojans stomp you into the dirt.”
Tyler turned back to him, his eyes blazing with anger.  “That’s the problem with you,” he hissed.  “You’ve got no school pride.  You may not like me, but this is your school, and rooting for the other team is bull.”  Tyler smacked Matthew on the shoulder and stormed off.
“Jerk!”  Matthew looked around to see how many of his classmates saw his encounter with Tyler, but it was just a few of the guys from the football team backing Tyler up.  Matthew was glad Emily wasn’t around to see his humiliation.  “One day I’m going to just unload on that guy.”
. . .
Emily picked Matthew up for the game on Thursday night.  “Good, you brought a jacket,” she said as Matthew got into her car. “It always gets cold at night.”
“I know.”
It only took them ten minutes to get to San Dieguito High.  The PCA Cougars played their home games at San Dieguito’s football stadium since they only had a practice field.  The schools were practically neighbors, but San Dieguito was five times the size of PCA.  It was a good deal; they just had to hold their home games on Thursdays instead of the usual Friday nights.  The school actually liked it that way; there was always less trouble with a Thursday game versus a Friday game.
They pulled into the parking lot just behind Jason.  He was driving his father’s Mercedes instead of his own Lexus.  As he got out, it was obvious why; he had brought Brianna as well as Alex.  “Hey, great timing.”
“It’s like we planned it,” Emily said.  “Hi Brea, I didn’t know you were coming.”
“No way would I miss this game.  This will be a real grudge match.”
“I hope we really kick some Trojan butt,” Emily said.  “Tyler had a great game last week so we’re on a roll.”
“He sure did,” Brianna said.  “Three touchdown passes and he rushed for one.”
“Hopefully he’ll be able to keep it up,” Emily said.  “We want to repeat as conference champs.”
“I hope we take state this year.”
“Hey, we’d better head in before the game starts.”  Matthew didn’t like hearing his friends talk about Tyler.
“All right,” Jason said.  “Do you want some popcorn or something?”
“Popcorn would be fabulous,” Alex said, “And a Diet Sprite.”
“Matt, why don’t you help me get the snacks while they find the seats?”
“Okay.  Does anyone want something else?”
“A Coke for me,” Brianna said, “and a pretzel.”
“I’ll take a regular Sprite,” Emily said.  “I’ll share your popcorn, if that’s okay.”
“No problem,” Matthew said as he and Jason got in line at the concession stand.
“I heard about Tyler rousting you at lunch the other day,” Jason said.
“I’ll bet the whole school has heard.  I should just kick his butt and get it over.”
“You can’t lose your scholarship.  Everyone knows he’s just being a jerk, so don’t sweat it.”
“That’s easy for you to say.  He’s not making a fool out of you.”
“And he’s not making a fool out of you either.  Just don’t lose your cool and he’ll be the only one that looks like a fool.”
They bought their snacks and went to find the girls.  The girls had arranged the seating so that Matthew had to sit between Brianna and Emily.  Emily was next to Alex with a seat for Jason next.  Jason smiled at Matthew, “Can’t blame her for trying,” he chuckled.
Matthew just rolled his eyes and sat down.  The captains were on the field for the coin toss.  The Cougars won the toss and elected to receive the ball.
“Great, if we can score first, we’ll get them thinking,” Brianna said.
The kickoff was deep to about the 5-yard line.  The Cougar receiver caught it and headed up field.  He was able to follow blockers until the 30-yard line when he made a dash into the open field.  It looked like he was going to take it all the way when he was cut off by one of the Trojans at the 50.
“All right, it should be a piece of cake to score from here,” Brianna yelled.
Everyone in the stands cheered as Tyler led the offense onto the field; that is everyone except Matthew.  The first play was a play-action pass.  The linebacker, number 55, didn’t even look at the running back; he plowed right into Tyler with a ferocious hit, tackling him for a six-yard loss.  “Ohhh,” everyone in the stands felt the hit.
Tyler got up and shook himself off, walking back to the huddle as if nothing had happened.  The next play was a sweep to the left.  Tyler handed the ball to the halfback then faded back like he was going to pass.  Number 55 was there to greet the halfback at the line of scrimmage.  The Cougar halfback was able to dance around 55 but the Trojan safety was right behind him.  They only made two yards on the play.
“This isn’t going too well.”
The next play was a pass.  The Cougar receiver ran a fade route down the field.  The corner and safety were on him the whole way.  Tyler had to throw the ball away to avoid a sack.
“Oh man, now we have to punt,” Emily said.
“That was pathetic,” Jason said.  “We start out at the 50 and move back four yards and punt.”
“Tyler’s not looking so good.”  Matthew tried to contain his pleasure at seeing Tyler suffer.
The Cougar punter put the ball out at the Trojan 10-yard line.  The Trojans ran three plays and only moved the ball to the 19.  They set up to punt the ball.  Their kicker nailed a line drive punt, which chased the Cougar punt returner back to his own 40-yard line.  But he out-kicked his coverage, and the Cougars were able to return the ball to the Trojan 45-yard line.
“All right, now we’re cooking,” Brianna shouted as everyone in the stands cheered.
Tyler led the offense back onto the field.  Setting up for the first play, he dropped back for a pass.  The Trojan linebackers blitzed, sacking Tyler for an eight-yard loss.  Tyler got up, shook himself off and called the huddle.  One of the wide receivers ran in with the play.  The teams lined up and Tyler took the snap.  He faded back for a pass, then pulled the ball down and started up the middle.  Number 55 was just waiting for him.  He drove Tyler into the ground with a bone-crunching tackle.
“Ouch, that’s got to hurt,” Jason said.
“Man, he really nailed him.”  Matthew was unable to hold back his pleasure.
Brianna backhanded him on the chest.  “What are you doing, rooting for the other side?”
“Yeah,” Emily jumped in.  “Tyler might be a jerk sometimes, but he’s our quarterback.”
“I can’t believe you would let your feud with Tyler make you turn on your own school,” Brianna said.  “Don’t you care if we win?”
“Sure I care.  I just couldn’t help enjoying seeing Tyler get picked on for once.”
“If you’re going act like that then go sit on the other side!” Emily yelled at him.
“I’m sorry.  I do want us to win.”
“Good,” Brianna said, “then act like it.”
The next play was a busted play.  The halfback missed the handoff from Tyler, so Tyler had to keep the ball.  He ran around the left side.  He gained 18 yards before a Trojan pulled him down.  It wasn’t enough for a first down, but it set the Cougars up for an easy field goal.
“Man, if that safety hadn’t been there Tyler would have scored,” Jason said.  “Their whole team was going after the halfback.”
Matthew thought that was a little suspicious. “Yeah, they sure were.  It’s like the other team’s got someone in our huddle.”
The Cougars kicked the ball off to the Trojans.  The Trojans had a great return, getting the ball all the way to the 45-yard line.  It only took them three plays to score, capping off the drive with a 30-yard touchdown pass.
“I’ll be back in a minute.”  Matthew headed toward the restroom.  He went behind the building and turned on his virtual camera.  He took it to the Trojan sideline.  It was bustling with activity, as the coaches got the defense on the field.  Matthew looked for number 55.  Since he was in on almost every play so far, Matthew wondered if he was getting some kind of help.
When he found him, he was just standing next to a guy with a cell phone.  As he ran onto the field after the kickoff, he kept looking at the guy with the cell phone.
Matthew decided to watch the guy on the cell phone.  After a few seconds he started talking to the guy next to him.
“Okay, the first play is going to be a reverse,” he said.
“A reverse, which way?”
“Right.”
“Okay,” the second guy started to signal, number 55 was the only one watching him.  When he finished signaling, 55 gave him a thumbs-up sign and yelled something at the other linebackers.
When the ball was hiked, Tyler handed it off to the running back going to the left.  The running back handed the ball to the wide receiver, who was running to the right.  Tyler turned to block for the receiver as he came running up toward him.  Number 55 was barreling down from the right side heading directly for the receiver.  Tyler threw a hard block into the linebacker knocking them both to the ground.  The receiver ran by only to be greeted by the safety, who tackled him for a 2-yard loss.
Tyler got up and nodded at number 55.  He turned back to the huddle and waited for the receiver to bring in the play.
The guy with the cell phone was listening intently.  When the receiver ran onto the field, he turned to the guy next to him.  “Pass play across the middle, to the tight end,” he said.  The guy signaled something in to number 55.  When the Cougars ran the play, the tight end was double-covered by a linebacker and the safety.  Tyler just threw the ball out of bounds.
“They’re stealing our plays,” Matthew said to himself.  “No wonder they’re killing us.”
He watched the next play unfold the same way.  The two guys on the sideline signaled the play to number 55.  Then number 55 yelled out to the defense.  Tyler was sacked for a 10-yard loss as the Trojan linebackers did an all-out blitz.
Matthew turned off his virtual camera and headed down toward the field.  As he got to the bottom of the stands, he saw Tyler throw his helmet into the ground in frustration.  Tyler saw Matthew looking at him.
“Don’t say a word,” Tyler growled at Matthew.  “One word and I’ll come up there and tear your head off.”
“Tyler, chill out,” Matthew said.  “I only want to help.”
Tyler walked over to Matthew looking very menacing. “I said not one word.”
Matthew backed away from the rail a little.  “Tyler, I’d just as soon watch you get your butt kicked.  But not if we have to lose this game.”
“Well, you won’t get the pleasure much longer.  The coach will pull me if I don’t pull it together.”
“It’s not your fault.  They’re cheating.”
“It’s always the quarterback’s fault,” Tyler interrupted Matthew; then he did a double take, “What do you mean they’re cheating?”
“They’re stealing our plays.”
“No way, how could they?”  Tyler was very interested.
“I’m not sure, but I’ve been watching their sidelines.  There’s a guy over there on a cell phone signaling in stuff to number 55.”
“He’s probably just signaling in the defensive set from the coach.  Don’t you know anything about football?”
“No he’s not.  The coach is signaling in the defensive set himself to number 50.”
“I don’t believe you.  You’re just jerking my chain.”
“Think about it.  The only thing that’s worked was the busted play.  That’s because they knew were the ball was supposed to be and you ran the other way.”
“I don’t know.  What can I do about it?”
“Easy, the next play the coach sends in call another one.  Call one that will work against a defense set for the one the coach calls.”
“The coach will kill me.”
“Just do it once, you’ll see.  Otherwise it’s your funeral.”
“Okay, I’ll try it, but if you’re setting me up, you’re dead.”
“The Trojans just scored again.  With the score 14-3 you’d better hope it works.”
Tyler ran over to retrieve his helmet and ran back to the sideline.  He stood beside the coach to get the first play for the series.
The Cougars took the kickoff back to their 35-yard line and Tyler ran back on the field to start the offense.  Matthew had rejoined his friends in the stands.
“What were you and Tyler talking about?”  Emily asked.  “I hope you weren’t teasing him.”
“Do I look like I have a death wish?  He’s steaming mad.”
“What were you saying then?”  Brianna asked.
“Just watch,” Matthew said.
Tyler took the handoff and faded back for a pass.  He kept fading back as the Trojans came at him with a vengeance.  Just before number 55 plowed into him, Tyler lofted the ball to his tight end for a screen.  There was nobody for over 20 yards except Cougars as the tight end ran down the field.  He managed to gain 35 yards before he was tackled.
“He would have scored if he hadn’t run out of gas,” Brianna yelled, jumping up and down.
“Finally,” Emily said as she clenched her fist.
Matthew saw the coach throw his headset to the ground as the play unfolded.  He seemed to cool off a little after the tight end gained 35 yards.  He grabbed the receiver to tell him the next play.  The receiver ran the play in to Tyler.  Tyler grabbed the receiver and said something to him before he turned to the huddle.
On the next play, Tyler took the snap.  He rolled right like a sweep with the halfback trailing him.  Then suddenly he pulled up and passed the ball down the sideline to a wide-open receiver.  The receiver scored easily.  Everyone in the stands roared, including Matthew.
“See, I said you just had to watch,” Matthew said.
“What did you say to him?”  Emily asked.
“I told him they were stealing our plays.  He just had to change the plays up.  He’s turned their cheating to our advantage.”
“How did you know?”  Emily asked.
“I just watched what was happening.  They were too prepared for our plays.  Then I saw this guy talking on a cell phone.  The guy next to him was sending signals to number 55.”
“That makes sense.  But you should see the coach and Tyler having it out.”  Jason pointed to Tyler and the coach arguing.
“I guess he’s not too happy about Tyler not calling the plays he sent in,” Matthew said.  They could see the two in a heated discussion.  Tyler pointed at Matthew and continued his argument with the coach.  Jason was watching them through his binoculars.
“It looks like the coach is calming down,” Jason said.  “He’s called Timmy, the water boy, over.  I’ll bet he’s going to send him up to the press box.”
“I assume they’re going to get their signals straight,” Matthew said.
After the Cougar kickoff, the Trojans had been struggling.  Now it was third down and seven from the Trojan 40-yard line.  The Cougars held, and set up to receive the Trojan punt.  The coach and Tyler were looking much happier with each other.  After the Cougars returned the punt to their 25-yard line, Tyler ran onto the field with the offense.
“They’ll have to strike quickly,” Matthew said.  “It won’t take them long to figure out we’re on to them.”
The first play from scrimmage was a handoff to the running back, who ran right into number 55.
“Hey, what’s going on,” Jason said.  “That was a two-yard loss.”
“I bet the coach is leading them on,” Matthew said.  “He wants them to believe that their system is still working.  That’s pretty smart.”
The Cougars set up for the next play.  Tyler took the snap and handed to the halfback.  When the halfback got to the line of scrimmage, he turned and tossed the ball back to Tyler.
“All right, the old flea-flicker,” Jason yelled.  Tyler faded back and threw the ball down the sideline.  The receiver had gotten behind the Trojan defense.  He caught the ball and raced down the sideline all alone.  He slowed down as he approached the end zone and just waltzed in.
“Yes!”  Brianna and Emily screamed together. They were both clenching their fists.
“Look at that,” Jason said pointing to the other sideline. “The Trojan coach was screaming at number 55.”
“I assume he’s a little upset with the defense on that last play,” Matthew said.  “I’m sure the rest of the game is going to be played straight up.”
“Too bad,” Brianna said, “We should have milked it longer.”
“I think the coach is happy with a three-point lead and a fair game ahead,” Emily said.  “He’s not one to take unfair advantage.”
“It’s almost halftime,” Matthew said.  “Does anyone want something from the concession stand?  It’ll be mobbed in a few minutes.”
Jason and Matthew took the orders from the rest and made the trip to the concession stand to get refreshments.
The Cougars won the game 31 to 21.  Tyler had another great game with four touchdown passes.  On Friday in school he walked by Matthew and said, “Thanks.”  He barely looked at Matthew and just walked on without saying anything else.  Matthew scratched his head wondering what would be next between Tyler and him.




Dog Fight

It was 8:30 Saturday morning.  Matthew’s mother was yelling up the stairs at him.
“Matt, do you have Jessie ready?  We need to get going.”
“We’re coming,” Matthew shouted down the stairs.  “What’s the rush?”
“We’re supposed to meet Uncle George and Aunt Jane for lunch. It’s a long drive to Newport Beach.”
Matthew carried Jessica down the stairs.  “We can take the toll road,” he said.  “It should only take 1½ hours to get there.  Why can’t they come down to see us?”
“They just got into LA last night so they didn’t feel up to driving down today.  Besides, they don’t like to drive.”  She walked over to the bottom of the stairs to grab Jessica.  “You know they live in Boston and never drive anywhere,” she said.
“So why didn’t they just fly to San Diego?”  Matthew asked, wondering why it was always so difficult when they tried to visit Aunt Jane and Uncle George.
“George is going to a medical conference in Newport next week.  They came out early so we could visit,” his mother said.  “They want to take us to see the Queen Mary and the Long Beach Aquarium.”
“Oh yeah, what kind of conference is it again?”
“It’s on geriatrics.  Since his patients are starting to really age, George wants to keep up on the latest issues; besides it makes the vacation tax deductible.”
“You sure it’s not because he’s getting older?  I’m sure he needs to figure out how to treat himself and Aunt Jane.”
“Be nice, 58 is not old.”  She pushed Matthew toward garage.  “Now go and get into the car.”
As they opened the door to the garage, they heard screams coming from the street.  The garage door muffled the screams, but even so they were loud.  “What’s going on, it’s a little early for that kind of racket?” his mother asked as she pushed the button to open the garage door.
“It’s probably the Layman twins; they’re always screaming and hollering about something.”
Screams of “Not my baby, God not my baby,” came through the crack forming at the bottom of the garage door.
“That’s Mrs. Maier,” Mrs. Brandt gasped.  “Something must really be wrong.”
“Ari probably fell off of his bike.  She’s always so excitable.”
Matthew ducked down into a low sideways limbo to get under the slowly rising garage door.  As he looked out to the street, he saw two pit bulls fighting over something.  Mrs. Maier was screaming and her 70-year-old mother was hitting one of the dogs with a broom while cursing at it in Yiddish.  It took a second for Matthew to realize that the dogs were fighting over Ari.  One dog had him by his bicycle helmet and the other was pulling on his foot.  Matthew started toward the fracas, but then quickly retreated back into the garage.  He rushed over to the tool rack; grabbed his large wooden staff and then ran back under the door and across the street.
The door had now risen high enough for Mrs. Brandt to see.  “Matthew, be careful!” she yelled as she watched her son rush over to the fighting dogs.
Matthew grabbed the staff with his right hand about halfway up the 6-foot pole and his left hand on the butt end of it.  As he drew into range of the dogs, he decided to aim for the dog that had ahold of Ari’s foot first, since he was hurting the boy.  Ari’s bicycle helmet was protecting him from the other dog for now.  Matthew planted his left foot in front of the dog, swinging the staff in an arc with his arms straight. He twisted his body as he shifted his weight forward.  The staff whooshed through the air as Matthew brought it to a stop just below his left knee.  The end of the staff struck the dog square in the head with a loud crack.  The dog dropped straight down to the ground releasing Ari’s foot. 
Free of having to fight against the first dog, the second dog started dragging Ari by the helmet across the street.  Matthew executed two quick crossover steps, sliding his right foot in front of his left to get within range of the dog.  He executed the same move again.  The staff whooshed through the air stopping with a loud crack as it struck the second dog on the head.  The dog dropped, releasing Ari.
Mrs. Maier rushed to her baby, gathering him up in her arms, sobbing.  Ari had been screaming but now as he nestled to his mother he switched to a mournful sob.
As Matthew stepped back to survey the scene, it was almost comical if it weren’t for the wounds on Ari.  There was Jennifer’s mom in her flannel PJ’s and Mrs. Layman in her flowered muumuu and bunny slippers.
Mrs. Maier’s mother walked over to Matthew.  “Good boy,” she said in a heavy accent.  She pulled Matthew to her to hug him.  “Good boy,” she said as tears welled up in her eyes.
“Jennifer, run and get my bag,” Jennifer’s mom said as she squatted down beside Mrs. Maier and started to examine Ari’s wounds.  “He’ll be okay, Rachel.  Don’t worry; Jennifer called 911 so an ambulance should be here soon.”
Two police cars rounded the corner and came to a stop in front of everyone just as Jennifer returned with the bag.  An officer got out of each car.  The first one walked straight over to where Ari was lying.  “Who called 911,” he demanded, “and what’s going on here?”
Jennifer had just gotten back with her mother’s bag.  “I called. Those two dogs got out and attacked little Ari.  Then Matt came running over with his stick and knocked them out.”
The second police officer, a woman, was examining the dogs. “Bill, both these dogs are dead.  It looks like their skulls are split wide open.”
“Where did the dogs come from?” the first officer asked.
“From Mr. Farley’s yard over there,” Jennifer said turning and pointing across the circle at an open gate.
The first officer nodded at the second, and she headed over to the gate.
“Where is this Mr. Farley?”  Officer Bill asked.  “Is he home?”
“He’s playing golf,” Mrs. Layman said.  “He had a 7:00 tee time; he’ll probably be back around noon.”
“Now let me get this down,” Officer Bill said, turning to Jennifer.  “Did you see the whole thing?”
“Yes,” Jennifer went on.  “I was on my telephone kind of keeping an eye on the kids while they were playing.”
“And your name is?”
“Jennifer Reeves, I live over there and sometimes I baby sit for Ari.”
“Go on,” the officer started writing in his note pad again.  “Tell me exactly what you saw.”
“Well” Jennifer started, “like I was saying, I was over there on my phone.  The Layman twins were racing each other on their bikes and Ari was trying to keep up; of course he couldn’t with his training wheels and all.  They were having a good time making the usual racket when all of the sudden the two dogs came racing out of Mr. Farley’s gate.”
“Did you see them come out of the gate?”
“Not really, but they were coming from over there.”
“Go on.”
“Anyway, they both hit Ari from the side knocking him off his bike,” Jennifer said.  “He got up and tried to run, but they circled back and grabbed him just as he got to the grass.  That’s when I called 911.”
“That’s good.  Now how did they attack the boy?”
“One dog grabbed him by his bicycle helmet.  The other grabbed his leg.”  Jennifer turned to her mother, “Is Ari going to be okay?”
“I think so,” Mrs. Reeves said as she continued to clean the wounds.
“Then what happened?” the officer turned the page of his notebook.
“Mrs. Maier’s mother came running over with her broom,” Jennifer said, “she’d been sweeping the sidewalk when it happened.  She started yelling at the dogs in Yiddish and hitting one of them with the broom.”
The officer looked at Mrs. Maier with a puzzled look.
“And?”
“The broom didn’t have any effect.  The dogs kept pulling at poor Ari and growling.  It was horrible, I felt so helpless.”  Tears were welling up in her eyes as she remembered the horror of the attack.  “That’s when Matt came running over and whack, whack it was over.”
Finally, an ambulance came wailing down the street.  Jennifer’s mom got up and motioned them to back up to where Ari was.  She turned to the officer. “We need to get the boy to the hospital,” she said.  “The wounds need thorough cleaning and I’ll have to get an x-ray of the leg; it might be broken.”
“That’s fine, just let us know which hospital.”
“And Mrs. Maier needs to come with us.  Can you get her statement later?”
“No problem, Mrs. …uh?”
“Dr. Reeves, I’m Jennifer’s mom,” she said.  “I’m going with them also.  Jennifer can give you our phone number if you need to talk to me, although I didn’t see anything.”
“That’s fine, you take care of the boy, we’ll get in touch,” the second officer said as she helped Mrs. Maier into the ambulance after Ari.
Mrs. Reeves stood up and closed her bag.  “Jennifer, tell your dad I’ll be at Scripps Memorial in Encinitas with Ari and Rachel.”
“Okay.”
The woman officer came back from across the street.  “The latch on the gate has been pulled free.  The post is rotten and the screws just came out.  I’ll go take some pictures for documentation.”  She went to the car, grabbed a camera and headed back to the gate.
“All right, young man, let’s hear your story,” the officer turned to Matthew.
“Well, it was just like Jennifer said.  We were getting ready to go to Newport Beach when we heard the kids screaming.  I thought they were just playing around; the garage door was still down so we couldn’t see,” Matthew said.  “Then we heard Mrs. Maier scream so I ducked under the garage door to see what was happening.”
The officer wrote in his notebook.
“I saw the dogs trying to pull Ari in two.  Mrs. Maier’s mother was hitting at one with the broom.  I ducked back into the garage to get my staff.  Then I ran across the street and took the dogs out.  I really didn’t mean to kill them, but I wanted to make sure they went down.”
“I wouldn’t worry about the dogs.  How do you know how to use that staff?”
“I take Kung Fu and it’s one of the weapons we learn.  I keep it in the garage since it’s so tall.”
“Lucky for the kid you did.  Now show me exactly what you did.”
“I’m not sure I remember exactly, but I’ll try.  Do you want me to do it slow or full speed?”
“Both.”
“Okay,” Matthew did a slow-motion repeat of his striking the dogs.  “I ran up to the first one there and executed a Chow Sot like this,” he said as he swung the staff slowly.  “Then I moved over to the second dog, he was starting to drag Ari so it took a couple of steps.”  Matthew did two cross steps and executed a second Chow Sot with the staff.  “That’s it.”
“Good, now do it full speed,” the officer said.
Matthew backed up to give himself room and repeated the moves at lightning speed.  The staff made a whooshing sound as it came to rest, the tip vibrating, then three quick steps and an identical swing of the staff.  “It’s just like we do it in the Chow Sot Staff set.  It’s automatic.”
“Well that’s pretty impressive power you demonstrated there.  Anything else?”
“Not really, Mrs. Maier ran to grab Ari and Jennifer’s mom started checking out his wounds.  Then you showed up.”
“Okay, did anyone else see the events?”  The adults all shook their heads but the Layman twins answered in unison, “We did.”
“I’ll interview her,” the officer pointed to the twin on the right, “you take her,” he motioned the other officer to the twin on the left.  “If no one else has anything to add you can go home now.” The officer took the hand of the Layman twin and walked her over to the curb where he sat her down and started taking her statement.
Matthew, Jessica and Mrs. Brandt went back to their house.  As they went through the door into the living room, Mrs. Brandt pulled Matthew to her, tears welling up in her eyes.  “I was so scared, but I’m so proud of you.  You showed real courage going to Ari’s rescue.”
Jessica hugged Matthew’s leg, “I’m proud of you, too.”
“Thanks, Jessie,” Matthew ears were turning red, “I just did what needed to be done.”
“I know,” his mother tried to compose herself.  “Let’s call your Uncle George.  I think we’ll ask for a rain check, then we’ll go and get some lunch and maybe a movie.  What do you think?”
“Can we go see Aladdin?”  Jessica yelled.
“Why not?”
. . .
When they got back from lunch and the movie there were twenty messages on their answering machine.  Several from neighbors expressing their gratitude that Matthew had saved the Maier boy.  A few were from reporters wanting to interview Matthew and one from Mr. Maier.
“Hello, Matthew, I wanted to thank you for saving my little boy’s life,” Mr. Maier said.  “My wife told me what you did. If there’s anything I can do for you, anything, please let me know.  I can’t thank you enough.  Thank God you were home and had the courage to come save Ari.”  His voice was shaking with emotion.  “And Margaret, bring over that insurance information.  If I have time to golf while your son saves my boy’s life, I’ve got time to fight the insurance company for you.  Again, I can’t thank you enough, please come by when you get in.”
“What do you want to do about the reporters, Matt?”  Mrs. Brandt asked her son.
“Nothing, I don’t want everyone making such a big deal out of this.  I want them to just leave me alone.”
“Well you’ll probably have to get used to saying ‘No Comment’ for a while if I know reporters.  I’m surprised that we didn’t have one on our doorstep when we got home.  Remember, if you say anything to them, they will find a way to use it.”
“Don’t worry, Mom,” Matthew said with confidence, “I’ll handle it.”
“I’ll call the Maiers and tell them we’ll come by tomorrow evening.  I think everyone needs time to calm down after today.”
. . .
The next morning, as Matthew was heading over to the Winthrops’ for his tennis lesson, Jennifer flagged him down.
“Now what?” Matthew groaned under his breath.
“You sure were brave yesterday,”  Jennifer’s voice was all gushy.
“Not really.  You were the one that called 911.”
“Yeah, but if we’d had to wait for the police to come, Ari would be dead.  You should have been here when Mr. Farley got home.”
“Was he mad?”
“He was really steamed about his dogs being dead.  It was like he didn’t even care that they had almost killed poor Ari.”
“He’s always been weird.”
“He said he was going to sue you for killing them.”
Matthew rolled his eyes, “Great, that’s all we need.”
“Don’t worry.  My dad said he would be so busy keeping himself out of jail and fighting off the Maier’s lawsuit that he wouldn’t have time to bother you.”
Jennifer’s words reassured Matthew; hopefully this wouldn’t add to his family’s problems.
“I hope so,”  Matthew let his breath out.  He hadn’t even realized he’d been holding it.
“Dad said he hoped Mr. Farley would have to sell his house to pay all the fines and lawsuit.  That way we wouldn’t have to put up with him anymore.  Nobody likes him anyway.”
“Thanks for the update Jen, but I’ve got to go.”  Matthew started to peddle off on his bike.
“Okay, say hi to Brea for me.”
“Sure, if I see her,” Matthew replied.
“Oh, you’ll see her,” Jennifer said as she turned to go back inside her house.
. . .
When Matthew showed up at the Winthrops’, Brianna met him at the door.
“Hi, Matt,” Brianna’s voice sounded just like Jennifer’s had.  “Jennifer told me how brave you were when you saved that little boy.”
“Hello, Brea, I just was at the right place at the right time.  Where’s Jason?”
“He went to New York with Dad; he won’t be back until Tuesday night.  Lucky for the kid you were there.”
“What’s going on in New York?”  Matthew tried to ignore Brianna’s praise.
“Dad went out there to evaluate some new company they’re investing in.  He asked Jason to go with him.  He likes to get Jason involved with the company.”
“Sounds like fun, and he gets to skip out on a couple days of school, too.”
“Yeah, he wants you to take notes for him.  Mom’s on the court already warming up so you better get down there.”
As Matthew made his way onto the tennis court, Mrs. Winthrop stopped her warm-up and turned to him.  “That was pretty brave of you, running in to save that little boy the way you did yesterday.  I understand that you didn’t even hesitate.”
“It was nothing; I just did what anyone else would have done. I wish Jennifer wouldn’t go blabbing it all over the place.”  Matthew raised his palms in exasperation.
“I’m afraid she won’t have to.  Apparently, a reporter interviewed her yesterday.  Haven’t they interviewed you yet?”
“They called, but I’m not giving any interviews, I’m tired of having to talk about it.”
“I’m not sure you’ll have that choice; reporters can be pretty persistent.”
“I’m not talking.”
“Well good luck with that.  Now are you ready to start your lesson?”
. . .
After the lesson, Brianna came down wearing her tennis outfit.  “Are you ready to play a couple of sets?”
“I guess,” Matthew wondered what he should do.
“I asked Brea to work with you since Jason is out of town,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “I’ve got a luncheon to attend, and I don’t want you slacking off just as you’re getting good.” Mrs. Winthrop tapped Matthew on the back with her racquet, then she turned to gather up her things.
“You ready?”  Brianna set up on her side of the court.  “You serve first.”
“Okay, here it comes.”  Matthew really laid into his serve.
They played two sets.  Brianna won the first set 6-4, winning easily on her serve and breaking Matthew once on a tight game.  Matthew won the second set 7-5, barely holding onto his serve and breaking Brianna when she double-faulted twice.
“Good game, Matt.”  Brianna came to the net.  “You’re really getting better.”
“Thanks, guess I got lucky.”
“It was more than luck.  See I told you that you should play me instead of Jason, it’s more of a competition.”
“Thanks.  It was fun not getting trounced for once.  Jason plays with me like a cat does with a mouse.  He lets me get close, then he pounces and just shakes me; then when he gets a little tired, he finishes me off.”
“He can be pretty mean.  He likes to play with your head when you play him.  He has more fun trying to rattle you than he does playing the game.”
“Yeah, I guess that’s it.  But it’s still good practice for me.”
Brianna looked very nervous.  “Are you going to the Winter Ball this year?”
“I’m not sure yet.  Are you?”
“Nobody’s asked me yet.”  Brianna tilted her head down and looked at Matthew through her eyelashes.
“Well I’m sure they’re all trying to work up enough nerve to ask you.  I’m sure lots of guys are hoping to get you to go with them.”
“Do you think so?”
Matthew looked at his watch.  “Hey, I’ve got to go.  I’m supposed to be at the Ranch Bistro in an hour to fix their computer.  Bye, and thanks for the game.”
“Sure, see you at school.”  Matthew quickly headed toward the side gate.  “Jerk!” Brianna added under her breath and spun on her heel and ran back to grab her things.
. . .
When Matthew got home, a reporter was waiting for him in front of his house.  She rushed up to him with her microphone, the cameraman filming from behind.
“Matt, how does it feel to be a hero?” she asked as she shoved the microphone into his face.
“I told you this morning that I didn’t want to be interviewed.  Nothing’s changed, so please leave me alone.”
“Were you scared?” she asked.
“No comment,” Matthew retorted as he slid around her and went into the house.  He went to his room to shower and change.  Grabbing his computer, he made his way back outside to get his bike.
“Matthew, what did you think when you saw the little boy being attacked?” the reporter asked, pushing the microphone at him again.
“I’ve got to go, so please get out of my way.”  Matthew had to push by the reporter to get to his bike.  He got on and rode off.
. . .
That night the Channel 7 News had a story on Matthew.  They showed Jennifer being interviewed by the woman reporter as she described what had happened.  The reporter showed pictures of two pit bulls that looked like Mr. Farley’s dogs, but of course couldn’t have been since they were dead.  They showed a short interview with the head master at PCA, where he said that Matthew was their top student, even though he was only a fourteen-year-old junior.  Then it showed an interview with Matthew’s instructor at the Golden Dragon, Sifu Lee.
“Mr. Lee, tell us about Matt,” the reporter asked.
“Well Matthew is one of our top students,” Mr. Lee’s pride in Matthew was obvious.  “He is one of our youngest black sashes; he’s very dedicated.”
“How does he know how to use a staff so well?”
“The staff is the first weapon we teach our students,” Mr. Lee explained.  “It develops strength and quickness.  Matthew knows both our Chow Sot Staff set and the Two Person Staff set.”
“That sounds impressive,” the reporter made her face look very serious.
“It is.  Matthew and his partner won the gold medal for the Two Person Staff set at our tournament last year.”
“Do you teach your students to have courage?”
“Well we try, but that is something that comes from within,” Mr. Lee said.  “Matthew has always been a courageous person.  When he spars, he never backs down, no matter how big his opponent is.”
“So he’s an excellent fighter?”
“Yes he is. He’s won the gold medal for his weight class and age group at our tournament for the last two years.  Many times in class, I match him up against an adult because he is so dominate against the other teenagers.”
“You mean against a full-grown man?” the reported asked, adding a little awe to her tone.
“Yes.  We teach our students to fight using the opponent’s energy against them and to be quick and relaxed.  With that knowledge, Matthew is able to win against even much larger and stronger opponents.”
Then they showed a couple of the students from the school sparring.  Of course, Mr. Lee had two of the top students demonstrating, so it was quite impressive.  Then the reporter showed an interview with Matthew.
“Matthew, how does it feel to be a hero?”
“Nothing’s changed.”
“Were you scared?”  They showed her pushing the microphone into Matthew face.
“No.”
“What did you think when you saw the dogs attacking the little boy?”
“I’ve got to go,” came Matthew’s reply in an aggressive tone.
The reporter faced the camera, “There you have it, the story of an unassuming hero in our community.  Without hesitation he risked his life to save a little boy from a vicious attack by two pit bull dogs.  His neighbors all think he’s a hero, but Matt makes no pretenses, going about his life as if nothing’s changed.”
“That’s not what I said,” Matthew hollered as he turned to his mother.  “That reporter just changed everything around.”
“Now you know why you’re supposed to say ‘no comment’ and nothing else when you don’t want to be interviewed,” his mother said.  “Reporters take a lot of creative license when they edit their interviews.”
“They sure do.”
“Sometimes it’s more like photo storytelling instead of photojournalism,”  Mrs. Brandt turned the TV off.  “Next time you’ll know better.”




Match Play

At school on Monday most of the kids gave Matthew a thumbs-up sign as they all congratulated him on being a hero.  Everyone had seen the story on the Channel 7 News.  He got lots of smiles from the girls and a few slaps on the back from the guys on the football team.
At lunch Tyler walked up to him. “Hey Matt, why did you use a stick on those dogs,” he said.  “Couldn’t you kill them with your bare hands?”
“I didn’t want to get bit.”  “Geez can’t the guy leave me alone,”  Matthew thought.
“There are a couple of obnoxious dogs on our street; do you want to come over and demonstrate your technique on them?”
“No Tyler, I don’t; but I would be willing to demonstrate on you.”
“No thanks. I guess I deserved that.  That little boy sure was lucky you were there.”  Tyler held out his hand for a low five.
Matthew and Tyler exchanged low fives.  “I’m going to have to quit pestering you,” Tyler said.  “I can’t afford to have you breaking my throwing arm.  Nice to have a hero in the school, see you around, squirt.”
“See you.”  Matthew was stunned; he had never expected Tyler to ever show him any respect.
Emily walked up, “Hey Matt, what did Tyler want?”
“Just to say hi, I guess, and congratulate me.  I don’t know what’s gotten into him,”  Matthew shook his head.
“I bet it’s because he knows you’re not scared to fight back.  He probably has more respect for you.  That was a nice story they did on you last night.”
“I guess, but that reporter changed everything I said.  I didn’t even give her an interview. She just rearranged what I said when I was telling her to leave me alone.  Can you believe that?”
“My dad always says that when you’re around a reporter don’t open your mouth unless you’re willing to hear it on TV.  They’re going to get a story one way or another.”
“That’s what my mother said, too; I guess I’ll learn.  I hope I won’t have to talk to any reporters again.”
“Probably not, they’ve got as much as they can from the story.  They’ll move on to something else now.”
“Good.”
“I came by to ask where Jason is.  I haven’t seen him at school today.”
“Oh, he’s in New York with his dad.  Didn’t Alex tell you; I assume she knows everything Jason does?”
“She was in San Francisco with her mom all weekend.  They went up for her birthday and just got back this morning.  I haven’t had a chance to talk to her.”
“Her birthday; did she get her license?”
“No, can you believe that ding bat didn’t get her permit on time?  She won’t get her license until November.”
“I guess I can believe that of Alex,” Matthew said.  “Me, I’m getting my permit six months to the day.”
“Alex isn’t good with numbers,” Emily giggled.  “She’s really in a foul mood about it right now.”
“I’ll bet.  Oh, are we still on for tennis on Thursday?”  Matthew asked.
“Sure, that’s another reason I came by.  I thought we could talk strategy.”
“Sure, but I was kind of hoping the strategy would be, I watch you hit the ball and serve every fourth game.”
“Don’t be silly.  Now how good is Jason?”
“I’m not sure.  He won the New York Junior championship two years ago, or so he tells me.”
“That’s serious tennis.  Is his game still sharp?”
“He beats me soundly anytime he wants to.  But I’ve only been playing for three months so that isn’t saying much.  I’m sure you wouldn’t have any problem beating me either.”
“We’ll have to play at Alex, she’s their weak link.”
“Okay.  Hey, Jason tires easily, so if we keep him moving around, we’ll have a better chance in the later games.”
“Which is stronger, his backhand or his forehand?”
“I can’t tell. He can return to any spot on the court no matter which side I hit to.  You should ask Brea, she definitely would know, and she’d probably like to see Jason get beat.”
“Good idea.  A little sibling rivalry might help us out.”
The class bell rang.
“We’d better get to class.”
. . .
Matthew didn’t see Jason until Thursday morning at school.  “Hey, I thought you were going to be back on Tuesday,” Matthew said.  “Where were you yesterday?”
“Dad decided to make a side trip up to Boston to check out another company.”  Jason put his hand around Matthew’s shoulder and gave him a squeeze.  “So, how’s it feel to be a hero, my man?”
“Cut the hero stuff out.”  Matthew pulled away from Jason’s hug.  “I’ve had enough of it.”
“You won’t have to tell me twice.  I prefer to be the receiver of attention not the giver, unless of course it’s to the ladies.”
“Are we still on for tonight?”
“Sure thing.  Hey I heard you played Brea on Sunday.  How was it?”
“Great, I even won the second set.”  Matthew looked proud of himself.
“In your dreams!”  Jason gave Matthew a sideways look.  “You are kidding, aren’t you?”
“No seriously, she won the first set 6-4 and I won the second set 7-5.  I must be getting pretty good, you think?”
“Look Matt, the only way you even won a game off Brea is if she let you.  She’s nationally ranked in her age group.”
“Really?” was all Matthew could manage.
“Yes, I have to bring my A game to beat her, any lack of concentration or mistake and she makes me pay.”
“I didn’t know she played competitively.”
“Mom’s making her take the year off.  She has a stress fracture in her foot and Mom refuses to take any chances.  She doesn’t want Brea to develop a long-term problem.  But man, she must really like you; she never throws a game, much less a set.”
“She asked me about the Winter Ball.  Do you think she was hinting for me to ask her out?”
“Earth to Matthew, is anybody home?  She lets you win at tennis; she spends an extra thirty minutes getting ready whenever you’re coming over, always wears her best clothes, what gave you the first clue?”
“I don’t think about her like that.”
“Of course not, you’re so in love with Emily you wouldn’t notice if a supermodel walked up and laid down at your feet.”
“She’s just a freshman.”
“Get a clue, Bozo.  Lots of juniors date freshmen.  Besides she’s only four months younger than you.  Geez you’re the math whiz, add up the numbers.  She’s had a crush on you since she first saw you last year.”
“Okay, okay, so what am I supposed to do?”
“Nothing, because you’re Don Quixote tilting at Emily.”  Jason was obviously pleased with his literary reference.  “And Emily thinks about you like you think about Brea, as a friend.”
Matthew grimaced at the truth,  “Lay off, Jason.”
“Fine, I’ll trounce you on the court tonight.  That should show Emily what a great guy you are.”  Jason’s voice had just enough jest in it that Matthew hoped he wasn’t really mad, but he couldn’t be sure.
Jason headed off to his car, and Matthew went over to the bike rack, hoping that things would be okay between Jason and him.
. . .
Matthew was at the curb waiting for Jason to pick him up when Emily drove up in her Porsche Boxter.  “Hi, Matt.”
“Oh, Hi, Emily, where’s Jason?”
“He’s picking up Alex, no consorting with the enemy before the match.  Are you ready?”
“Sure, as ready as I’ll ever be.”  Matthew climbed into Emily’s car.  “Did you get a chance to talk to Brea?”
“Yes, she said she baited Jason into a match last night to tire him out for us.  She thinks our only chance is to play to his forehand.”
“Good, maybe we have a chance.”
“Well, she also said not to bet any money we didn’t plan on losing.  So, I don’t know what kind of chance we have.”
“Oh don’t worry.  I’ll try to keep Alex at bay while you tear into Jason.”
“No problem,” Emily said as the Porsche Boxter roared away from the curb.  She turned the stereo up to blasting.  “This will help get us psyched up for the game.”  She had to yell to be heard over the stereo.
. . .
When they arrived at the country club, Jason and Alex were already on the court warming up.  “About time you showed up, we were wondering if you’d lost your nerve or maybe been nicked by the coppers,” Alex said, as Emily and Matthew walked onto the court.
“We’re hardly late, especially if you factor in the normal Jason time.  We didn’t want to get here too early and cut into your together time.”
“You guys should warm up; Alex and I are already warmed up.”  Jason and Alex went to the side of the court to chat, giving Emily and Matthew the whole court for their warm-up.
Matthew and Emily batted the ball back and forth a few minutes to warm up.
“Are you ready, Matt?”  Emily asked.
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
“We’re ready.  Hey you guys, are we here to play tennis or kiss?”  Emily had to shout to get Jason’s and Alex’s attention. The two of them were necking on the bench.
“Okay, okay,” Jason said as he and Alex got up and headed to one side of the court.
“Let’s start,” Alex said.
Once they started, it was pretty clear that Alex and Matthew were just window dressing.  Emily and Jason handled most of the volleys and Alex and Matthew lost most of the points.  For the first set things were pretty much even.  Neither side lost their serve, but Jason and Alex won the set in a tiebreaker.  Jason was joking with Alex the whole time.
“He doesn’t look like his mind is in the game,” Emily said to Matthew as she prepared to serve, “maybe we can take this next one.”
For the second set they stayed on serve until the sixth game.  Then Matthew and Emily broke Alex’s serve to put them up 4-2.  “Yes!”  Emily yelled, clenching her fist.  “We’ve got them now,” and she gave Matthew a hug.
Alex, looking dejected, walked over to Jason, “Sorry, I really botched that one up.”
“Don’t worry, we’ll get it back,” Jason pushed her chin up with his finger.  “Alex, how much do you want to win this thing?” he asked.
“I’ve never beaten Emily at anything,” Alex said.  “It would be bloody good to win once.”
“Well if you want to win, would you mind if you just covered the baseline?  I’ll cover the rest of the court.”
“You mean just stay out of your way?”
“Sort of; or we can keep playing like we have been, we’re having fun and we might still win.  It’s up to you.”
“Let’s get them; Emily could do with a good rousting.”
“Okay, they’re playing to my forehand, so cheat that way.  And no matter what, stay two feet behind the baseline.”
“Two feet behind the baseline, roger.”
“That way you can run down the balls I can’t get to.”
“Hey you guys,” Emily hollered, “are you ready to take your medicine or what?”
“Be quiet and serve the ball,” Jason said as he smacked a tennis ball at her.
“Okay Matt, you’re up.”  Emily tossed the ball to Matthew.
Matthew served the ball deep to Alex.  She was able to dance around it and return it to his backhand.  Matthew raced to the ball and returned it low and hard.  Jason took Matthew’s volley in midair and laced it down the line past Emily.
The next point went much the same way.  Then Emily told Matthew to try and hit the ball over Jason’s head, but that only resulted in Matthew hitting it long and out of bounds.  Alex and Jason won the game at love.
Then it was Jason’s serve.  Jason started out with two aces.  Matthew and Emily backed up for Jason’s serves after that and were able to return them, but Jason just charged in behind the serve and volleyed the ball to the line.  Emily and Matthew looked at each other hopelessly. Now the set was tied four games each.
On Emily’s serve, Jason returned the serve at Matthew, and then charged the net.  He had no problem passing Emily down the line after Matthew’s return.  The next few points went much the same.  They only won one point off of Emily’s serve.
On Alex’s serve, Matthew couldn’t get his return by Jason.  Every time, Jason would just nail the return on the fly into the open court.  Four points later it was Jason yelling “Game, set, match!” as Alex ran over to give him a hug.
“That’ll teach you to get cocky with us,” Alex hollered across the net.
“Sorry,” Matthew said to Emily as he walked over, looking dejected.
“It’s not your fault.  That guy should go pro, he’s really good.”  Emily patted Matthew on the back.  “I’ve never been schooled like that in my life.”
“It happens to me every week.  I told you he was good.”
“Well, let’s go take our medicine,” Emily said as they walked over to the lip-locked pair.
“He…llo,” Emily said stretching it out for emphasis.  “I guess we owe you lunch.”
“Sounds fine with me,” Jason said as he turned and shook Emily’s hand.  Then moving to shake Matthew’s hand, a little fire entered his eyes, “Don’t dis my sister again.”
“Sorry,” Matthew said feeling a little shocked by the ferocity in Jason’s eyes.
“All right,” Jason was all smiles again.
Alex gave Matthew a little peck on the cheek and said, “Let’s go and let you buy that lunch.”
“What was that about?”  Emily asked as she and Matthew gathered their stuff.
“Oh, Brea was kind of hinting about the Winter Ball and I ignored her.  I guess I was a little dense, I didn’t realize she liked me that much.”
“Well she does, and you should ask her out. She’s really cute and she adores you.  You’d make a nice couple.”
“I don’t know,” Matthew mumbled under his breath.
“Men, they never see a good thing even when it’s staring them in the face,”  Emily just shook her head.  “Well let’s go pay the piper. That’ll teach me to mouth off in the middle of a match.”




Lost at Sea

On Friday, Matthew met up with Jason at lunch.
“Jason, how’s it going?  You sure gave Emily and me a big-time tennis lesson yesterday.”
“Hey, everyone needs a lesson in humility once in a while.  Are we all square?”
“Sure.”
“Hey, what are you doing Saturday afternoon?”
“I’ll probably go into Webmasters to do some work, why do you ask?”
“I’m going to take our sailboat out; do you want to come along?”
“I don’t know; I need to get caught up on a project at work.”
“Come on man, you’re always too busy to have fun, let’s go out for the afternoon and relax.  The sun, wind and ocean are the perfect formula for a relaxing afternoon.  We’ll just go out for the afternoon.  I was going to ask you earlier in the week, but then I was in New York and didn’t get a chance.”
“Okay, I guess I can catch up on Sunday, and it’s been years since I’ve been sailing.  What time?”
“I’ll pick you up at 1:00, we’ll probably be back by 5:00, bring a jacket.”
. . .
The next day Matthew went to the Golden Dragon for his Kung Fu lesson at 9:00 and sparring class at 10:00.  He was going to start a new form this week and he was worried about having enough time to learn it.  The tennis lessons and other activities with his new friends were really using a lot of time  Since he had to keep up his work schedule, his Kung Fu had been suffering.
Master Lee met him when he came into the school.  “Matt, are you ready for your lesson?”
Matthew bowed to Master Lee before answering “Yes, I’m all set.  Do I need any weapons?”
“No, we’ll be working on a new hand form, so no weapons.  Let’s go out back so we have some room.”
Matthew followed Master Lee out of the school into the parking lot of the bank next door.  Matthew usually had his lesson outside, especially since the advanced Kung Fu set took a lot of space and the school only had two large mats.  It was fortunate that it almost never rained in San Diego, or the school would have had a hard time accommodating all of its students in the limited amount of indoor space.
Matthew and Master Lee bowed to each other to open the lesson.
“Matt, you haven’t been coming to group class much lately, are you keeping up with your training?”
“I’m sorry, I’ve been real busy lately.  I keep practicing in the morning, but it’s been hard to have the free time in the afternoon to come to the school.”
“Well if you can’t come all the time, you need to at least make it to sparring class on Tuesday night.”
“I almost always make it to sparring on Saturday.”
“Only sparring once a week isn’t enough to keep you sharp, and we have the tournament in December; we’re counting on a gold medal from you in both sparring and push hands.”
“I’ll try to make my schedule work.”
“Don’t try, do.”
“All right, I’ll make it work.”
“Okay, let’s get started.  We’re going to start the five-animal form.  It’s an internal form so you’ll start out performing it slowly like Tai Chi.  After you’ve mastered it, we’ll add speed in some places so you can work on staying relaxed while delivering quick bursts of power.”
Master Lee demonstrated the first part of the form.  It included a move where he stood on one foot, while the other was extended into a heel kick to the front.  Master Lee then sank down on his supporting leg until he was resting on his ankle.  Then he lifted himself back up and executed a slow rear kick.  This was the most physically demanding move in the form.  Matthew had seen it demonstrated every year at the tournament.
“Now you try.”
Matthew executed the same set of moves that Master Lee had shown him.  Since he knew that he’d have to work on the strength to be able to do the opening part of the form, Matthew had been working with one of the students who had already mastered the form to get this part down.  He was hoping Master Lee would be impressed when he was able to do the sinking kick move.
“That’s good, but you’ve left out some details.”  Master Lee then went through the moves again pointing out small details about hand placement, exact bend in the wrist.  “Now do it again.”
By the end of the forty-five-minute lesson, Matthew had done the moves so many times he’d lost count; and his legs were screaming with pain, especially his right leg, which had to do the one-legged squat move.
“Okay, that’s enough for today.  You are staying for sparring right?”
It wasn’t really a question so Matthew just nodded yes, and prayed that his legs would recover enough before he had to get in the ring with someone.  Fortunately the sparring class consisted of drills and combinations, so he didn’t have to really try and defend himself on his rubbery legs.
“What’s the matter, Matt, you’re not quite as quick as you usually are?” his partner, Mr. Corlis said.
“My legs are killing me.”
“Five Animal?”
“Yeah, I must have done the opening sequence twenty times.”
“Yeah, you need to really practice that part.  You don’t want Sifu spending the whole lesson detailing it.”
“I’ve been working on it with Mr. Hartly; I thought I had it down, but Sifu just kept finding details to correct.”
“I think they like to make the first lesson really painful.  Like an initiation, just make sure you learn as many moves ahead as you can; the later moves are a lot easier, and you’d rather Sifu spend time on those.”
“I will.  I just hope I can make it home on my bike.”
“I’ve got my truck; I’ll give you a ride home.”
“Thanks, Mr. Corlis.”  Matthew was relieved that he’d be able to save that energy for sailing.
. . .
After he showered, Matthew made a PB&B sandwich and wolfed it down along with a glass of milk.  He grabbed a couple of granola bars for snacks and headed out to the curb to wait for Jason.
As usual, Jason had his Lexus wound up so it really sounded loud coming up the hill to Matthew’s house.  He made a quick U-turn and pulled up beside Matthew.
“Jump in.”
Matthew hopped into the convertible without opening the door.  “Let’s go.”
“I checked the weather; we should have some nice wind once we get out of the harbor.”
“Good, what kind of sail boat is it?”
“It’s a 39-foot Beneteau.  It’s a real beauty.  We’re going to try to do some racing in it this winter; she can really haul when the wind’s up.”
“Sounds like fun.”
“It is, maybe you can crew with us.  Dad’s planning on doing the Newport Beach to Ensenada race next spring.  That’s a real blast, a big party and a race all rolled into one.  We flew out a couple of years ago and crewed with a friend.”
“I’ll keep it in mind,” Matthew yelled so he’d be heard over the noise of the wind and the engine.
A few minutes later, they pulled into the parking lot at the Del Mar Yacht Club.
“We’re at the end of pier four, down and to the right.”
“Do you need me to carry anything?”
“No, brought everything over this morning; we’re set to go.”
They walked down the ramp onto the floating dock.  As they turned onto pier four, Jason pointed to a white sailboat.  “There she is.”
They walked down the side of the boat.  It had its front sail, the jib, wrapped around the stay.  The main sail was still under canvas tied down to the main boom.  The helm was a silver wheel with the classic spokes beckoning back to the early days of sailing, but it was mounted on a console with lots of instrumentation that was thoroughly modern.  Cara Mia was written across the stern.
“It’s named for your mother?”  Matthew asked.
“Yeah, Dad thought that way she couldn’t complain about him spending time and money on the boat.  Mom actually does like sailing in it a lot.”
“I can see why, it’s a real beauty.”
“Yes it is.  Now we’re going to just shove off right away.  So, you grab the bowline; when I get the diesel fired up, you just walk it out of the slip, and then jump on.”
“Sounds easy.”
Jason undid the aft line and jumped on board.  He went to the helm and fired the engine up.  The diesel roared to life and after it had settled in, Jason engaged the propeller and started to back the boat out of the slip.  Matthew just walked the bowline to the end of the slip, then jumped on.  By the time he worked his way to the cockpit, Jason had the boat turned and heading out of the slip area.
“Matt, can you grab the chocks off the side; we don’t want people thinking we’re amateurs.”
Matt walked up the side of the boat and collected the white chocks that were used to keep the boat from bumping into the slip when it was moored.  As he brought them back to the cockpit he asked, “Where do you want them stowed?”
“Over there in the locker under that seat,”  Jason pointed to the seat just to the left of the cabin entrance.
As Matthew lifted the seat and dumped the chocks in, Alex stuck her head out of the cabin door and asked, “How long before we put the sails up?”
“We can put the main sail up now,” Jason said.
Matthew was stunned; he turned to Jason, “You didn’t say Alex was coming.”
“I thought I’d told you that the girls were coming with us.”
“Girls?”  Matthew said, turning his head toward the cabin.  Brianna was just coming up the steps.
“Hi, Matt; would you come and help me take the cover off the main sail?”
Matthew gave Jason an angry stare.  Jason just smiled and mouthed, “Gotcha.”
Matthew heaved a big sigh and thought, “Don’t let this get to you; you’re here to have a fun time sailing.  Like Cara said, no matter what the situation, you should always have fun.’” He went over to the mast and helped Brianna take the cover off the sail.
“Thanks, now stow it in the same locker with the chocks, then you can help me raise the sail.”
“Aye Aye,” Matthew gave a mock salute.
“We’ll be clear of the mooring area soon, then we can crank the speed up and get out to where the good wind is,” Jason said.
“Are we going to use the spinnaker?”  Alex asked.
“Yes, but we won’t need it for a while, I’m planning to head up wind first.”
“Okay, I’ll just get it set in the fore section.  Are we going to practice quick changes?”
“What do you mean by quick changes?”  Matthew asked.
“It’s when you change tack from downwind to upwind or vise-versa.  Then you’ve got to either get the spinnaker up and deployed quickly or down and stowed away so you don’t lose too much speed,”  Brianna explained.
“It sounds like everyone but me has raced.”
“Yeah, we’ve all crewed before, Alex with her dad in England, and Jason and I with Daddy.”
“So, you’ve never been in a sailboat race?”
“No, I’ve watched a couple before and of course the America’s cup on TV, but I’ve never raced before.  In fact, this is the biggest sailboat I’ve ever been on.  Dad used to sail a 28-foot Catalina.”
“That’s a nice boat, but it’s so small,” Brianna said.  “Let’s go into the cabin and I’ll show you around.”
Matthew and Brianna went below into the cabin.  “It’s huge down here, and look at all the nice wood.”
“Yes, it’s really pretty.  It’s got over six feet of headroom.  There’s a master cabin up front, queen-size bed.  And back here is a smaller cabin that I use when we go out overnight.  Jason usually sleeps on deck or turns the dinette into a bed.”
“That’s nice.”  Matthew was amazed at the quality of the boat. “You could live on this thing.”
“Some people do, but mainly it’s designed so you can go for a long voyage.  You could sail around the world in her.”
“No way!”
“Yes, Daddy even got the deep keel.  It means you need an extra foot of draft, but then you’ve got enough down below to handle the rough seas.”
“What’s the longest you’ve been out on her?”
“Last year we sailed from New York to the Caribbean.  We were gone for a little over three weeks.”
“Wow, how long did it take to sail down there?”
“It took about two weeks to get there.”
“Then how did you make the trip in only three weeks?”
“Oh, we flew back; Daddy had someone else sail her back to New York.  That way we could take it easy getting there and also spend some time cruising the Caribbean.”
“Sounds like fun.”
“Maybe you can come with us the next time we take a long cruise.  Maybe we’ll go to Hawaii.”
“I don’t think I could take that much time off,” Matthew said.
Brianna looked a little dejected.  “Oh, that’s right, you’ve got a job.  Don’t they give you vacation?”
“I’m part time, I’m lucky they pay me for holidays.”
“Anyway, here’s the galley,” Brianna pointed to the well-appointed cooking area.  “It’s got a stove, a microwave, a refrigerator and freezer, everything you need to make a meal.”
“I think this is nicer than some kitchens I’ve seen.  It’s huge.  You could cook a feast in here.”
“Well the boat’s a French design; they couldn’t have her lacking when it comes to cooking.”
“Hey, are you two coming up or what?” Jason hollered.
“Keep your britches on, we’ll be right there.  Here’s the head.”  She pointed to a door to a small room, which obviously housed the toilet.  “There’s another one up front, but this one’s easier to use.  Do you know how to operate the pump?”
“Sure, the Catalina we sailed had a similar setup, not as big.  We’d better get back on deck.”  Matthew was surprised at how much he had enjoyed the tour with Brianna.
“Jason, what’s your problem?”  Brianna asked, as she and Matthew climbed back into the cockpit.
“Hey, I’m ready to put up the sails and see how far I can get her heeled over.  This wind is great.”
“Okay, Okay, I’ll get the jib unfurled.”
“I’ve got it,” shouted Alex as she released the jib, letting the wind grab it.  She came dancing back to the cockpit.
Jason had cut the diesel and they were under sail power.  The boat was just starting to lean over as the wind pushed the main sail to the side.  “Matt, grab that windlass and crank the jib in tight.”
Matthew grabbed the line from the jib and wrapped it around the windlass once, pulling it quickly to get the sail tight.  Then he took another turn on the line and started to really crank it in.  “Tell me when,” he shouted to Jason as he continued to tighten the sail.
“You’ve got her.”  The boat was really heeled over to the port side as she headed on a northwestern tack.  “All right, everyone on the starboard side and lean back.”
The crew of three crawled to the starboard side and took up their seats, leaning out over the water to let their weight help the keel keep the boat righted, while Jason steered her.  The wind was screaming through their hair and around them as the speed of the boat added to the speed of the wind crossing the bow of the boat. The four friends sailed northward for about forty minutes while Jason practiced getting the maximum speed out of the boat.  He also did a couple of drills, putting her in irons, facing directly into the wind so the sails stalled out and the boat dropped its speed.
“We’re going to work on switching between a downwind rigging and an upwind rigging; like rounding a buoy in a race,” Jason hollered at his crew.
“Sounds like fun,” Matthew hollered back.
“It’s really a lot of work,” Alex said.  “For us crew anyway.  Our fearless captain just has to man the wheel.”
After three rounds of practice, Matthew couldn’t agree with Alex more.  “Man, that is hard, I feel like my arms are going to fall off.”
“Okay that’s enough,” Alex hollered.  “Brea and I want to work on our tan while you head downwind.”
“Hey, what’s this, a mutiny?  I thought we were going to work on our racing skills?”
“We have, and now it’s time to work on our tan.  You can work on keeping the boat angled so the sails don’t block the sun,” Brea laughed.
With that Brianna and Alex went to the mid-deck area and lay down two mats. Then they took off their shirts and shorts exposing their bikinis.  They helped each other spread on some suntan lotion before they lay down.
“Now you keep things nice and easy; we should get at least forty minutes before the sun gets too low,” Alex said.
Matthew gave Jason a shrug as he walked over and sat down beside him and whispered, “I can see who the captain is.”
“Yeah, yeah, I guess we got enough practice in for today.”
“Hey, why didn’t you tell me that Brea was going to be here?”
“I didn’t plan it that way.  She and Alex were in the room when I asked Dad if I could take the boat out.”
“So?”
“Well, Brea just informed me that she and Alex were coming, too. What was I supposed to say?”
“I guess you were kind of trapped.”
“You can say that again.  Brea and Alex have become good friends; they’re always going shopping together.”
“Since you’re dating Alex, that sounds like a good thing.”
“I don’t know; having your little sister hanging out with your girlfriend doesn’t feel right.  And now they gang up on me, like just now.”
“Well I don’t feel sorry for you; Alex is a pretty good catch.”
“I guess I shouldn’t complain.”
“No you shouldn’t, but you should have given me a heads up about Brea.”
“Why? It would have just confused you.  You’re having a good time, admit it.”
“Yeah, it’s fun, but still.”
“I know, Don Quixote, you’ve got other goals.  You’re just making yourself miserable and missing out on a great thing.  You’ve got to admit you like Brea.”
“Sure, as a friend.”
“Duh!  She’s a girl, a friend, girlfriend.  You’re way too slow for someone as smart as you.”
Matthew slugged Jason in the shoulder.  “You keep it up and I’ll dump you in the brink.”
“You and who’s army?”
Matthew grasped Jason’s right forearm just below the elbow and pressed his thumb into a spot.
“Ow, ow, that hurts,” Jason quietly cried out as he cringed in pain.
Grabbing Jason’s right wrist with his other hand, Matthew maneuvered him to the edge of the boat.  “I don’t think I would need an army, but you look like you could use a cooling off,” he laughed.
“Okay, okay, you the man!”
Matthew released Jason and let him scamper back to the helm.  “How did you do that?”
“It’s a pressure point.  There are a bunch of them, you just need to know where they are, and have enough finger strength to put some real pressure on them.”
“Can you show me?”
“Sure.”
While Jason casually steered the boat, Matthew showed him several pressure points and how to use them.  He let Jason try them on him, teaching him the exact spot to apply pressure for maximum pain.  They went on trying different points on each other for quite a while.  It wasn’t until Alex got up and came into the cockpit that they realized how much time had passed.
“Hey isn’t that the Sea World tower over there?”  Alex yawned.
“Oh Jeez, I let us come too far south.  It’ll take us forever to sail back to Del Mar.”
“We’re not in that big a hurry, just turn it around.”
“Brea, pull in the spinnaker.  Matt get the jib up; we’ll need to make time to get back before the fog bank hits.”
“Why don’t you use the engine?”  Alex asked.
“We can still make it under sail, and it’s not that much faster with the diesel running.”
In a few minutes they had the spinnaker stowed and the jib up and were heading north to Del Mar.
“It’s getting cold,” Alex walked over and sat down next to Jason, nestling up against him.
Brianna and Matthew looked at each other.  Matthew wanted to offer to sit with her, but he didn’t.
After seeing the stupid look on Matthew’s face, Brianna stomped off into the cabin.  Matthew could tell she was going to cry.  “What am I supposed to do?” he said to himself, feeling totally lost.
Jason looked at Matthew and shrugged his shoulders.  “You can lead a horse to water.”
It was a cool atmosphere on the boat all the way back to Del Mar.  As soon as they got the boat back into the slip, Brianna raced up the dock and into the clubhouse.  Jason started to call after her, but Alex pulled on his arm “No, just let her be; she’s got to work it out for herself.”
“Okay.  Would you watch her while I take Matt home? I’ll come back and clean up the boat, and take you and Brea home.”
“I should help you clean the boat first,” Matthew protested.
“Don’t worry about it.  I’ll get you next time,” Jason said.  “Let’s go now; it’ll be easier that way.”
“Sure,” Matthew shrugged wondering what he’d done wrong.




Charity begins at home

By the second week of October, the rumors about ATDC’s failing program hit the streets in earnest.  The stock tanked eighteen points in one day.  Matthew immediately cashed in his puts and bought options on SSTC, betting that the two boards would agree on the compatibility.  He had options on over 10,000 shares of SSTC and 7,000 shares of AMMC and both stocks had been buoyed by the prospect that they were the final two prospects for Consolidated.  On Friday, October 11th, the board held their follow-up meeting on the possible acquisition.  Matthew tuned in to the meeting during his Advanced Novels class.  The board decided that they would focus their efforts on a merger with SSTC while keeping AMMC in play until they had reached an agreement.  The CEO was going to meet with the CEO and board of SSTC that weekend to try and finalize the terms.  They wanted to move fast before more rumors got out and drove the stock price up.
“Great,” Matthew thought, deciding to stand pat with his positions between AMMC and SSTC until he saw some definite commitment.  That weekend he managed to be at the meeting where the two CEOs agreed in principle to merge their two companies.  On Monday Matthew sold his options on AMMC and bought options on SSTC.  He looked on the Internet and found several rumors and stories about meetings to justify his moves should the SEC ask any questions.  He saved the stories on his hard drive to create a record of why he made the choices he did.
By Wednesday, the next week, it was pretty much public knowledge that SSTC was agreeing to a merger with Consolidated Semiconductor.  The stock shot up over fourteen points.  Matthew looked at his account.  He had realized ten points on the AMMC for a profit of $45,000 dollars.  That invested in SSTC options had realized an additional twenty points on a $5,000 investment, a fourfold increase for $100,000 plus his 10,000 shares of AMMC that had seen a fourteen-point increase for a $140,000 profit.  He was now worth just under half a million dollars.  “Jeez, this is the way to make money,” he thought as he sold the options and moved the money into safe blue chips.  I wonder who the next hot buy-out candidate is.
. . .
When Matthew got home from work on Friday his mom was waiting for him in the kitchen.
“Matthew, can you explain this?” she was holding the statement from the brokerage firm in her hand.
“What’s to explain, we’re rich.”
“Not so fast young man.  You’re not the only one that can do research on the Internet.  I’ve matched your trades with the public announcements.”
“Oh.”
“Oh is right,” his mother said.  “Funny how you were always able to make a decisive move just before an announcement was made.  Now explain yourself.”
“I was just watching the rumors and guessing based on the research I did,” Matthew lied.
“I don’t believe it.  You’re too careful to move that kind of money around on a guess.  Now what did you do, hack into their computers?  I want to know.”  She was yelling at Matthew now.
“Something like that.  But, Mom, I didn’t do anything wrong,” Matthew pleaded.  “I just used the information I got to make some choices.”
His mother was unconvinced.
“If I hadn’t bought or sold those options, someone else would have.”
“Well that someone else would not have been using inside information.  It’s not only illegal, Matthew, it’s immoral.  You cheated those people.”
Matthew was dumbfounded.  He’d never seen his mother so angry.  “But, Mom.”
“But nothing, it doesn’t matter that they would have lost their money anyway.  It matters that you were using information that they didn’t have.”
“I wasn’t trying to cheat anyone.”
“I’m not so sure.  I’m so angry with you right now.”  She closed her eyes trying to regain her composure.
“Mom, we need the money, I was only trying to help.”
“We don’t need the money that bad.  Not to steal it.”
“I didn’t steal it.”
“It’s the same thing.  You weren’t at risk, they were.”
Matthew’s face fell as he realized that it’d been way too easy to ignore the right or wrong of what he’d been doing.  “Sorry, Mom.”
“Matt, we’re doing just fine after you won the money at the track,” his mother said.  “We’re able to afford our bills, and Mr. Maier is helping with the insurance company.”
“I guess, but we’re still just barely making it.”
“But we’re making it.  Now you’re going to have to give the money back.”
“I can’t.  Who am I supposed to give it to?  The trades are done and they’re anonymous, there’s no way I can give it back.”  Tears were streaming down Matthew’s face.
“I’ll tell you what, young man.  You start looking at charities because you’re going to donate every cent, you hear me, every cent.”
“But, Mom!”
“Don’t but Mom me.  I will not have my son profiting from immoral actions.  Now you go to your room and think about it.”
“Yes ma’am,” Matthew headed for his room.
“And I’ve already turned off the DSL.  So, don’t plan on doing any surfing in the near future or maybe ever!”  Her shoulders started to shake; she was crying so hard.
“Get to your room, now!” she screamed at him.
Matthew ran up the stairs, crying.
. . .
The next morning Matthew decided he would go visit Reverend Bishop at the church.  He hoped that by talking to the reverend his mother would be appeased, and maybe Reverend Bishop could help Matthew sort out what he’d done wrong.  He came down stairs cautiously, worried his mother would still be angry with him.  When he saw her, she looked terrible, her eyes were red and swollen.  It was obvious she hadn’t gotten much sleep.
“Mom, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to do anything wrong,” Matthew said.  “I’m going to go talk to Reverend Bishop.  I think I want to donate the money to the church,” Matthew’s tone was cautious; he didn’t want to start another fight.
“That’ll be nice,” she said weakly.  “Hopefully Reverend Bishop will help you to understand what I don’t seem to be able to.”  While she talked, she went about making breakfast for her and Jessie.
“I called him already.  He said I could come right over if that’s all right with you.”
“That’s fine; go on.”
She sounded like she’d given up.  Matthew wasn’t sure if having a fight with her wouldn’t have been less painful. Her despair scared him.
Matthew rode his bike over to Reverend Bishop’s house.  The reverend answered the door right away.
“Hello, Matthew, why don’t you come on into my office?”  He motioned Matthew inside.  “Have a seat.”  The reverend pointed to a big chair next to the coffee table and then sat down in the matching chair.
“Would you like a drink of water?” the reverend asked as he offered to pour Matthew a glass from the pitcher on the coffee table.
“Yes, thank you, Reverend Bishop.”  Matthew’s face broke into a weak smile.
“Now why do you smile that way every time you say my name?”
“What way?”  Matthew played dumb.
“You know that inside joke kind of way.  You wouldn’t be wondering whether I would be better suited to be Bishop Bishop, now would you?”
“Well, it did cross my mind.  I don’t mean any disrespect by it.”  Matthew relaxed and sat back in the chair.
“I’m sure you don’t.  I’ve read Catch 22 and so have several others of my parishioners, so you’re not the first person to make that connection.”
“I guess not.”
“But it’s not to be.  See we don’t have bishops in this church.”  The reverend paused and took a sip of water.  “And it wouldn’t really be right, since I’m just Jonathan David Bishop; that’s not the same as Major Major Major Major.”
“Did your parents think about you being a minister?”
“No, thankfully, they didn’t.  So it wouldn’t be a fitting tribute to the name thing anyway.  Now I’m sure you didn’t come all this way just to tease me about my name.”
“No, actually I’ve done something wrong, but I’m not sure why it’s so wrong.  I was just trying to help our family and I messed it all up.  Mom says I have to give the money away, so I decided I want to give it to the church,” Matthew finally took a breath.
“Now slow down, I’m sure the church would be happy to accept your donation.  Now why don’t you start from the beginning?”
“Well, I had some money to invest in the stock market.  I got this tip about a company that was looking to buy out another company.  So I looked everything up on the Internet and put a stock play on the four contenders,”  Matthew paused.
“Now that doesn’t sound so bad.  Where did it go wrong?”
“Well I tried to find out more information so I could guess which one the big company would decide to buy.  That way I could shift the money over.”
“Go on.”
“So I have this way of getting inside the companies’ board meetings.”  Matthew wondered how much to explain to Reverend Bishop about his virtual camera.
“Like hacking into their computers?”
“Not exactly, but kind of like that,” Matthew hoped his response would be sufficiently honest that it wouldn’t be like lying to the reverend.
“Okay, that’ll do for now.”  The reverend didn’t want to push Matthew on exactly how he’d obtained the information.
“So, I was able to figure out that one of the companies was having problems and that their stock would likely tank. I mean take a sharp drop in value.”
“I understood what you meant by tank,” the reverend smiled at Matthew.  “Now go on.”
“Anyway, I sold the options and bought puts on the company.  Puts let you make money if the stock tanks,” Matthew paused to see if Reverend Bishop understood.
“I’m with you so far; go on.”  The reverend gave Matthew a nod.
“Well, then I checked out the board meeting for the other companies and found out how they stood.  Then I changed my investment around.”
“You sold your options on the weak ones and bought on the strong ones.”
“Right, and after I checked out the big company, I was able to find out which company they had decided to buy and make a real killing.”
“I see.”  The reverend scratched his chin.
“See, I didn’t steal anything,” Matthew pleaded. “Not really,”
“I’m sure there are lots of people that would consider what you did just par for the course,” the reverend said, “a good investment strategy.”
“Right,” Matthew said brightening up.
“But you obtained information not readily available to the public and used it to guide your investments,” the reverend said.  “That’s called insider trading.”
Matthew’s mood fell, “I guess so.”
“And obtaining the information without the knowledge or consent of the companies is probably illegal, too.  It is definitely unethical.”  Reverend Bishop talked in a calm relaxed tone; his fingers pressed to his chin.
Matthew just looked down.
“Now I’m sure your mom would like you to have better strength of character than to engage in unethical activities.”
“But I didn’t really do anything illegal.  I just kind of overheard what they were saying.”  Matthew decided to make one more attempt to explain away his wrongs.
“Well, did you overhear it in a public place or was it in a private setting?  And did they intend for other people to overhear their discussion, so to speak?”
“I guess they expected their conversation to be private.”
“That is one of the great moral dilemmas facing the world today,” the reverend said.  “With everything connected and wired, it’s just too easy to overhear conversations that you’re not supposed to.”
He filled his and Matthew’s water glasses.  “Let me explain it this way.  There are lots of societies in history and around the world today where people share very cramped living conditions, like in Japan, China and even in some areas of this country.  Places where families share very limited living space.”
He looked at Matthew.  “Do you see the problem here?”
“I guess.”
“There are many homes where the parents share their bedroom with several children or where the walls are so thin and the rooms so small that the people in the next room might as well be in the same room with you.  But privacy is a basic human need, so how do they cope?”
“I couldn’t live like that.”
“You would adapt.  Now these places have rules of behavior that are strictly followed.  Children learn from a very early age to not hear sounds and conversations that they are not involved in.”
“How can you not hear?”
“Coming from a teenager that’s an unusual question.  How many times do you not hear your mother when she’s talking to you?”
“I see your point.”  Matthew didn’t want to admit to ignoring his mother.
“The sound is there, but you learn to not pay attention.  You let it become part of the background noise that we all ignore. Does that make sense?”
“I guess it does.”
“You learn not to let your attention drift to activities or conversations you’re not a part of.  That way people can have privacy even if they have to live very close together.  And if you should accidentally overhear something, you know never to use it.  You have to pretend that you never heard it.”
“That would be hard.”
“Yes, it is hard, but that’s how you act ethically and with respect in a society where it’s so easy to see into other people’s lives.  Does that make sense?”
“I guess so.  But what if you hear someone having a heart attack or stop breathing?”
“In that case it’s okay to act on the information.  It’s like when the air conditioner stops running, you notice it stopped but you weren’t necessarily listening to it run.  Again, what’s important is that everyone can trust you to not abuse the fact that you can see or hear what they consider private.”
“That makes sense.  But I’m glad I don’t live in a place like that.”
“But you do.  And respecting people’s privacy is what your mother expects of you, what the church expects of you.  Does that make sense?”
“Yes, I see.  It’s just so hard not to take advantage of the information when it’s right there for the picking.  Like being in a candy store and not being able to eat any candy.”
“That is what the Bible means when it tells us to resist temptations.  There are temptations all around us every day.  You have to recognize the ones that are asking you to do something that’s immoral or unethical and not give in.”
“Sounds hard.”
“It is.  The temptation will always be there.  But it’s our character that helps us to ignore it and move on with our lives.”  Reverend Bishop took a sip of water.
“Thanks, Reverend Bishop.  That makes a lot of sense.”
“I’m glad I could help.”
“Now you need to tell me how to donate the money to the church.”
“Well the building fund could use a little help.  We want to replace the roof next year and that would benefit all the parishioners.”
“It’s a lot more money than the roof will need,” Matthew winced as he realized the reverend didn’t know how much temptation he’d given into.
“Just how much money are we talking about?”
“It’s over half a million dollars,” Matthew said.
“I see we’re talking a lot of temptation, no wonder your mother was so upset.  Well how about this?  You can put seventy thousand in the building fund, that’ll cover the roof.  As for the rest of the money, how about Habitat for Humanity, you’ve heard of them?”
“Sure, you’re always talking in church about getting people to volunteer.”
“That’s right, the church works with them to build and repair homes for the poor.  That seems a good place for such ill-gotten wealth.  And for additional penance, you can come with us next weekend when we go to Mexico to work on some homes.”
“That sounds great,” Matthew was relieved that Reverend Bishop had thought about the penance part.  “I’ll move the money right away, that way you can buy extra stuff for Saturday.”
“All right then, I hope to see you in church tomorrow.”
“I’ll be there, and thanks Reverend Bishop.”
“You’re welcome, Matt.”
Relieved Matthew went home and told his mother.  She said she wanted to go with him when he went to the project.  It would be a chance to spend some time together doing something important.  During Sunday services Reverend Bishop told the congregation that the church had come into some extra money for the Habitat For Humanity program, so next Saturday they could use as many volunteers as possible to really make the day a success.  He asked people to sign up by Tuesday so they could buy the right amount of supplies and make plans with the project coordinator in Mexico.
. . .
The next week was uneventful for Matthew.  With just school, work, his Kung Fu lesson and a tennis lesson on Thursday night, Matthew was grateful for the rest.  On Saturday when he and his mom met the church bus to go to Mexico for the Habitat for Humanity project, Matthew was looking forward to an uncomplicated day of work.  He wore jeans, a tee shirt and his hiking boots and had packed a flannel shirt in case it got cold later in the day.  He also brought his father’s work belt and tools.  His mother also wore jeans and a tee shirt with one of his father’s old denim shirts over it.  She looked younger than Matthew had remembered her looking in a long time.
“Come on, Matt, let’s go, we don’t want to miss the bus.”  Mrs. Brandt carried a lunch basket to the car.  “Mrs. Maier is looking after Jessie, so we’re all set.  Are you bringing your father’s tools?”
“Yeah, I’ve got the tools, his work belt and that Aussie hat he always wore outside.  Look Mom, I’m really sorry.  I know I disappointed you and ...”
“It’s okay, Matty.  I know you’re sorry and I can see why you did what you did.  But we’re going to be fine.”
“I’m glad. Are you still mad at me?”
“I’m not mad at you, and I think you’ve done the right thing.  So don’t keep beating yourself up over it.  What’s done is done, and we move on.”  She put her arms around him and gave him a hug.
“Thanks, Mom.  I’m glad you’re coming.”  Matthew hugged her back.  “It’ll be fun working together.”
. . .
“Hello Matthew, hello Margaret,” Reverend Bishop said as they boarded the bus.  “Are you ready for some hard work?”
“I guess so,” Matthew said walking to the back of the bus.
“Hi, Matt.”
Matthew was startled to hear Jennifer’s voice.  When he looked around, he saw Jennifer waving to him from the only seat in the back of the bus that wasn’t already full.
“Hi, Jen.”
“Come on and sit with me,”  Jennifer moved over to make room for Matthew. “I won’t bite.”
“I’m surprised to see you here,”  Matthew sat down next to Jennifer.
“You’re surprised to see me?  I’m the one who’s surprised.  I go on almost every one of the Habitat for Humanity projects and I’ve never seen you before.”
“Oh, I didn’t know you did this.  This is my first time.”
“Well it’s going to be fun.  It’s so cool, helping people build a home or fix up their old one.  Reverend Bishop said we’re going to build four homes this weekend.”
“Four homes, that sounds like a lot.”
“It is, usually we only can do one because it costs so much for the supplies.  But we got a big donation, so we’re going to do four this weekend and another four next month, and maybe four in December if the weather holds.”
Matthew could tell Jennifer was really excited.  “Are you going on all of them?”
“If I can.  You should see the kinds of places these people have to live in.  Some of them are no more than big cardboard boxes with dirt floors.”
“I’ve seen them on TV.”
“It’s even worse when you’re there.  But when they get to have a real house with real floors, it means so much to them.”
“I’ll bet.”
“And the children, they really need the shelter before winter sets in.  So many of them get sick, and some die from the cold in the winter.”
“That’s horrible.”
“I just wish we could build hundreds of homes.”  Jennifer was really excited talking about the projects.
Matthew looked around the bus, “How are we going to build four homes in one weekend? There aren’t enough of us; and who knows what to do?”
“Don’t worry.  When we get to the site there will be some buses from other churches and some construction workers from both the American and Mexican sides of the border.”
“That’s good.”  Matthew was relieved to know they would have help.
“We just have to do what they tell us.  Mostly it’s carrying and fetching, or holding a board while someone else nails it, but you get to watch the house go up.”
“Sounds great.”
“It is.  You might get to hammer nails in, since you’re big enough and you brought your own hammer.”  Jennifer looked at Matthew’s tool belt with admiration.
All the way to the building site, Jennifer told Matthew about the different projects she’d been on.  Lots of them were in Mexico, but some were in San Diego.  Two or three times a year they would go to some of the poorer communities of San Diego and help people fix up their homes, adding insulation, repairing the walls, painting, cleaning up the yard, whatever needed to be done.  The people were always so nice and so excited to find somebody who cared enough about them to spend a weekend on their home.  By the time they got to the building site, Matthew was truly excited.
As they got off the bus, Matthew was overwhelmed by the poverty.  The houses were mostly made of sticks with tarpaper for walls, the streets were dirt and the houses were so small.  They were barely more than a single room with a hole in the ceiling.  Along the back of the little community there was a row of eight neat houses built up off the ground.  They were small three-bedroom houses, but they looked like mansions compared to the rest of the homes around them.  There were a series of concrete stands ready for houses to be built on them.
As Matthew was staring at them, Reverend Bishop walked up and explained,  “Last spring, we got a concrete mixer and put in the foundations for thirty-six homes.  We figured it would take three years to put houses on all of them.  But now we’ll get over halfway there before it starts raining.  And by next spring, we’ll need to put more foundations in.”
The volunteers were divided into four teams.  Each team had a foreman, an experienced construction worker, who would guide and coordinate the activities of the team.  One team would do foundations and floor decking, then the next would frame the houses, and the next would handle putting on the siding, and the last would do roofing.  Each team was subdivided into two crews with an experienced construction worker on each crew.  Matthew was assigned to a crew with Jennifer and his mom.  The crew leader was Raul, a Mexican worker who was smaller than Matthew and looked to be about fifty years old.  He spoke broken English as he told them what to do.  He explained that the house was designed so that it would require minimal cutting of the lumber.  The standard size boards from the lumberyard would normally fit.
“Young man,” he said, “You know how to use that hammer?”  He was pointing at the hammer in Matthew’s tool belt.
“A little.  My dad taught me how, and we built the deck behind our house together.”
“Okay, we see,” Raul said. “Now you two, you bring the boards.”  Raul pointed at the stack of boards.  “Then we men will try to nail them together, okay?”
He explained that they would build the walls while they were lying on the ground and then stand them up.  The other crew would get the floor started and handle decking and the roof.  He would call for the board size he wanted.  Studs were in that pile and cross beams in that pile, etc.
When Jennifer and his mom had laid out the first set of boards, Matthew and Raul started nailing them together.  Raul would take a 16-penny nail, tap it into place then with a full swing of his hammer drive it in completely.  Matthew was amazed.  He had to hit the nail four or five times to drive it in.  He started to copy Raul, swinging the hammer through a full arc, like he did with his staff or broadsword.  He soon got to where he could drive a nail in only two or three swings. Raul watched him and smiled.  When they had finished the first wall, it was Raul who had nailed about two thirds of the boards; he was so much faster than Matthew.
After they set the wall up on the foundation and started the next wall, Raul walked over to Matthew.  “Young man, you hit the nail real good for a greenhorn,”  Raul said.  “Where you learn to do that?”
“Oh, I do martial arts.  So I have good hand-eye coordination.”
“If you do martial arts, why you not drive the nails in with your hand?”  Raul asked, smiling.
Matthew turned red, embarrassed that Raul was making fun of him.  “It would hurt my hand,” Matthew said, hoping that Raul wouldn’t tease him too much in front of Jennifer and his mom.
“That hammer you got, it is too much like your hand, too small,” Raul said.  “You want to drive nails all day, you need big hammer, so hammer do all the work.”
“This is all I’ve got.”
“You get tired swinging that hammer so many times.  Wait.” he walked over to a truck and came back with a hammer just like the one he had.  “You try this one; I no want you quit on me before dark.”  And patting Matthew on the back he went back to work.
After another hour of driving nails, Matthew finally got to where he could drive them in with one shot, or sometimes one and a short one to set the nail.  He was feeling pretty good about himself.
“Gee, Matt, that’s pretty good, you’re almost as fast as Raul,” Jennifer said as they were standing up the last outside wall for the house.
“No, he’s still way faster than I am.  But this is really cool, what’s next?”
“Well we have to put up inside walls, silly.”
“Having fun, Matty?”  His mother asked as she walked up.  “You’re doing a great job; your father would be as proud of you as I am.”  She mussed his hair, then followed Jennifer back to the pile of wood to get the next board.
Matthew looked after her, confused.  He thought, “One day she’s proud of me, the next she’s disappointed in me, and now she’s proud of me again.  I can’t keep all this straight.”  He turned and went into the house to build the inside walls with Raul.
It didn’t take long to add the walls to create three bedrooms, a bathroom and the large room, which would serve as a kitchen, dining room and family room.
“Now we put roof on,” Raul said as he pointed at a stack of A-frames.
“How are we going to get those on top of the walls?”  Matthew gave a long whistle as he followed Raul.
One of the other men drove what looked like a tow truck over to the house.  He extended the winch from the back of it.  He and another man draped the cable over the house; Raul had climbed up on the walls and nailed a large 4x4 into place with a pulley attached.  The cable draped over the pulley and they hooked onto one of the A-frames.  The driver ran the winch until the A-frame was above the house.  Then Raul and the other man swung it around until it was sitting on the corner of the ceiling.  They unhooked the winch, the other man walked the end of the A-frame down the side of the house until he was opposite Raul, and then they each walked down the outside wall carrying the A-frame.  When they reached the other end of the house, they set it into place and nailed it down.  Jennifer quickly handed up a short piece of 2x4 that Raul used to brace the A-frame so it would stay vertical.  When they put the second one in place, they nailed a 2x6 between the two at the peak of the frame.  Raul motioned for Matthew to come up and handle nailing the cross support in place.  They repeated the process until they had all the A-frames in place.
“Wow, that was fast,” Matthew said, as they nailed the last A-frame in place.
“Now we take break,” Raul jumped down and walked over to his truck to get his lunch.
It was starting to turn dark, but they had four houses standing, and everyone was pitching in to finish up the roofing and siding on the last house.  Reverend Bishop explained that tomorrow the families and other crews would finish installing windows, wire the houses and install wallboards inside.  Then the families would get some help each evening to paint and finish them up.  By next weekend they would be living in the homes.
“This is amazing, that you could do enough in one week to totally change a family’s life,” Matthew said as he surveyed the houses.
“It is rewarding and humbling at the same time,” Reverend Bishop said.  “To see how little it takes to make a family here happy compared to what we demand at home.  Now let’s get on the bus and get home.”
On the bus, Reverend Bishop explained to Matthew that the Mexican and Tijuana Governments were helping them plan out the conversion of the squatter’s camp into a real community.  As the houses went up the government would move in to improve the public facilities, grading and graveling streets to eliminate the muddy tracks the residents had to fight through in the winter, and eventually adding water and sewer facilities to bring everything up to more modern standards.
Matthew and his mother were exhausted when they got home.  But they both agreed that it was worth it and planned to volunteer for the next trip




Halloween Nightmare

On Tuesday after school and another four hours at Webmasters.com, Matthew stopped by the mall to check out Halloween costumes.  He had volunteered to take Jessica trick or treating as part of his effort to atone for his errors.  His mom thought it was a great idea, but Jessica was insisting that both go dressed in costume.  It was ten days until Halloween, but the costume store was pretty much picked over.  He found a Captain Hook costume for him to go with a Peter Pan costume for Jessica.  He called home to check if it would meet Jessica’s approval.
“Hi, Mom, I’m at the costume store,” Matthew said into the phone.  “Do you think Jessie would like to go as Peter Pan? They’ve got a cute costume for her and a Captain Hook costume I think I could stand to wear.”
“I don’t know, let me ask her.”
Matthew could hear his mom talking with Jessica.  Jessica was talking about fairy princesses and knights, but after a brief discussion about Peter Pan, she seemed to decide that that would be okay.
“Matty, Jessie says that as long as you’ve got a real hook on your hand, she’ll go as Peter Pan.”
“Well the costume comes with a plastic hook, if that’s not good enough for Jessie, I’ll get a real one at a hardware store.  Anyway, I’ll get it right away. I’ll grab a burger and fries so don’t worry about dinner.”
“Okay, but you have to be home by eight; and don’t make a habit of skipping out on dinner.”
“I won’t, bye Mom,” Matthew wondered how long he was going to be grounded.
“Bye, Jessie wants to say goodbye, too.”
“Bye Matty, I want a hat too, okay?”
“Don’t worry; I’ll make sure you’ve got the entire Peter Pan outfit.  Now bye.”
Matthew hung up the phone smiling to himself.  The small things that Jessica would pick out as important always amazed him.
Matthew went back to the store and bought the two costumes.  When he got to Ruby’s in the food court to eat, he saw Jennifer standing in line.
“Hi, Jen, what ya doing?” he asked, as he walked up to her.
“Oh, hi, Matt.  I’m grabbing a burger with Brea.  She ran off to the lady’s room, left me to hold our place in line.  Do you want to join us, I’m sure Brea won’t mind?”  Jennifer gave Matthew a smile.
Matthew glanced at the five couples in line after Jennifer, “Why not, if you’re sure you don’t mind.”
“Don’t worry,” Jennifer said.  “What did you think of Saturday?  Pretty cool, huh?”
“Yeah, I guess it was.  I was totally beat on Sunday, but it was fun and I felt like I’d really done something important.  Mom and I are going to volunteer for next month too, are you?”
“Like I said, I always try to go.  It’s kind of my hobby.  I like working on the houses and seeing how much it means to the families.”  Jennifer stopped to wave over Matthew’s shoulder at Brianna.
“Hi, Matthew, are you going to join us?”  Brianna asked as she walked up.
“If you don’t mind.  The line’s kind of long and Jennifer invited me.”
“No problem, as long as you don’t think your reputation will be ruined by associating with a couple of freshmen.”
“Your table is ready,” the hostess said just in time to allow Matthew to avoid responding to Brianna’s comment.
After they ordered, Brianna turned to Matthew, “Jennifer said you went on the Habitat for Humanity project last weekend.”
“Yeah, my mom and I went with the church.  It was pretty neat helping out like that.”
“I’m sure it was.  I went with them on the last project.  We don’t belong to your church, but they accept any volunteers, and Habitat for Humanity is non-denominational.”
“Yeah, there were a lot of different people down there.”
“Are you planning to go again?”
“I was telling Jen that my mom and I were talking about going next month.  I’m not sure I’ll be able to go every month like Jen, but I plan to go as often as I can.”
“That’s great.  What are you doing for Halloween?  Jen and I are going down to Balboa Park next Saturday for the Haunted House at the Museum of Man.  You want to come?”
“I can’t, I’m babysitting my sister.  Mom’s got some conference to go to at the university.”
“Why don’t you bring her with you?  Mom’s taking Hanna to it.”
“I don’t think so.  Jessie can’t sleep for days after she sees a scary movie.  She already asked and Mom said no.  She doesn’t want to sleep with Jessie for the next week; she’s kind of a cover hog.”
“That’s too bad.  Jen tells me that it really rocked last year.”
“It sure did.  What have you got in the bag there?”
“Oh, costumes for Halloween,” Matthew said.  “I’m taking Jessie trick or treating; we’re going as Captain Hook and Peter Pan.”
“Hey, why don’t you come to Jason’s and Brianna’s party afterwards?”  Jennifer asked.  “He can come can’t he, Brea?”
“Sure, I think Jason has already invited him, hasn’t he?”
“Yeah, I haven’t decided yet about going.  I’m waiting to see what my mom’s going to do.  She might want to go out that night, so I’d have to stay home with Jessie.”  Matthew avoided the subject of his being grounded for the foreseeable future.
The waitress walked up with their order.  As they started eating, Jennifer and Brianna described the costumes they had gotten for the party.  By the time they had finished describing every little detail of their costumes and Jason’s and a couple of others’, the three had finished eating.
“Hey, I’ve got to get home.  If I don’t see you before Saturday, have fun at the haunted house,” Matthew said.  “I’ll let Jason know about the party.”  Matthew paid his share of the bill.  “Bye.”
“Bye, Matt,” Jennifer and Brianna said in unison.
. . .
On Saturday evening Matthew was staying home with Jessica.  He had to watch a Disney movie with her, twice.  Then after a little ice cream for dessert he put her to bed at 8:30.  He had rented Ghostbusters to watch after Jessica went to bed.  He thought it was appropriate for the season, a real classic.  His mother drove up just after 10:00 when the movie was ending.  As she entered the house, her face was white as a sheet.
“Mom, what’s the matter?”  Matthew asked as he saw her.
“You haven’t heard?  The Stevenson girl has been abducted.  Where’s Jessie?”
“I put her to bed at 8:30,” Matthew said jumping to his feet.  “What do you mean, Emily’s been abducted?”
“Not Emily, Sonja.”  Mrs. Brandt rushed up the stairs to check on Jessica.
Matthew followed her, his mind racing.  He couldn’t believe it, there had been two young girls abducted in L.A. last month.  The police had never found them.  No one else was reported missing for the last three weeks, so everyone had pushed it out of their minds hoping that the nightmare was over.  But now Emily’s little sister, it rocked his whole body as he remembered Sonja singing with Emily.
Mrs. Brandt slowly opened the door to Jessica’s room.  Jessica was sleeping soundly, hugging her teddy bear.  Closing the door, she turned to Matthew, “Let’s go downstairs.  I don’t want to wake her.”
“Okay, I’ll be down in just a minute,” Matthew replied as he ducked into his room, closing the door behind him.  He grasped the stone that was hanging around his neck.  Please, he thought, please let this work.  He slowed his breath as he thought of Sonja, nothing.  No matter how hard he tried he couldn’t see her.  He thought of Emily, and there she was in the family room of her house, sobbing.  Her mother was trying to comfort her, but was sobbing so hard herself that it was of little use.  Matthew closed his virtual camera and went downstairs to talk with his mother.
“I can’t believe this,” he said as he walked into the family room.  “Who would want to abduct a six-year old girl?”
“I don’t know.  The police think it might be a kidnapping for money.  Mr. Stevenson is very rich.  I hope that’s what it is.”
“How could you hope such a thing?”  Matthew asked looking at his mother in amazement.
“Because the alternatives are too awful to think about.  If it’s a kidnapping for money, there’s a chance they’ll get their little girl back.  But, if it’s something else…”  she broke into sobs, her whole body shaking as she imagined the horrible fate that might await Sonja at the hands of her abductors.
“What else could it be?  Tell me.”
“I don’t know; it could just be someone who wants a little girl of their own.  In that case at least it might not be so horrible for her.”
“What could be worse?”
“It could be child molesters, or child slavery,” her voice deepened with despair.  “There have been several cases reported in the news lately.  There are some who think that’s what happened to the two girls who disappeared last month.”
“What do you mean child slavery?”
“It’s too horrible to talk about.”  She started to cry again.
“Mom, you’ve got to tell me.”
“People buy and sell children; people who want a little girl or boy that nobody knows about.  That way they can keep them hidden and do whatever they want to them.”
“That’s sick,” Matthew said. His stomach got queasy and he felt like he was going to throw up.
“It’s a horrible life for the child,” his mother said.  “They’re sexually and physically abused until they’re too old to keep, then they’re either killed or sold into some other kind of slavery.”
“That can’t happen here, not in the United States.”
“Unfortunately, it does.  We’ll have to be extra careful with Jessica.  No trick or treating this year.  Maybe we can take her to a party where she’ll be safe.”
Matthew’s mind was spinning, what could he do?  There had to be something.  He had this special gift, there had to be a way he could use it to help.  He sat down in a chair and put his head into his hands.  “This is unbelievable.”  As he sank back into the chair and stared out into space his eyes landed on the stuffed animal he’d put on the bookcase back in September.  Ari’s little bear.  In the excitement of the horse racing and everything that had happened since, he’d never returned it to Ari.
“That’s it,” Matthew said, rushing over to the stuffed animal.  Picking it up he tried to see Ari.  Nothing.  “It worked before,” he thought.  “Maybe it’s been too long since Ari held it.  I know it works, I checked it twice when Jessie left the toy in the chair.  I know it’ll work.”
“What’s going on, Matt?”  His mother sounded worried.
“I was just thinking aloud.  I’ve got to go over to the Stevensons’.”
“No, I don’t want you out with this going on.  Who knows where these people are and what they’ll do.”
“I have to go!”
“The Stevensons don’t need anyone else over at their house.  I’m sure it’s crawling with police and friends, much less the reporters.”
“Mom, I’ve got to go.”  Matthew tried to sound as adult and serious as he could.  “You have to trust me.”
“No, I won’t allow it.”
“Mom, I’m going.  I’ll climb out a window if I have to, but I’m going.  I can’t explain, but I have to go.  Please trust me.”  Matthew pleaded with his mother, “Please!”
“I must be crazy,” she said as she sat down sighing.  “You take your phone and call me if anything happens.”
“Thanks, Mom. And don’t worry, I’ll be careful.”
Matthew raced to his room and grabbed his phone; then he raced down to the garage and got his bike out.  He rode the four miles to the Stevensons’ house in record time.  While he rode, he tried to think how he could convince someone to give him one of Sonja’s toys or a piece of clothing.  They’d think he was crazy.  He could only hope that Emily would listen to him.
When he arrived at the Stevensons’ house, there was a police car in the driveway.  The officer told Matthew that no one was allowed onto the estate, and no he would not call and ask them to let him in.  Matthew turned and rode his bike back down the street.  Putting it into the ditch to hide it, he relaxed and turned on his virtual camera.  He used it to check out the layout of the property around the Stevensons’ house.  There were two guards patrolling the area.  “No dogs, thank God.”  He figured out that he could duck between the neighbor’s house and the hillside and make his way around the Stevensons’ pool.  If he timed it right, he would be able to get next to the house without being seen.  Emily was still in the room off the pool.  Her mother had gone back to the study to talk with the police and her husband.
Matthew checked the guard positions as he crept around the neighbor’s house.  When both guards were as far away from him as possible, he made his move.  Quickly crawling over the fence, he dashed over the pool deck and up to the house.  He went to the window where Emily was seated and knocked on the glass.
“Emily,” he hissed, “Emily.”
Emily apparently didn’t hear him.  She was just sitting in the chair, crying.
“Emily!” he said louder, rapping sharply on the window.
Emily looked around, startled.
“Emily, it’s me, Matt.  Let me in.”
“Matt, what are you doing here?  Are you crazy?”
“Quiet, let me in and I’ll explain.”
“Just a second,” Emily walked to the French doors and opened them.  “Are you crazy?  There are armed guards out there, you could have been shot!”
“I know.  But I want to help.”
“What can you do?”  Emily closed the French doors behind Matthew.
“I can help you find Sonja,” Matthew whispered.  He hoped he would be able to convince Emily to let him help before her parents found him there.
“You’re nuts, the police and the Sheriff are both searching for her.  Dad’s trying to get them to call in the FBI, what can you do?”
“Shish, not so loud.  I don’t want to try and explain this to anyone else.”
“Explain what?”
“I think I can help you find her, but you can’t tell anyone.”
“How?”  Emily looked skeptical
“I can see things.”  He immediately realized that this was going to be really hard to explain.
“You’re crazy.”
“No really, I don’t know how, but I can see places and people.”
“Then where is she?”
“I don’t know, I tried already, but I couldn’t see her.  It’s hard to explain.  I can only see people I know really well or places I’ve been.”
“Everyone can, it’s called memory.”
Matthew knew he was about to lose her.
“No, I mean I can see them like watching them live on TV.  Here let me prove it to you.”
Matthew calmed his breath, turned his virtual camera on and moved it into the study.  There he saw Mr. Stevenson and his wife talking with two police officers from the SDPD and a Deputy Sheriff.  Mr. Stevenson was wearing brown slacks and a tightly checkered shirt.
“Your dad is in the study with the police.  He’s wearing brown slacks and a checkered shirt.  Your mom’s sitting in a chair.”
“That doesn’t prove anything.  You could have seen them through one of the windows.  Matthew, I know you want to help, but ...”
“No wait.”  Matthew decided he had to go for broke. “How would I know this?  Last month you and Sonja were in your room singing a duet.  You were singing ‘Summer Nights’ from Grease.  You were doing John Travolta and she was singing Olivia Newton John.  I couldn’t have seen that any other way.”  Matthew was desperate for Emily to believe him.
Emily turned red. “We only sing that song after we’ve showered.  How did you see us?  Were you peeping into my bedroom?”  Emily was angry.
“Emily, who are you talking to?”  Mr. Stevenson called from the study.
“It’s just Matt.  He came over to see if I was okay.”
“Well, how did he get in?”  Mr. Stevenson asked, as he walked into the study followed by the Sheriff Deputy and two SDPD officers.
“Hi, Mr. Stevenson, I just came in the back way.”
“What about the guards out there?”  Mr. Stevenson asked.
“Well, I kind of avoided them.  Your property is so big, it was easy to get by them.  Sorry.”
“That’s all right,” Mr. Stevenson said.  “You should go home; we’ve got enough going on here.”
“No, Daddy, talking to him is helping me.  I’ll keep him out of the way?”
“Okay.”
“Where’s Mommy?”  Emily asked.
“She went up to their bedroom,” Matthew whispered in her ear.
“She went up to her bedroom.  This has all been too much for her,” Mr. Stevenson said.  “Okay, Matt, you can stay, but please keep out of the way.”
“Thanks, Daddy.”
“I’ve got to call the Security Company and tell them to beef up that patrol,” Mr. Stevenson said as he went back into the study followed by the deputy and the two police officers. All three of them gave Matthew a stern look as they left the room.
“How did you know where my mother was?”  Emily whispered to Matthew.
“I told you, I can see things or places.  I just watched her as she left the study.”
“Well if you can see, where is Sonja?”  Emily crossed her arms.
“I don’t know. It only works with people I know really well.  And I’ve only met Sonja a couple of times.”
“Well, then it’s useless.  Why did you get my hopes up?”
“There is still a chance.  I discovered last month that if I held something personal from someone, something they used all the time, then I could zero in on them.”
“Like what?”
“I tried it with the neighbor kid’s teddy bear.  It worked that once. I’m hoping it’ll work with Sonja.”
“Do you think so?”  Emily’s face brightened as her hopes rose again.
“I hope so; can you get something of hers, like a toy she sleeps with, or whatever she wore last night?”
“I’ll get it right away.”
“Oh, and it only works on something they had recently.”
“This is nuts, but anything is worth a try. Wait here, I’ll be right back.”  Emily ran up to Sonja’s room.
Matthew sat down in the chair where Emily had been crying, “Please God, let this work,” he prayed quietly.
Emily came back into the room carrying a stuffed blue elephant and a pair of pajamas.  “Here, this is Dumbo, her favorite toy.”  Emily broke down into tears as she handed it to Matthew.  “She sleeps with him every night.”
Matthew took the toy and slowed his breathing, concentrating on the toy and the little girl.  He turned his virtual camera on.  All he could see was darkness.
“Well?” asked Emily.
“I can’t tell yet.  It’s just dark; I think I hear someone breathing.”
“That’d be you,” Emily said, sarcastically.
“No, wait.”  Matthew switched the camera back on.  It was still dark; he moved the camera back from the spot.  As he did so he was looking at the back of a Ford Explorer.  It was parked on the side of a dirt road.  As he looked around, he saw a huge man resting in the front seat of the SUV.  He could see that there was a box with air vents in it, and he suspected that Sonja was in it.  There was a soft whirring sound coming from what looked like a fan.  He took the camera back into the box; he could just make out the slow, quiet breaths of someone.
“I think she’s in the back of a Ford Explorer.  I don’t know where it is.”
“Are you sure?”  Emily asked clasping her hands over her heart.
“I can’t be sure.  I think she’s in some kind of box. There is a fan ventilating it and I can hear someone breathing, but it’s too dark to see anything.”
“We should go tell my dad.”
“No, you can’t.  They won’t believe me and I don’t want anyone to know about this.”
“Then what good will it do?”
“I don’t know.  I can give you the license number of the truck.  You could tell them you remembered seeing it around last week.  Then maybe they would put a trace on it or something.”
“I guess that might help, but where is it?”
“Let’s see if I can tell,” Matthew said as he switched his camera back on.  He read the license number to Emily.  Then he took his virtual camera back down the road where the truck was parked.  He looked for a street sign or something to tell him where the truck was.  He had to go all the way back to the highway to get a bearing.  “The truck is parked on a dirt road that branches off the old north highway.  I don’t understand why it’s parked there.”  Matthew said as he turned the camera off.
“I’m sure it’s because the police are stopping anything that moves right now.”
“Well then, maybe the police can catch them.  But how will we convince them to look?”
“We don’t.  We’re going.”
“Are you crazy?”
“She’s my sister; I’ll do anything to get her back.  Wait here, I’ll tell Dad about the truck and then we’ll sneak out.”
“How will we do that?  There’s a cop at your gate.”
“I’ll tell Dad I’m taking you home.”
“Okay, it’s a green Explorer.”
Emily went into the study.  When she came back, she was carrying her purse and a sweater.  “Let’s go.”  She looked more determined than Matthew had ever seen her.
“Okay.”  Matthew wondered what he had gotten himself into.
They went into the garage and got into Emily’s Porsche Boxter.  At the gate, the police officer waved them by.  It was 12:30 A.M. when Matthew looked at his watch.
Twice sheriff deputies who were patrolling the area stopped them.  Both times they let them go after Emily explained she was just taking Matthew home.  They flew down Del Dios highway, then turned north onto Interstate 15.
“Is the truck still there?”
“Yeah, it’s parked right where I saw it.  The guy looks like he’s sleeping in the front seat.  I don’t see anyone else around.”
“Good, it’ll take us another 30 minutes to get there, if we don’t get stopped anymore.  I hope they don’t go anywhere.”
As they crossed through Escondido, they were pulled over twice by patrols looking for Sonja.  Each time they were waved on after a brief check of Emily’s little Porsche Boxter.
As they approached the turn-off for highway 395, Matthew told Emily to slow down.  “We need to turn off up ahead, then I think it’s about five miles before the dirt road.”
As they approached the dirt road, Matthew had Emily turn off her lights.  “The truck is parked about two miles up from here.  We should go about half way, then walk in.  There’s no telling what he’ll do if he hears your car.”
“That’s a good idea.  But then what will we do?”
“I don’t know.”  Matthew cursed himself for not thinking about bringing something.  “Do you have a tool kit in the trunk?”
“Sure, but what good is that?”
“We’ll have to see what you have.  Hopefully we can disable the truck, and then we’ll see if we can get Sonja out.”
As they pulled to a stop it was 1:15 A.M.  They opened the trunk and Matthew found a screwdriver in the toolkit.  “I can use this to poke a hole in something; once I disable the truck, he’ll have to abandon it.”
“I hope this works.”
“We have to be quiet; now he’s sitting beside the truck on a lawn chair.  Good thing we have a full moon, we won’t need a flashlight.”
“What’s wrong with a flashlight?”
“Nothing, but he might see it.  This way we can just sneak up on him.”
“Can’t you just take him out?  Use some Kung Fu move on him?”
“I don’t think so, he’s huge.”  Matthew hoped Emily didn’t think he was a wimp.
“Well let’s go.”
As they slowly made their way to the truck, Matthew kept checking on what the man was doing.  He was sitting in a lawn chair, cleaning his gun.  Matthew thought that was lucky.  If he’s cleaning it, maybe he won’t be able to use it.  As they got closer, the man got a call on a cell phone.  Matthew motioned Emily to wait.  Then he zoomed in on the guy, so he could hear the conversation.
“I didn’t have any problems,” the man said.  “I gave her a shot of that magic juice you gave me, put her right to sleep.”
The man listened to the cell phone.
“Yeah, people didn’t even notice a park service employee putting a garbage can in the back of his truck.  I drove right out of the park without anyone turning their head.”
“Uh-huh, sure I dumped the truck back in the lot.  I moved the girl into my little box and headed out.”
“No problem, I was halfway to Escondido before I even heard anything on the scanner about it.  By the time they figured out she wasn’t anywhere in the park, I’d made it to my little parking spot here.”
“No, I’m going to lay low for the night,” he said.  “I’ll wait until around 8:00, then I’ll head out.”
“Nah, by that time I shouldn’t have any problem merging into the traffic.  They won’t be able to keep up the search of all the cars once the traffic picks up.”
“Don’t worry.  I’ll meet you at the airstrip in Hemet.”
“Yeah, I heard her dad was loaded.”
“Hey, I just picked out what you ordered, a blond girl about five years old.”
“No way, we can’t ransom her.  The little brat bit me. You know my DNA’s on file.  They’d trace the blood on her to me in no time.”
“No way, if I go down, it’s permanent; I’ve already got two strikes.  If I go, you go, so just forget about any ransom; we’re getting plenty for her anyway.”
“I’ll call you when I’m ready to leave.”
“Okay.”  The man hung up the phone.  He went back to cleaning his gun.  He had the whole thing disassembled in his lap on some kind of towel.
“Emily, you stay back here.  Use my phone to call for help if anything happens,”  Matthew said as he gave Emily his phone.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, remember you can’t get caught.  Someone has to be able to get the police to come.”  Matthew started crawling toward the truck.
Unfortunately, the truck was parked right up against a rocky hillside.  There was no way Matthew could approach from the side.  His only chance was to sneak up behind the truck and crawl under it from the back.  Then hopefully he could drive the screwdriver into something and disable it before the man realized he was there.
Creeping up to the truck in a crouch, Matthew said a silent prayer.
He paused several times to check out what the man was doing.  He just kept cleaning his gun.  When Matthew got to the truck, he lay down on his back.  Using his arms and legs to arch himself off the ground, he inched his way under the truck.  After what seemed like an eternity of inching along, he was close enough to the oil pan to reach it.  He had decided that poking a hole in it was his best bet to permanently disable the truck.  He wished he’d brought a wrench or pair of pliers to undo the oil plug.  But first he would pull off the gas line since that wouldn’t make any noise and hopefully would stop the man from driving away.
Once he pulled the tube loose, gas started to pour onto the road.  Trying to move quickly before the man could smell the gas, Matthew took the screwdriver out from between his teeth.  He rolled over and positioned it against the oil pan.  Drawing his hand back, he slammed the palm of his hand onto the hilt of the screwdriver. He winced in pain as the screwdriver pierced the thin metal pan letting out a stream of warm oil.
The man must have smelled the gas or heard the screwdriver pierce the oil pan, because he bent over and looked under the truck.
“What the hell!”  He ran behind the truck and grabbed Matthew by the legs.  With one big yank he pulled him from beneath the truck and hurled him into the hillside.  Matthew rolled over and sprang to his feet, quickly establishing distance between himself and the man.
“What are you doing here?” the man yelled at Matthew.
Matthew didn’t say a word.  He just kept circling to maintain distance between him and the huge hulk of a man that was yelling at him.
“You little twerp, I’m going to beat you,” the man yelled again.  “And after that I’m going to make you fix my truck.”  The man lunged at Matthew.
Dancing to one side, Matthew realized that the man was much quicker than he had expected from a man his size.
“Come here you little shit,” the man said as he lunged at Matthew again.  Dodging to the side, Matthew planted a power thrust kick into the man’s ribs.  It didn’t even faze the man, not even a slight gasp.  He just slapped at Matthew’s leg and lunged at him again.  Matthew ducked to the side again and kicked the man in the ribs one more time.  The huge hulk didn’t even flinch.
Matthew was starting to get really worried about how he was going to handle this guy.  He was hoping that Emily had called for help and the cops were on their way.  As he danced around the man, he saw Emily out of the corner of his eye.  She was holding up the cell phone, making a slashing sign across her throat.  “She must not be able to get a signal,” Matthew thought, as he jumped to the side to avoid another lunge from the human grizzly bent on his destruction.
Matthew’s mind raced; what should he do?  He could easily outrun the big man, but he wanted to keep him busy until the gas tank emptied.  Even then he was worried what the hulk would do if he and Emily had to go very far before they could call for help.  He jumped to the side again as the man lunged at him one more time.
“What’s the matter, boy, you afraid of me?” the man said as he gave a motion with his hand beckoning Matthew toward him.  “I’m going beat you to within an inch of your life when I catch you.”  The man continued to make disgusting references about what would happen to Matthew once he’d caught him.
Matthew just kept circling, holding his distance.  When the man lunged for him again, Matthew dodged to the side as the man first dove by, executing a speed thrust to the man’s knee.  The kick caught the knee a little more to the front than the side.  Matthew quickly pulled his leg back and kicked the man in the ribs before he danced out of his range again.
The man laughed at Matthew.  “I’m just too big for you, boy, now just come over here and take your medicine,” he said.  As Matthew kept dancing around him, the man grew even angrier. “I’m going to kill you,” he screamed.
Again, he lunged at Matthew.  This time Matthew danced around behind the man and put his shoulder into him just below the shoulder blade.  Putting all his weight behind the push, Matthew knocked the huge hulk of a man off balance.  The man stumbled a few steps, then he fell.
The man rolled over and started to right himself.  He roared at Matthew, “Why don’t you just give up, you’re just making me mad.”  As the man stood up, he spread his legs wide and started pushing himself upright with his arms.  Matthew immediately executed a cross-over thrust to the knee of the man’s outspread leg.  He threw his entire weight and power into the kick.  The man’s knee buckled inward with a ripping sound as the cartilage tore.  He gasped in pain and fell back to the ground.  Matthew circled around behind him and executed a speed thrust kick to the base of his skull.  The huge hulk collapsed onto the ground with a loud gasp.  Matthew poked at him a few times with his foot to see if he was still conscious, but there was no movement.
Turning to the Explorer, Matthew rushed to the back and tried to open the hatch.  It was locked.  He turned and ran to the front of the truck and opened the driver’s door, pulling the latch to release the hatch.  When he got to the back again, Emily was already there, opening the hatch.
“I couldn’t get a signal,” she was gasping for breath.
“That’s what I figured,” Matthew dropped the tailgate down, exposing a large wooden box.  He raised the lid and there was Sonja, curled up asleep.
Emily tried to wake her.  “Sonja, it’s sissy; come on wake up.”  She gently shook the little girl.
“I heard the man say that he had drugged her.  Here you take her.”  Matthew picked Sonja up out of the box and handed her to Emily.  Emily hugged her sister to her and started cooing in her ear.
Matthew then walked around the truck and started poking at the man with his foot.
“Are you crazy?  Leave him alone and let’s get out of here!”  Emily was terrified.
“He’s got a cell phone that gets reception here.  I saw him talking on it.  If I can just roll him over,” Matthew grunted as he bent down and rolled the whale of a man onto his side.  Searching the man’s pocket, he found the phone.  “It’s a satellite phone, no wonder it worked here.”
As he stood up and walked over to Emily, he asked, “What’s the number for your house?”
He dialed the number as Emily recited it.  When the phone rang, he held it up for Emily to speak.
“Daddy, we’ve got her.”
“Sonja, Matt and I have her, she’s asleep.  Matt thinks the guy drugged her.”
“Yeah, I know Daddy; please send the police.  We’re on a dirt road five miles north of Deer Creek Road and old Highway 395.  Matthew knocked the guy out, he was amazing.  Please hurry, we’ll be waiting.”
With that Emily sat down, hugged Sonja to her breast and cried.
It only took ten minutes for the Sheriff Deputy to show up.  When his patrol car pulled up, the deputy jumped out and ran over to where Matthew was standing.  Matthew pointed at the big man lying on the ground.  “I don’t know how much longer he’s going to be passed out.”
“How in heaven’s name did you take that monster out?” the deputy asked, as he rolled the hulk over and handcuffed him.
“It wasn’t easy,” Matthew sighed.  “We need an ambulance for Sonja, where is it?”
“Mr. Stevenson had a helicopter standing by, they’ll be here in a minute.  Here help me set off the flares to mark the road for them.”  The deputy went to his patrol car and returned with a handful of flares.
By the time they had struck the last flare, you could hear the whump whump of the helicopter as it approached.  The helicopter set down in the middle of the road and an EMT jumped out and raced over to Emily and Sonja with his bag.  He was tending to the little girl when a second helicopter set down.  Mr. Stevenson and his wife emerged from it, followed by the Sheriff and Dr. Reeves, Jennifer’s mom.  Mrs. Stevenson raced over to Sonja with Dr. Reeves on her heels.  “My baby,” she cried, as she tried to pull Sonja away from the EMT.
“Ma’am, please, I need to treat her,” the EMT said.  “Please stay back.”  He tried to push Mrs. Stevenson away.
“Listen to him, Liz.”  Dr. Reeves set her medical bag down next to Mrs. Stevenson and gave her a small hug.  Then she turned her attention to Sonja.  “Let me help you there, I’m her doctor.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” the EMT made room for Dr. Reeves to tend to Sonja.
“She seems to be drugged,” the EMT said.
“Yes, it does look that way.”  Dr. Reeves was checking Sonja’s eyes with a small flashlight.
Dr. Reeves turned to the Sheriff Deputy, “Would you search the truck and see if you can find what he used to drug her?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” the deputy immediately ran to the Explorer and started to search it.
Meanwhile the Sheriff and Mr. Stevenson had walked over to Matthew.
“I don’t know what happened here,” Mr. Stevenson said, “but I want to thank you for whatever you did to help my little girl.”
“Yes, just what happened here?” the Sheriff asked.
“I overheard the man talking on this cell phone,” Matthew handed the satellite phone to the Sheriff, then rushed on with his explanation.  “He was saying he was going to meet the man who called and someone else at the airstrip in Hemet at 10:00.  They were going to sell Sonja to the other man.”  Matthew finally had to stop and take a breath.
“Are you sure you heard them correctly?” the Sheriff asked.
“Yes.  He said that he’d just picked Sonja up based on an order.  The other man must have suggested ransoming her back to Mr. Stevenson, but that guy said that Sonja had bitten him and that his DNA was on file.”
Mr. Stevenson smiled a little when Matthew said that Sonja had bitten the man.
“He’s probably got a record,” the Sheriff said.
“Yeah, he said something about having two strikes already.  He said no way could they afford to ransom her.”
“What else did he say about this meeting?” the Sheriff asked.
“Well he just said he was going to wait here until the traffic started picking up around 8:00 or 8:30, then he’d call the guy and head out.  You should be able to get the phone company to tell you what number called him.”
“Good thought.” The Sheriff turned and handed the phone to another deputy who had just driven up.  “Call the office; tell them everything about this phone and what this young man has said.  Tell Sam to call the DA and get him down to the office.  I want everything handled just right on this one.  Now move.”
Turning back to Matthew, the Sheriff asked, “How on earth could you know they would be here?”
“Well, it’s hard to explain,” Matthew stuttered.
Emily grabbed Matthew by the arm.  “Daddy, it was a vision.  I was driving Matt home and I just saw them here.  I just knew this is where they would be.”
“How did you know?” the Sheriff asked.
“I just knew. I told Matt and he agreed to come out here with me.  When we got close, we parked the car and snuck up here.”
“You’re lucky the man didn’t hear you coming,” the Sheriff said.
“Matt had me stay back with the cell phone to call for help while he got in close to check things out.  I guess that’s when he heard the man talking on the cell phone.”
“Why didn’t you just call us?”  Mr. Stevenson asked.
“We didn’t want him to get away.  Matt crawled under the truck to disable it, but the man grabbed him.  He threw Matthew into the bank over there.”
Mr. Stevenson and the Sheriff looked at the hill, “Lucky you didn’t get knocked out on one of those rocks.”
“I thought he was a goner,” Emily said.  “Then he got up and they fought, I just knew that man was going to kill Matt.”
“It’s a wonder he didn’t,” the Sheriff said.  “That man’s got to weigh at least 300 pounds.”
“I tried to call out on the cell phone, but there wasn’t a signal.  I didn’t know what to do, but then Matt knocked the guy out.”
“Amazing,” Mr. Stevenson said looking at the huge man sitting up against the deputy’s car.
“That’s when we opened the truck up and found Sonja.”
“Slow down young lady,” the Sheriff said.  “Now let’s go back to this so-called vision.”
“I just was thinking about Sonja real hard, and I just saw that truck.  I just knew this is where they were.  I’ve never been here before in my life, but I just knew it.”
The Sheriff looked at Emily skeptically.  “How could you know?”
“I knew you wouldn’t believe me.  But Matt believed in me, so we came here.”  She gave Matthew a hug.
While she was hugging him, her hand felt the damp blood on his shoulder.  “My God, you’re bleeding.”  She started looking him over, searching for other wounds.
The EMT and Dr. Reeves had loaded Sonja into the helicopter and were preparing to leave.  “Come over here and treat this boy,” Mr. Stevenson said as he waved at the EMT.
“No, they need to get Sonja to the hospital.  I’ll be all right.”
“He’s right,” the Sheriff said.  “One of my deputies can clean him up a little.  Then he can take him into Escondido to the hospital there.”
“All right, the deputy can clean him up, but we’re going to take him with us,” Mr. Stevenson said.  “We’ll take the other chopper; your deputy can treat him on the way.”
Mr. Stevenson walked over to the helicopter.  “How’s my little girl?” he asked Dr. Reeves.
“She should be all right once we get her to the hospital.  The deputy found the sedative he must have used on her.  It’s strong stuff, but she should recover.”
“Good,” Mr. Stevenson was obviously relieved.
“We need to get going,” Dr. Reeves said.
“Then go. We’ll follow. Hurry!” he waved them off.  “Are you done with the boy now?”
“For now,” the Sheriff said.
“Good.”
“What about my car?” Emily asked.
“If you want, I’ll have one of my men take your daughter’s car to the substation here at Deer Creek,” the Sheriff said.  “Or we can have a tow truck pick it up.  You can get it tomorrow.”
“Just drive it,” Mr. Stevenson said.
“The keys are in it,” Emily hollered behind herself as she hurried to keep up with her father.
One of the deputies went to one of the patrol cars, there were four of them now, and collected a first aid kit.  He went with Mr. Stevenson, Emily and Matthew in the second helicopter.  Mrs. Stevenson had gone with Dr. Reeves and Sonja in the first helicopter.
“Can I call my mom?”  Matthew asked, as the helicopter was taking off.  “She’ll be worried about me.”
“Sorry, but no cell phones while we’re in flight,” the pilot said.  “If you give me your number, I can radio in to have someone call her and tell her that you’re okay.”
Matthew gave him the number, and when they landed at the hospital, his mother was one of the first to greet him.
She gave him a hug as she examined the wounds that the deputy had done his best to patch up.  “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine, just tired.”
They took him to the emergency room where an intern treated his wounds.
“You’ve had quite a day,” the intern said as she soaked the bandages away.  “We need to clean those wounds.  They don’t look too bad.  There won’t be too much scarring, just enough to make you look more rugged.  Now soak that elbow for a while and I’ll be right back.”
Matthew didn’t hear anything; his head was propped up against the wall and he’d already fallen asleep.  The next day he told his mom the last thing he remembered was her hugging him at the hospital.




Halloween Party

On Sunday afternoon, Emily called.
“Matt, how are you feeling?”
“Exhausted, I didn’t get to bed until 5:00 this morning.  My right shoulder hurts a little, but otherwise I’m just fine.  How’s Sonja?”
“She’s fine, she woke up this morning.  The only thing she remembers is being grabbed by someone in the haunted house and biting him.”
“That’s good.”
“The doctors said she wouldn’t suffer any side effects from the drug.  And they don’t think she’ll have too much psychological damage since she was unconscious most of the time.”
“That’s great, how are you feeling?”
“I’m exhausted like you, but otherwise I’m fine.”
“Thanks for covering for me with the vision thing.”
“It was the least I could do.  Are you going to school tomorrow?”
“No, Mom wants me to stay home and rest.  I can sure use it, I’m so tired.”
“It’s no wonder, after fighting that behemoth.”
“Yeah, he was pretty big.”
“Weren’t you scared?”
“Yeah, scared that he’d fall on me,”  Matthew laughed.
“We’re on our way to the hospital to see Sonja, so I have to go.”
“Then I’ll see you on Tuesday at school.”
“See you then.  Bye now.”
. . .
On Tuesday Matthew had to endure the applause and congratulations on being a hero from his friends and teachers.  There were lots of comments about how it was becoming a habit with him.  Was he going to make the headlines every month?  Matthew tried to play it down, although he was proud of what he’d done; he couldn’t imagine how he’d had any other choice.  At the end of lunch period he finally got a chance to talk to Emily one-on-one.
“Hi, Matt, my hero,” Emily said.  She pretended to faint into his arms.
“Cut it out, Emily.”
“Okay, but you really are my hero.  How can I possibly repay you for saving my sister’s life?”
“Don’t worry about it.  I just did what I had to.”
“That’s what makes you so perfect, Matt.  You don’t think about what’s in it for you, you just do.”
Matthew’s heart fell as he realized Emily’s body language spoke of friendship, not love.  If ever she was going to have a romantic thought about him it would be now; but all he sensed was friendship.  ‘Oh well,’ he thought, ‘it’s kind of run its course anyway.’
“What’s the matter?” Emily said.  “Are you still exhausted?”
“A little, I guess.”  Matthew hoped Emily wouldn’t guess the true reason for the sigh.
“Here comes Brea,” Emily waved madly at their friend.
Matthew looked at Brianna and his face brightened; he realized that he was always happy when she walked up.
“Have you asked her to the Winter Ball yet?”  Emily asked.  “You know she really wants you to.”
“I know.”
“Then do it, now’s your chance.”
“Hey, what are you two doing?”  Brianna asked.  “Comparing notes on how to be a hero?”
“No, Emily was asking me who I was taking to the Winter Ball.”
“And,” Brianna asked with a look of expectation.
“I was thinking that maybe I could work up enough courage to ask the prettiest girl in school,” Matthew gave Brianna a shy look.  He was worried that she would have given up on him.
“Really?”
“If you’ll go with me.”
“Yes.”  Brianna’s face was beaming as she walked over and gave Matthew a hug.  He got a gentle whiff of her perfume as she hugged him.  It made him keenly aware of how attractive she was and how much more so she’d become since July.
“He’s good isn’t he,” Brianna said to Emily.
“I guess so, real smooth.”
“I’m just in a weakened state after all our adventures,” Matthew said.
“Poor baby, he’s all tuckered out,” Brianna said as she patted Matthew on the back.
“Yes I am; I think I’m going to need some major nursing to get my strength back.”
“Well you just come over to my house and I’ll take care of you,” Brianna said.
“I helped,” Emily said.
Matthew and Brianna started laughing.
“What’s the matter, Emily, you need some TLC, too?”  Brianna pulled Emily into her hug.
All three of them started laughing. “You two are a piece of work,” Brianna said.  “Now are you coming to our Halloween party tomorrow night?”
“I don’t know; I’ve still got Jessica, although I don’t know if we’ll be doing any trick-or-treating.”
“We changed it so that everyone can bring their little brothers and sisters.  We’ll have a play area set up upstairs and big kid area downstairs by the pool.  It’ll be a blast.”  Brianna gave Matthew a hopeful look.
“Since I’m friends with the hostess, do I get any special deals?”  Matthew smiled at Brianna.
“Sure, just name it.  I’m sure we can work something out.”  Her whole face brightened at the prospect.  “What about you, Emily?”
“I’ll have to see if Sonja is up to it.  If the doctors and my parents think it’s okay, then I’ll be there.”
“Great, hopefully I’ll see both of you tomorrow night.”  Brianna looked at Matthew with adoring eyes.
As Matthew walked back to class, Tyler stopped him in the hall.
“Matt, I can’t believe you went up against that mountain,” he said.  “That guy would make a whole offensive line just by himself.”
“He wasn’t that big.”
“He sure was.  I’m going to ask coach if I can make you my personal protector like that bald guy in The Longest Yard.  You take out anybody who gets by the line.  What do you think?”
“I think I’d be getting the short end of the stick.  Everyone who’s gunning for you hits me, and if someone gets by it’s my fault.”
“But no one would get by you.  You’d just lay them out.”
“Nah, I think I prefer to watch the games from the sideline.”
“Well if you change your mind, give me a call,” Tyler said as he slapped Matthew on the back.
. . .
The rest of the day went much the same way.  Matthew was really happy once his last class ended.  Since he was taking the week off from Webmasters.com to rest up, Matthew went straight home from school.  When he arrived, Mr. Stevenson was there with his mom.
“Hi Mom, hi Mr. Stevenson.  What’s up?”
“Well, young man, when my daughter was abducted, I offered a $500,000 reward for her return.  From what I can tell, you’re the one who returned her.”
“Emily’s the one who figured out where she was.”
“I saw what you had to do to get her back.  I’m here to settle accounts.”
Matthew was so flabbergasted; it took him a few minutes to regain his composure. “You don’t owe me anything, Mr. Stevenson.  I only did what I had to do.”
“That’s beside the point.  You deserve the reward.”
“I didn’t do it for the reward; I didn’t even know you’d offered one.  Emily’s my friend, and I had to help.”
“I understand that, son, but you have to understand how much this means to Liz and me.  Our daughters are our lives, they’re more important than anything else we have.”
“I know that.”
“We have plenty of money, and to be able to reward the person who returned to us the most important thing in our lives means a lot.  We have to do this, just like you had to do what you did.”
“Matt, I’ve already tried to talk him out of it.  It’s no use.”
“I’ve been talking to your mother, and she’s been describing quite a remarkable young man to me.  You’ve been working hard to help out your family.  Now I want to help lift some of that burden from you, like you lifted the one from me.”
“I don’t know what to say,”  Matthew gave in.  At the same time, he was delighted at the possibilities the reward would open up for his family.
“We’ve been discussing how to structure the reward.  Your mother has suggested that setting up a college fund for you would be a good first step.”
“No, I’ll earn a scholarship.”
“I’m sure you will,” Mr. Stevenson said, “but having a college fund will open up more choices for you.”
“I know, but if you want to lift a burden from me, the money should go to paying off our house and paying off our bills.  Then we could all have more time to spend as a family, instead of Mom having to work extra hours at the university.”
“I think there’s enough to do both.  I’ve been looking over the finances with your mother, and if we spread the reward between this year and next year, and put the rest in trust for your education, your family should be financially set.”
“We owe more money than that.”  Matthew was thinking of all the unpaid medical bills.
“No we don’t, Matty.  Mr. Maier called today and said the insurance company agreed to settle.  They’ve agreed to pay all of the contested claims.”
“Why?”
“He said they decided they couldn’t afford to be his pet project. He threatened to take your story to the press, ‘Boy Hero Fights Insurance Company.’ They couldn’t afford all the adverse publicity they would get.”
“That’s generous of them,” Matthew said, sarcastically.
“I know, but that clears all the debts we have with the hospital and gives us back all the extra money we had to pay in.  We’ll get back all of your father’s retirement money and life insurance.”
“Really?”
“Yes, and with the money from Mr. Stevenson, we’ll finally be in the financial position your father intended us to be in the event he should die.”
“That’s great!”  Matthew’s body shuddered as though a huge weight had been lifted from his shoulders.  Finally, he was able to let go of the enormous responsibility he had taken on since his father’s death.  “Whatever you say, you’re in charge.”  Relief poured out in his voice.
His mother gathered him into her arms and hugged him.  For the first time since his father’s death, he didn’t have to worry about whether she was okay.  He could totally relax in her arms.
Mr. Stevenson picked up his briefcase and moved toward the door.  He quietly let himself out.  Matthew and his mother just hugged each other and cried.
. . .
Wednesday evening, before the Winthrops’ party, the Sheriff came by the Brandt house.  Matthew was wearing his Captain Hook costume.  His mother was getting Jessica dressed for the party.
“Hello, Matt,” he said when Matthew opened the door.  “You should be going as Superman.”
Matthew laughed, “Sure.”
“Matt, who’s at the door?” his mother hollered from the top of the stairs.
“It’s the Sheriff.”
“See what he wants.  I’ll be down in a minute.”
“I thought I’d come by and give you an update on the case,” the Sheriff continued.  “Just the basics here, but the big guy’s name is George Krugel.  He’s been convicted twice for armed robbery.  This will be his third strike so he’s going away for life.”
“Life isn’t long enough for him.”
“I agree.  Once we told him all the information you gave us, he decided to cooperate.”
“Did he give up his partner?”
“Not at first. We used his phone to call his partner the next morning,” the Sheriff said.  “We had someone impersonate George’s voice saying, ‘I’m on my way.’”
“Cool.”
“It worked like a charm; we were able to pick up his partner and the buyer at the Hemet airstrip.  The buyer is some sick millionaire who’s into little girls.  The DA is hoping we have enough info on him to put him away for good.”
“I hope so.”
“Once we had his partner, George started spilling his guts,” the Sheriff continued.  “He admitted responsibility for the abduction of those two girls up in Los Angeles last month.”
“Why would he admit to that?”
“The prisoner’s dilemma; if neither talks, they win, but if one talks, then the first one to talk gets the best deal.  They never trust each other enough to risk it, so George wanted to get his story in before his partner.  He’s telling everything to the DA hoping to avoid the death penalty.”
“I didn’t know you could get the death penalty for kidnapping.”
“You can’t, but one of the girls he grabbed last month died.  His partner buried her out in the desert someplace.  George is afraid the partner will try to pin it on him.”
“Honor among thieves?”
“Yeah, makes your heart soar, doesn’t it?  George also admitted to a few other kidnappings across the state.”
“Oh my gosh, how many have they kidnapped?”
“We don’t know yet, but as we dig into their records we’re finding out.”
“What about the children?”
“We’ve got the location of a couple of them already.  We’re continuing to search their records to try and locate the rest.”
“Will you be able to find them?”
“Hopefully we’ll find a few.  But I’m afraid that it’s going to be hard for them to recover from the abuse.”
“Is there anything I can do?”
“I think you’ve done enough.  Mr. Stevenson has offered to pay medical bills and counseling for all of the children we recover.”
“That’s generous of him.  His family’s already been through a lot.”
“Generous is the word for it.  I’ve heard estimates of $200,000 per child with long-term counseling.”
“Why does he think he has to do so much?”
“I think he had nightmares about what would have happened to his girl.  He really feels for these families.”
“Well I hope it works out.  Let me know what I need to do.”
“Hopefully with George rolling over on everyone, we shouldn’t need any testimony from you or Emily.  But the DA will need to take depositions from you anyway.”
“I’m glad to do whatever.”
“We’re lucky you two helped catch them; they were set up to do business big time,” the Sheriff said.  “George had a job with the park service, so he was able to get around totally unnoticed.”
“That’s scary.”
“Yes, there’s no telling how many children they would have stolen before we caught them.”
“One last thing before I go.  The DA gave a statement to the press at 5:00.  I wanted you to know what had happened before the reporters descend on you.”
“Oh great,” Matthew said.
“There’s no way we could keep your name out of it.  You and Miss Stevenson are going to get hounded for a few days.  I’d suggest you stick with ‘No Comment’ or you’ll never get rid of them.”
“Yeah, I learned that the last time a reporter tried to interview me.”
“That’s right!  You’re the kid who saved that child from those two pit bulls.  We’re going to have to put you on the payroll if you keep this up.”  The Sheriff patted Matthew on the back.  “But seriously, you need to be careful; my deputies and I carry guns and have backup, and with all that sometimes we still get hurt.  You need to call for help the next time.”
“Don’t worry,” Matthew sighed.  “I’ll leave the crazies to you.”
Matthew’s mother came downstairs carrying Jessica in her Peter Pan outfit.  “Hello, Sheriff, is everything okay?”
“Things are just great. This is quite a son you have here.  I was just filling him in on the case.  The DA made a statement about thirty minutes ago, and I wanted you folks to know before the press showed up.”
“It didn’t take them long.  I saw the Channel 7 van pull up as we were coming down the stairs.”
“That was fast! Is there anything I can do for you?”
“I don’t think so.  I’ve got to drop these two off at a party and then fight my way back in here, I guess.”
“Well, if you’d like, I could drop them off at the party for you.  That way you could hole up here ‘til they get tired and go home for the night.”
Jessica picked up on the chance to ride in the Sheriff’s patrol car and jumped right in.  “Oh boy, can we Mommy, please?” she asked.
“What do you think, Matt?”
“Whatever, but we need to get going, the party starts at 6:00.  We don’t want Jessica missing out on any of the fun.”
“Well let’s go then,” the Sheriff said as the doorbell rang.
The same reporter who did the story about the dogs was at the door.  When the Sheriff opened it to escort Matthew and Jessica to his car, she shoved the microphone in his face asking, “Sheriff, is there any more news on the case?  Are you here to question Matt?”
“I’m just giving the kids a ride to a party.  Other than that, there will be no comment.”  The Sheriff moved between the reporter and the house, making room for Matthew and Jessica to slip out behind him.
“Matthew, any comment for your fans, after another heroic feat?” the reporter asked, pushing her microphone around the Sheriff.
“No comment.”  Matthew covered Jessica’s mouth so she couldn’t say anything, just to be safe.
Without saying anything else, Matthew, Jessica and the Sheriff went to his car and got in.  Mrs. Brandt shut the front door and locked it immediately.  A few minutes later the Sheriff dropped the two off at the Winthrops’ house.  Jessica spent the whole ride trying to get the Sheriff to run his siren.  He resisted until they arrived at the Brand’s house, then he gave the siren a short burst as they pulled into the driveway.
“Neato!” squealed Jessica.
The siren burst brought Jason and a couple of the guests to the door, “Hey, pretty cool showing up in the Sheriff’s car.  Emily came with Sonja; they’re in the game room with the other little kids.”  Jason squatted down on his heels so he was Jessica’s height,  “Hi Jessie, how was the ride with the Sheriff?”
“He ran his siren for me!”  She was bursting with elation.
“That’s pretty special, he must like you.  Now let’s get you up to the party.  You don’t want to miss out on anything, do you?”  Jason was whispering to make it sound exciting.
“No!”  Jessica said hopping up and down.  “Let’s go.”
Jason escorted them to the huge game room.  It was made up like a mild haunted house.  Mrs. Winthrop was dressed up like the good witch from the Wizard of Oz.  There were several other adults riding herd on the fourteen little kids.  There was a scarecrow doing magic tricks and there were games set up around the room for the kids to play.
“Hi, Matt,” Mrs. Winthrop shouted over the noise as they entered the room.
“Hi, Cara,” Matthew shouted back.  “This is really nice of you to set this up for the kids.”  Jessica raced over to see the scarecrow.
“No problem, it’s been fun.  Hanna is having a great time playing hostess.”  She shouted, pointing to Hanna dressed up as a munchkin from Oz.  She was wearing red and green striped tights and a purple frock.  She had a big purple hat with a feather on her tiny head.
“She looks adorable.”
“You should hear her. She’s talking in a squeaky voice just like a munchkin.  Emily and Brianna decided to take a break; they’re on the balcony talking.”  She pointed to the French doors leading to the balcony.  “Make sure the door locks behind you if you go out,” she cautioned.
“Thanks,” Matthew headed for the doors.
Jason shouted, “Catch you later?” then he headed down the stairs.
As Matthew closed the door behind him, Brianna called out from the corner of the balcony.  “Over here, Matt.”
“Hi,” Matthew said as he walked over.  Brianna was dressed like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz.  She had on the checkered dress like in the movie, with pigtails, and of course she wore ruby slippers.  Emily was dressed up as a witch.  She was wearing a long black dress with sheer sleeves and a black pointed hat.  She had black streaks in her long blond hair.
“Hey, I thought witches were supposed to have warts and black teeth.”
“Yeah right,” Emily said.  “Well this witch has been taking care of her face and teeth.”
“You should do a toothpaste commercial.”
“Guess who she’s going to the Winter Ball with, you’d never guess in a million years,” Brianna blurted out.  “She’s going with Tyler.”
Emily looked at Matthew, wondering what he would say.  “He asked me last week.”
“Well I think you’ll make a nice couple, too.  He’s really an okay guy once you get to know him a little.”
Emily let out the breath she’d been holding.  “I thought you might be mad.  I know he used to pick on you, but he’s matured.  And he really is a nice guy.”
“I know,” Matthew said.
“You know he had to go on that French trip to pull his GPA up to a 3.5,” Emily said.  “He promised his dad that he’d maintain a B+ average, or he can’t play football.”
“Well there go my stupid jock jokes.”
“He wants to go to Boston College, so he’s got to have good grades.”
“I always wondered why he didn’t go to San Dieguito High.  He’d get a lot more visibility there.”
“Oh, his dad decided that he’d be better off playing at PCA, less likely to get injured.  He doesn’t need a scholarship, so he can kind of shop himself around to different colleges.”
“Must be nice to be able to plan it all out.”
“They’re going to start talking to the BC coach right away.  See if he’s agreeable to giving Tyler a shot.  His dad is a BC alumnus and played on the football team, too.”
“Enough about Tyler, let’s go downstairs and join the party for the big kids,” Brianna said.  “We’ve got a DJ set up on the pool deck,” Brianna walked over to a staircase leading down to the patio.  Looking back at Matthew and Emily, Brianna could tell they still had some things to say to each other.  “I’ll see you downstairs,” she said as she went down the steps.
“We’ll be right there,” Matthew said.
Emily walked over to Matthew and gave him a hug, “Thanks for understanding about Tyler.”
“No problem, I hope you’re happy.”
“Did you see Sonja?”
“No, how did she dress?”  Matthew said looking back into the room through the window.
“Just like me.  Everything had to be identical, she really looks cute.”
“Is that a cheap way of complimenting yourself?”
“You’re such a smarty britches.”  Emily poked Matthew in the ribs.
“Oh, there she is,” Matthew pointed to Sonja and Hanna pulling on the scarecrow’s arm.  “She’s as cute as you.”
“Thanks.  I don’t know how to thank you for what you did for us.”
“You’ve got to quit trying to thank me.  I did it because it was the right thing to do.  Besides, your father gave me that huge reward.”
“He told me about that.  I hope it means you can quit working, you’re always so busy.”
“I gave WebMasters my notice yesterday.  I’m just going to do my PC fix-it stuff on the side.”
“That’s good.  By the way we never did clear up that peeking into my bedroom thing.”
“It only happened that once.”  Matthew tried to look apologetic.  “It was before I knew what was going on.  I thought it was a daydream until we saw you at the movie theater.”
“What do you mean movie theater? You told me you saw Sonja and me doing a duet.”
Matthew winced, “Okay, there was this one time before when we went to the movies, that’s what made me realize there was something else going on.”
“So why did you need to peek in on me again?”
“I was trying to characterize it, see if I could control who I saw.  Like I said, I don’t know where the person is until I see them, so it was totally innocent like.”
“Did you ever see me ...”
“No!  I just saw you the two times and you were mostly dressed.”  Matthew wondered if he should mention the two times on the tennis court, but decided that ‘don’t tell and hope they don’t ask’ was the best policy.
“Okay, but I expect you to respect my privacy or else.  Have you tried it again?  Does it still work?”
“Yeah, it still works; I don’t really understand it yet.  It must be some kind of ESP.”
“Whatever it is, it’s a wonderful gift, as long as you don’t abuse it.”
“Don’t worry, I’ve had my lesson on not abusing it. I’m only going to use it to help others, although it seems unlikely that anything will happen that will require it.”
“You never know.  We’d better catch up with Brianna, or we’ll both get into trouble.”
“Good idea.”
They both headed downstairs to join the party.  The sound of ‘Magic Carpet Ride’ was blaring over the speaker.
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