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Beginnings

Matthew was standing in front of Pacific Coast Academy, waiting for his new girlfriend, Brianna, to show up.  She’d been to Aspen with her family for the weekend and hadn’t gotten back until late Sunday night.  He’d tried to call her cell phone, but had only gotten voice mail.
He was toying with the stone medallion that hung around his neck.  His index finger was tracing the etching on the stone.  His mother had gotten the Celtic translated for him, it said, “Under the protection of Rune Merlin.”  Matthew had assumed it was a joke, a modern hoax, but now he wasn’t so sure.  He’d discovered that the stone had powers.
It should be safe to check on Brianna by now; she had to be up and at least on her way to school.  Matthew relaxed his breathing; filling his mind with Brianna, he turned on his virtual camera.  As he gazed ahead, he was not seeing the front of the school he was facing, but the side parking lot where Brianna was getting out of a car.  She swung her backpack over one shoulder and walked toward Matthew.  It seemed strange to be looking at Brianna as though he had eyes in the back of his head, but Matthew had gotten used to being able to see unusual things through his virtual camera.
Brianna had almost reached him.  As Matthew started to slowly turn so he would face her, she quickly darted to the right, trying to stay behind him.  “She must be trying to surprise me,” Matthew thought.
Brianna continued to sneak up behind him.  As she was about to reach over his shoulders, probably to cover his eyes, Matthew decided to play with her a little.  He took a couple of steps forward and stood on his tiptoes as though he was looking for her.  She clenched her fist and gave a silent, “Ooh,” as she tiptoed up to him once more.  This time, just as she was trying to reach over his shoulder, Matthew squatted down on his heels.  Brianna almost fell over as she adjusted to his changing location faster than her sense of balance would allow.  Regaining her composure, she bent down and covered Matthew’s eyes with her hands.
“Guess who?”  But of course Matthew knew who.  “Brea!”  Matthew said as he turned around and grabbed her into a hug.  She fell on top of him as his added weight threw her off balance.  They both fell to the pavement laughing.
“Sorry, you surprised me,” Matthew lied.
“That’s right, just remember, that no matter where you are or what you’re doing, I might be right behind you.  So you’d better behave.”
“Ohh!  A spy.  Well at least you finally made it back; I tried to call you this morning.”
“Oops, my phone must still be in airplane mode.”
“How was the ski trip?”
“It was great; we had fresh powder both days and the weather was nice.  It snowed Friday night and again Saturday night, but both days were sunny and warm.”
“Nothing but the best for you.”
“Of course.”  Brianna gave Matthew a smug look.  “It’s what I deserve.  How was your weekend?”
“Fine, I just hung out around the house doing stuff; took some great pictures of Mars through my telescope.”
“Did the reporters finally start to leave you alone?”
“Not really, but it’s starting to slack off; I don’t know how many times you have to say ‘No Comment’ before they get the picture.”
“Well, it’s hard for them not to get a story from the new local hero,” Brianna eyes were flashing with admiration.
Matthew had helped rescue the five-year-old sister of one of their friends from a child-kidnapping ring.  It had been the first time he’d used the powers of the stone to do something special.  The whole thing had happened just before Halloween.  His actions had resulted in the apprehension of the ringleaders and the recovery of several other missing children.  The story had dominated the local news last week and had even made the National news.  Matthew had refused to be interviewed, but the reporters wouldn’t give up and had been hounding him and his family since.
“Reporters, you can’t live with them and you can’t trust them to print what you say.  They already have the story in mind and are just looking for the lines; besides I don’t like the attention.”
“My poor hero,” Brianna said giving Matthew another hug.
“Well, we had better get to class before the bell rings.  Are we on for lunch?”
“Sure, I’ll see you at the tables by the statue.  Is it okay if Jason and Alex join us?”
“Then the three of you will just talk about your ski trip.”  Jason was Brianna’s older brother and Matthew’s best friend.  Alex was his girlfriend.
“No we won’t, we talked about it all the way home, so we’re pretty much talked out on that subject; besides, Jason wants to talk about what you’re doing for Thanksgiving.”
“Okay then, but no going on about Aspen,” Matthew looked very officious, and then he broke into a smile and gave Brianna a quick kiss.  “See you at lunch.”
◆ ◆ ◆
At lunch, Matthew grabbed a table for him and his friends.  He was early relative to the rest of the group since he brought his own lunch.  Although he was attending Pacific Coast Academy, an exclusive private school in Rancho Santa Fe, he was far from rich.  Bringing his own lunch was one of the ways he tried to help out on the family budget.  Although things were much better after the reward money he’d received for rescuing Sonja Stevenson, his family was still tight when it came to money.  Now it was a completely different story when it came to Jason and Brianna, they were from a relatively rich family and lived in a huge house; Jason had gotten a top of the line Lexus SC for his sixteenth birthday and Brianna seemed to wear a new outfit every time Matthew saw her.  Matthew was glad they had school uniforms; it made it much easier to fit in.
“Yo, Matt, how’s it going?” Jason said as he came up to the table, carrying a tray with food on it for Alex and himself.”
“Hi, Matt,” Alex said as she sat down at the table.
“I’m good; you guys sure look tan.”  Both Jason and Alex had very distinctive tans which highlighted the outline of their ski goggles.  “Why doesn’t Brianna have a tan like that?”
“She wore sun screen, didn’t want to mess up her looks,” Jason’s voice was tinged with sarcasm.  “Alex and I wanted everyone to know we’d been skiing.”
“Well they can sure tell that.  Where’s Brianna?”
“She was slow getting into line,” Alex said.  “You know her last class is all the way across campus.”
“Oh!  That’s right, I forgot.”
“There she is.”  Alex stood up and waved to Brianna.
“Sorry I’m late.”  Brianna set her tray on the table and slid in beside Matthew.  “My last class is all the way across campus, so I always make it to the cafeteria when the line is longest.”
“That’s okay,” Matthew said.
“Thanks, but it’s a real pain; and they’re always out of the best food by the time I get through the line.  It wouldn’t be a problem if a certain someone would give his sister a ride to the mall for lunch.”  Brianna gave Jason a mean look.
“Come on, I give you a ride to school, and besides, I thought you liked having lunch with Matt,” Jason tried to look innocent.
“Well we could both use a ride.”
“I bring my lunch.  I can’t afford to buy something at the mall every day.”
“You could bring your lunch with you; there are lots of places where we could eat together after I found something decent to eat.”  Brianna gave Jason another nasty look.
“Okay, okay, I’ll try to remember to give you a ride if Alex and I are going.  Now can I please eat my lunch in peace?”
“Sure, no problem.”  Brianna looked very pleased with herself.
“Jason, Brea said you wanted to talk about Thanksgiving,” Matthew asked, trying to stem the sibling rivalry.
Jason had just taken a huge bite out of his hamburger and he mumbled, “Uh-Uh,” as he tried to swallow.
“Chew your food,” Alex said.  “While we were in Aspen, we started talking about what we were going to do for Thanksgiving.  Do you have plans already?”
“I think we’re staying here.”
“We’re going to go to Vail for all four days; why don’t you come with us?” Brianna asked.
“I don’t think I can afford it.”
“It won’t cost that much; we’re going on a private jet and have a huge house rented so since those fixed costs are already covered, there won’t be much to pay for,” Jason said.
“I don’t want to leave my mom alone; it’s the first Thanksgiving since Dad died.”
“Well if you change your mind, we’ll have a spot for you.”  Brianna looked disappointed.
Emily Stevenson was walking back from the parking lot when she saw the group.  She came over to their table, “Guys, did you hear the news?”
“What news?”
“They’ve caught a terrorist at the San Ysidro border crossing trying to come in from Tijuana.”
“That’s great, one more down, who knows how many more to go,” Jason said with his usual sarcasm.
“I think it’s scary, we don’t know why he was coming to San Diego.”
“I agree with Emily, this could mean that they’re planning something big here,” Alex said.
“It could also mean that San Diego borders Mexico, and has one of the worlds busiest borders,” Matthew said.  “Besides, you would think a serious terrorist would find a way in besides crossing the border than at a U.S. border crossing.  They could fly in or come by boat and probably never be noticed.”
“Well, I’m going to keep a sharp lookout. This is a big military town, and we’re probably just full of targets,” Alex said.
“Oh great, I’ve got an FBI wannabe as my girlfriend.”  Jason was holding his head in his hands for emphasis.
“I think CIA is probably more like it,” Brianna said.
“No, I think MI-6,” Matthew said, “we’re probably looking at the next 007.”
“I think Alex would prefer 001,” Emily said with a chuckle.
“I’m sure,” Brianna agreed.
“Well, you can joke all you want, but this is a real war,” Alex got up and stormed off toward the school.
Jason rolled his eyes, “Okay, we’ve got to lighten up here; we’re going skiing on Thanksgiving, and I don’t want her in a bad mood.”
“Sounds like you’re whipped,” Matthew gave Jason a pat on the back.
“I don’t think it’s an exclusive club; I see your nose ring is starting to grow out,” Jason retorted, “I know my sister.”
Brianna and Emily laughed together as the four friends headed back to the school, following Alex.
As they entered the school building, Emily grabbed Matthew’s arm as they continued to walk toward their Advanced Novels class.  “Matt, I think this could be real serious.”
“What could be serious?”
“The terrorist.”
“It could be, but we can’t do anything.”
“Why not?”
“What can we do that the FBI and CIA can’t do, were just a bunch of kids?”
“Well, one of us has the ability to see and hear things in a very special way.”
“I’m sure the FBI has enough wire taps to cover it.  Besides, I wouldn’t know where to look so my little gift is pretty useless.”
“Come on, you can do better than that.”
“I don’t see how.  Now we’d better get seated, class is about to start.




Tennis Anyone?

The next day at lunch Brianna ran over to Matthew as he was eating on the school’s outside patio.  “Matt, Mommy finally relented and said I could try out for the tennis team.”
“Great, I’m fine, how are you?”
“Sorry, how are you doing?” Brianna said as she gave Matthew a light kiss.
“It’s okay, I know you’re excited.”
“But I’ve been waiting so long to be able to play again.”
“Isn’t the season almost over?”
“It ended last week, but club play starts up this week.”
“What’s club play?”
“You know, just like the soccer club that Jen plays on, just another form of organized play.”
“Oh, right; how come it’s your mom saying you can play, I thought you were waiting for a fracture to heal?”
“I was, but according to the doctor, it’s been fine for a couple of months, but Mommy wouldn’t let me play until she was absolutely sure it was completely healed.  We went to the doctor yesterday and he convinced her it was okay.”  Brianna had a huge smile on her face.  “My foot looks just perfect on the x-ray.”
“You’ll have to get me a copy for my wallet; that way I can show it to all my friends.”
“Don’t be silly.  There’s Emily.  Emily!”  Brianna hollered out across the patio while she waved ferociously.
Emily waved back and changed her course to come over to Brianna and Matthew’s table.  “What’s up?”
“I’m getting to try out for the Turf Tennis Club.”
“That’s great, but tryouts were over two months ago.”
“I know, but Mommy wouldn’t let me tryout then.  Now I have a clean bill of health.”
“And the x-ray shows she’s in perfect condition,” Matthew volunteered.
“That’s great, but I’m not sure the coach will let you try out.”
“Oh yes she will; she said I could try out whenever I was ready.”
“Well great, I wish you the best of luck.”
“Bye, I’ve got to go find her and get it set up.”  Brianna charged off to find the coach.
Emily looked at Matthew, “I hope she’s got her story straight.”
“Why, sounds pretty clear to me?”
“The coach is usually a stickler for the rules, generally she’s not that flexible, and the parents take the selection process pretty seriously.  I don’t see why she’d make an exception and risk all the flack.”
“Maybe it’s because Brianna is nationally ranked in her age group,” Matthew offered.
“What?”  Emily looked surprised.
“Didn’t you know?  She’s played since she was five, and has been a topped ranked player since she was ten.”
“That’s pretty amazing, she’s never mentioned it.”
“It’s probably because she thinks it’s just normal.  Her mom played on the pro circuit for years.”
“I guess I should have assumed the whole family would be into tennis, given how good Jason is.”  Emily was referring back to the time that Jason had totally dominated her and Matthew during a doubles match back in October.
“None of them talk about it much; even Cara never says anything about it when she’s giving me lessons.”
“Well, you never know.”
“We’d better head to Advanced Novels.”  Matthew scarfed down the rest of his fries.  “Do you think the coach will let me watch the tryout?”
“They’re generally open, so I’d guess so; but who knows?”  Emily was a little disconcerted as she followed Matthew toward their class.
Matthew wondered if Emily was feeling threatened by Brianna.  Emily had played on the varsity team as a sophomore and had been elected Co-Captain this year, even though she was only a junior.  She had gone to a top tennis camp over the summer, and had been getting private lessons from one of the top trainers in San Diego.  She was by far the top player on the team.  Brianna was two years younger, so Matthew couldn’t believe that Emily would feel threatened.
◆ ◆ ◆
Brianna’s try out was scheduled for Wednesday afternoon.  The coach had selected three of the top players from the Turf’s sixteen and under team to test Brianna.
Brianna was warming up, hitting balls against the wall when Matthew showed up.
“Hi, are you ready?”
“Sure, just waiting for the coach to show up.”
“Hello, Miss Winthrop,” the coach said as she walked onto the court followed by the three players.  “I’m looking forward to seeing what you have.”
“I’m looking forward to showing you,” Brianna replied with confidence.
“Good, I’ve asked Teri, Jackie and Morgan to help me with my assessment.  So let me know when you’re ready.”
“I’m ready.”
“Okay, why don’t you show me your serve while everyone else warms up?”
“Sure, which side do you want me to start from?”
“Just serve toward me, I’ll switch it up as we go.”
Brianna hopped over the net and set up to serve.
“Do you want me to play ball boy?” Matthew asked.
“That would be nice; I don’t believe I know you?”
“I’m Matthew, a friend of Brea’s.”
“She’s got a basket of balls so you should just focus on collecting them.  There’s an empty basket over there to put them in.”
“Gotcha,” Matthew trotted over to pick up the basket.
“You’re on,” the coach yelled at Brianna.
Brianna’s first serve came in at a blistering pace and landed three inches inside of the tee.  The next two serves landed in just about the same spot just as fast.  Matthew caught the balls and dumped them in the basket.
The coach nodded her head and shouted, “Good pace.”
Brianna smiled, and then a serious look came over her face.  She bounced the ball three times in a slow, methodical manner.  Then she gazed down at the coach, tossed the ball in the air and wham, it landed right in the corner of the tee, catching both lines.  And Matthew could have sworn it was faster than the previous serves.  Brianna went through the same ritual and served three more times to exactly the same spot.
“Okay, let’s see the other side,” the coach yelled.
Jackie and her teammates had been watching as they had been hitting the ball back and forth to warm up.  Now they looked at each other wondering what kind of buzz saw their coach had set them up with.  They had started out thinking it would be fun to spank the freshman who thought she should be able to join the team after tryouts, now they weren’t so sure who was going to get spanked.
Brianna served four more times landing the ball twice in the tee and twice in the outside corner.  If there was any space between the lines and the ball, Matthew couldn’t see it.
“All right, Teri, are you ready?”
Teri gave a groan, then shouted, “As ready as I can be.”
“We’ve seen her serve, so let’s see how well she returns.”
Brianna set up on the base line bouncing on her toes and shaking her shoulder to loosen up.  “Any time you’re ready.”
Teri set up to serve.  She blasted the first one down the line.  Brianna raced to her right and returned it cross-court two inches inside the sideline.
Teri waited for Brianna to reset herself; then she served again, this time down the middle.  Brianna danced around the ball and laced it to right corner.
After a few more serves, the coach had Morgan serve and then Jackie.  Brianna returned over thirty serves before she hit one into the net.
“Sorry, I’m not completely back into shape yet,” Brianna apologized to the coach.
“Don’t worry about it, anyone would be getting tired by now.  Are you up for a couple of games?”
“Definitely.”
“Teri, you’re back up.”
Matthew heard Teri give a groan as she grabbed her racquet and ran onto the court.
“Jackie, you call the lines on Brea’s side, I’ll call these.  Teri, you serve first.”
Teri smiled at the coach, thankful that at least she would have the advantage for the first game.  Her first serve went down the middle and Brianna danced around it and returned it hard to the backhand side.  Teri barely got to it in time to return it.  Brianna was charging the net and had no problem driving the ball into the open court behind Teri for a winner.  The rest of the game went pretty much the same way; Teri only managed one point off of her serve.
“Okay, now Brianna, your serve.”
Brianna set up as before, methodically bouncing the ball three times before serving to Teri.  Having seen Brianna’s earlier serves, Teri positioned herself well behind the base line.  She didn’t even have a chance on the first serve as Brianna served an ace down the center.  Teri managed to get her racquet on the next serve but hit the ball into the net.  The next two serves went by Teri so fast she hardly even saw them.
“Okay, thanks Teri.  Jackie, you’re up.  Brianna, I want you to serve again, but let’s switch sides first.”
As Brianna walked around the net to take up position, the coach walked over to her and whispered, “Would you take a little pace off of the serve, I want to see what happens when someone actually returns your serve.”
“Sure.”
Brianna served the ball a little slower and a little farther inside the lines, but charged the net behind it catching Jackie’s return midair and driving the ball down the line for a winner.
On the next serve, Brianna stayed back, caught Jackie’s return just inside the baseline, and drove a winner behind Jackie as she was racing to cover the center of the court.
After Brianna won the game at love, the coach clapped her hands.  “Okay, I’ve seen enough,” the coach called out.  “Thanks for helping out, girls.”
The three friends breathed a sigh of relief and gathered their stuff.  “Bye,” they called to Brianna as they left.
Brianna bounced over to the coach smiling expectantly.
“Great job, you’re as good as I was told.  But,” she gave a long pause after the but, long enough to see Brianna’s face fall.  “I’d like you to play on the eighteen-and-under A team, if that’s okay with you?”
Brianna could hardly contain herself.  “That would be great, thanks Coach Leslie, you won’t regret this.”
“I’m sure I won’t, I’ll see you tomorrow.  Practice is at 3:00 and we have a tournament this weekend.”  Coach Leslie gave Brianna a pat on the back.
Brianna ran over to Matthew and gave him a big hug.  “Thanks for coming out to watch.”
“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world; it’s amazing how much your game has improved since the last time we played.”  Matthew was alluding to Brianna allowing him to win after one of his lessons with her mom.
“That time I couldn’t concentrate on the game.”  Brianna gave Matthew a light kiss on the cheek.
“So you made the team?”
“Yes!  And she’s going to have me play on the eighteen-and-under A team.”  Brianna pumped her fist.  “That’s the elite group.”
◆ ◆ ◆
On Thursday before French, Emily caught up with Matthew, “How did Brianna do yesterday?”
“She really rocked; the three players the coach brought to test her never had a chance.”
“Who did Coach Leslie bring?”
“I didn’t know them, but I think they’re sophomores.  Let’s see, their names were Jackie, Teri, and Morgan.”
“Teri is the best player on the under-16 team, you mean that Brea trounced her?”
“Yep, Teri only scored one point on her serve; Brea hit two winners off her serve, then on Brea’s serve, she had three aces and a winner off the one return.”
“Wow, what about Jackie?”
“I think the coach asked Brea to back off on her serve, so Jackie returned every serve, but Brea hit a winner each time.”
“My God, that’s amazing.  I should have guessed she’d be on par with Jason.”
“Yeah, Jason says he has to bring his A game to beat her.”
“Well she’ll be dominating; did you hear anything else?
“Yes, she’s having her play on the eighteen-and-under A team.”
“I guess that’s no surprise,” Emily said sounding a little dejected.  “Teri gives me a good game when we play; there’s no way I could dominate her the way you said Brea did.”
“Sounds like you’re a little jealous.”
“No, envious maybe, I just wish I had that kind of talent.”
“Come on, you’re the top player on the team.”
“I think you’ll need to use the past tense there.”
“Well, that should be good for the team,” Matthew said, hoping this wouldn’t create a rift in their group.
“Yes it will; we should be in great shape for the tournament this weekend.  Are you coming?”
“I guess I have to, now that I’ve got two friends on the team.  Where’s it going to be?”
“At the country club.  Alex is coming, so Jason has two reasons to be there; you should be able to catch a ride with them.”
◆ ◆ ◆
On Saturday, Matthew waited outside his house for Jason to pick him up.  When Jason arrived with Alex, Matthew crawled into the seat behind Alex.
“Hi, Alex, how’s Emily feeling?”
“She’s fine, just feeling a wee bit less special,” Alex said.  “But she’ll get over it.”
“Sure she will.  And she’s going to play doubles with Brianna,” Jason said.
“That should be an unbeatable combination.”
“Don’t you know it.”
Once they got to the country club, Jason parked the car while Alex and Matthew got in line.
“Wow, what a line.”
“I guess this is a big match, and since it’s against the La Jolla Flame, everyone’s local.”
When Jason caught up with them, Matthew said, “Thanks for the ride; don’t worry about trying to find me at the end, if we miss each other, I’ll just hoof it.”
“No, we’ll find you,” Alex replied.
“No really, I don’t mind; I’ll probably catch a ride with someone, but it’s not that far, and I don’t want you to feel you have to wait on me.”
“Okay, they’re your feet.”  Jason steered Alex toward the stands.
Matthew looked for a place to sit closer to the net.  It was pretty crowded and he’d given up all hope when Jennifer waved at him.
“Matt, I didn’t know you were coming.  I could have gotten Mom to give you a ride.”
“Oh hi, Jen, I didn’t know you were into tennis.”
“I’m not really, but with Brea playing I had to come and be in her cheering section.”
“Well then, move over, that’s why I’m here, too.  Funny, we live right next door to each other and we meet more often when Brea’s involved.”
“Speaking of busy calendars, is there any way I could talk you into babysitting for Jessica the second Sunday in December?”
“Maybe.  Why?”
“I promised Mom I’d watch her, she’s going to an opening at the Museum of Art that evening; but now, Jason and Brea and Alex are going to the Chargers game on Sunday and they invited me.  If I go, I won’t be back in time, so I was hoping I could get you to watch her.”
“Well that means I’d have to give up my Sunday evening; what would I get in return?”
“You mean besides the money?”
“Yeah, I can always get a babysitting job.”
“Okay, what would you want?”
“Oh, not much.”  The way Jennifer said it made Matthew wonder if he could afford the price.
“What?”
“You know Jeffrey McArthur?”
“Sure, he takes Kung Fu at my school.”
“Well, I really like him, and I was hoping you could arrange something.”
“You mean a blind date?”
“No, I was thinking something more casual where we could meet and maybe start up a conversation.  We know each other already; we’ve got classes together.  I just need a little help.”
“I’ll have to think about it.”
“Then I’ll have to think about the babysitting job.”
“I didn’t mean it that way, I’ll help; I just have to think about how to set something up.  I’ll let you know what I come up with on Monday.”
“Thanks,” Jennifer said.  “Now we’d better quiet down, they’re getting ready to play.”
Jennifer and Matthew watched a couple of matches before Emily’s came up.  She won her match in straight sets, 6-4, 6-4.  Brianna’s match was next.
“Do you want me to get you anything during the break?” Matthew asked Jennifer.
“Sure, a Diet Pepsi would be nice.”
“Okay, I’ll be back in a minute.”
Matthew hurried over toward the concession stand, but he really wanted to catch Emily to congratulate her.  He caught her just outside the locker room.
“Great match, you really had control.”
“Thanks, Matt; I saw you cheering for me.”
“I hope it helped.”
“It did.  Did you know Brea and I are going to play doubles together later on?”
“Yes, I heard; you two should be unbeatable.”
“I hope so; the coach sure is expecting us to win, but we’ve only practiced together twice.”
“You’ll be fine,” Matthew said, giving Emily a reassuring hug.  “Well I’d better hurry and grab a couple of sodas and get back before Brea’s match starts.”
“Definitely, you’ll be toast if she doesn’t see you cheering for her.  Thanks for stopping by.”
“See you later.”
Matthew hurried to the concession stand to get a couple of drinks then rushed back to the stands.  He was just getting seated when Brianna and her opponent finished their warm-ups.
Seeing Matthew and Jennifer, Brianna waved at them and they waved back shouting, “Good luck!”
Brianna started out serving.  She aced her first serve, but hit the net on the second point for a let, her second serve was well inside the line and it was a long volley then an unforced error to lose the point.
“She must be nervous, this is her first competitive match in over a year.”
“I guess I’d be nervous, too.”
Brianna got an ace on her next serve to go up 30-15.  Her opponent managed to return the next serve, but Brianna had charged the net behind it and had no problem hitting a winner down the side.  She served an ace to close out the game.
“I guess she got over her nervousness.”
“I’ll say; I didn’t know she was so good.”
As Brianna set up to return her opponent’s serve, she bounced around on her toes dancing from side to side.  On the first serve she nailed a winner down the side.  For the game, her opponent only managed to handle one of Brianna’s returns, but Brianna had no problem passing her on it.  Brianna won both her sets 6-0, 6-0 only giving up four points.
“Who is that girl, and where did she come from?” the couple behind Matthew asked.
“That’s Brianna Winthrop, she moved here from New York last year.
“Well, she should be playing pro tennis.  I’ve never seen a high school player play like that.”
“She is good.”
“Let’s go congratulate her,” Jennifer pulled on Matthew’s arm.
They caught Brianna outside the locker room.
“Brea, you were awesome,” they both said in unison, as Matthew gave her a hug.
“Thanks, guys.  I can’t believe I had an unforced error,” Brianna rolled her eyes, “but it really felt good to be on the court again.”
“It must have, that poor girl never knew what hit her.”
“I think I got an easy opponent, since nobody knows me out here.  It won’t be so easy next time.”  Brianna toweled her face off.
“I’m sure you won’t have any problems.  When’s your doubles match?”
“It’s at 4:30, same court.”
“Do you want to do anything while you wait?”
“No, I’ve got my game day routine.  I’ll just see you after the match.”
“Okay,” Matthew sounded a little disappointed.
“Brea, great match,” Jason hollered as he and Alex came over.
Alex gave Brianna a hug, “you’re not even sweaty.”
“It’s a cool day and a short match,” Jason did a little bragging for his sister.  “Matt, are you and Brea going to be able to go to the ballgame with us next week?”
“I think so.  I’ve asked Jen to take over my babysitting chores, so I just need to clear it with my mom.”
“Great!  Thanks, Jen.”
“No, problem. Matt’s going to help me out with a little problem, so it’s a fair exchange.”
“Is the little problem, you know who?” Brianna asked.
“Yes!”  Jennifer squealed.
“Great!  Now I’ve got to get going,” Brianna said.  “I don’t want to break my routine, so see ya.”
“Come on guys, you don’t want to get in the way of Brea’s competitive, Mr. Hyde.”  Jason started to usher the other three away from the locker room.
“Matt,” Alex and I are going to Del Mar to hang out at the beach tomorrow.  “Do you want to come with us and celebrate Brea’s victory?”
“Sure, you think Brea will be up for it?”
“Shopping in Del Mar, you know she’ll be up for it,” Alex said.
“Jason said you were going to hang out at the beach.”
“It won’t kill you two to let Brea and me get a little shopping in while we’re at the beach.”
“Okay, I’m up for it, I’ll check with Brea after the tournament.”
“Ta,” Alex said, as she headed into the ladies room.
“You could ask her tonight at your dance lesson,” Jason jeered, once Alex was out of earshot.
“I was hoping she’d be too tired and want to skip it.”
“Dream on, Brea will be rested up and ready to kick up her heels by 7:00 tonight,” Jason laughed.  “I wouldn’t even suggest skipping it unless you want to get your head bit off.  She really wants the two of you to have it down before the Winter Ball.”
“Thanks for the advice, I think.”
Brea and Emily totally dominated their doubles match, not losing a single point.  Matthew was happy to see them congratulating each other on each point scored.  They seemed to have a natural communication between them charging the net in perfect unison.




An Unwelcome guest

Matthew paid for the drinks and carried them to the table.  Brianna was waiting for him along with her brother, Jason, and his girlfriend, Alex.  Even though it was almost Thanksgiving, Jason and Matthew were wearing shorts and sandals with their Hawaiian shirts.  The girls were both wearing sundresses, and Brianna had a large-brim hat on.
“Brea, here’s your lemonade, and yours, Alex,” Matthew said, as he placed the lemonades in front of the two girls.  He placed a Coke in front of Jason without comment.
“Thank you, Matt,” Alex said.
“How was your dance lesson last night?” Jason asked.
“It was great,” Brianna said.  “Matt had lessons a couple of years ago, so he started to pick it back up right away.”
“You’re taking dance lessons?” Alex asked.  “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Yeah, you and Jason could join us,” Matthew said, giving Jason a toothy smile.
“I’ve had lessons,” Jason said.
“You never told me,” Alex exclaimed.  “What type of dances do you know?”
“Ballroom, swing and shake your booty,” Jason replied.  “Who do you think Brea’s partner was when she took lessons?”
“Well, we should go to brush up,” Alex said.  “That way we’ll look good at the Ball.”
Matthew smiled at Jason, “How about that weather?”
“Brea, sign us up for the next time you go,” Alex said.
Jason looked positively beside himself.  “You stepped into your own trap,” Matthew said.  “As I was saying, boy, isn’t the weather nice today?”
“You’re telling me,” Jason replied, giving Matthew a nasty look.  “It feels like summer, doesn’t it?”
“This is my favorite time of the year to hang out at the coast,” Matthew said.  “No turistas to fight off, so you can kick back and enjoy the ocean and the sun.”
“You’d better soak up the sun and heat, we’re going skiing for Thanksgiving; I guarantee you it is going to be cold.”  Alex said.
“It might be cold,” Jason said, “but you have to admit, it’ll be fun.”
Brianna had slipped her shoes off and put her bare feet in Matthew’s lap.  “Do you guys want to go for a walk on the beach?”
“Sure,” Matthew said.  “We can play dodge with the waves.”
“What’s that?” Alex asked.
“It may be warm, but the water is freezing,” Matthew said.  “When you walk on the beach in winter here, you try to avoid getting wet.”
“Oh you Americans are such babies,” Alex said.  “This water is not cold.  In England we go swimming when the water gets this warm.”
“Well, you can swim if you want to,” Matthew said.  “I’m going to keep my feet dry.”  Matthew started to rub Brianna’s feet.
“My hero,” Brianna said.  “You’re not afraid of a little cold water are you?”
“Caution is the better part of valor.”
“My man here needs to save himself for fighting three hundred pound criminals,” Jason said, referring to the kidnapper that Matthew had to fight when he rescued Sonja.  He had his arm around Matthew’s shoulder as he patted him on the arm with the other hand.  “He can’t go around wasting himself on cold water.”
Matthew finished off his Coke and set Brianna’s feet down.  “Let’s go, it’s getting a little deep here.”
The four got up and started walking along the sidewalk toward the stairs that led to the beach.  They were in Del Mar just north of San Diego, California.  The sky was crystal clear and the sun was making the 82-degree temperature seem even warmer.  Brianna was walking with her arm around Matthew’s waist, while Alex and Jason were holding hands.
As they approached the stairs, Alex slowed down turning her head toward two men sitting at the corner table.
“I can’t believe it,” she said.  She stopped and moved behind the palm so she could see them better without them seeing her.
“What?” Jason asked.
“Go,” Alex whispered at him.  “I’ll catch up in a minute.”
“Who are they?” Jason asked, still standing next to Alex.
“I’ll tell you in a minute,” Alex said.  “Now get, before they see you.”
Jason crouched down behind Alex and tried to get a look at the two men.  They were both wearing sunglasses and hats, which mostly hid their faces.  Both had dark complexions and one had a black beard while the other was clean-shaven.  They had their heads close together and were having a heated conversation in hushed tones.  Jason couldn’t hear a word they were saying.
Alex used her phone to snap a couple of quick photos.  After a few more minutes, the two men stood up and shook hands.  The man with the beard left while the clean- shaved man sat back down to finish his drink.
“Here, make yourself useful,” Alex said to Jason.  She handed him a small pad and pencil from her purse.  “Go and see where he goes,” she said.  “If he gets into a car, get the license number.”
“Why?” Jason asked.
“I’ll tell you later, now go!”
Jason ran after the man with the beard while Alex stayed behind observing the other guy.  Matthew and Brianna finally noticed that they were missing a couple of friends.  They stopped on the beach and looked back at Alex.
“What is she doing?” Matthew asked.
“She looks like she’s hiding from someone,” Brianna said.
“Well, she’s sure providing a show for everyone else,” Matthew said, alluding to the fact that Alex had inadvertently allowed her dress to hike up.  Her red panties were blazing out for anyone to see.
“Oh, be good,” Brianna said slapping Matthew on the shoulder.  “She could be wearing a swim suit and you wouldn’t think anything of it.”
“I don’t know,” Matthew said.  “She sure has a nice pair of buns there.”
“You lecher,” Brianna kicked sand onto Matthew’s feet.  “You’re not supposed to look at other women.”
“I can’t help but look,” Matthew said.  “I thought the deal was, it’s okay to look as long as I don’t touch.”
“I guess that’s true, but you don’t have to enjoy yourself so much.  Besides, she’s Jason’s girlfriend.”
“I was just commenting on her conditioning,” Matthew said.  “Look, she’s leaving.”
The clean-shaved man had finished his drink and was leaving the café.  Alex had stayed out of sight until his back was to her.  Then she stood up and quietly started to follow him.
“Where’s she going?”
“I don’t know, but let’s catch up with her.”
Brianna bent down and put her shoes back on, and then she and Matthew ran after Alex.
“Alex, what are you doing?” Brianna asked when they caught up to her.
“Shish.”
Brianna and Matthew started walking on tiptoes with their index finger to their mouths.
“Quit fooling around,” Alex said.  “I’m following that guy and we can’t let him notice us.”
“Why not?” Matthew asked.
“I’ll tell you later.”
When they got to the parking lot, the man got into a black Jaguar and drove away.  Alex quickly wrote the number down on her hand with her lipstick.
“Most people use a pencil and paper,” Matthew said.
“Don’t be a smarty britches,” Alex said.  “I gave my pencil to Jason.  This will do fine.  It’s a lot better than my memory.”
“So what’s the big mystery?” Brianna asked, “and where is Jason?”
“Right here,” Jason said as he walked up behind the trio.  “So, Alex, what’s the big deal?”
“That guy, who got into the Jaguar, looks like one of the guys that ABC news showed last month, Mohammad Hasaam” Alex said.  “He’s supposed to be linked to al-Qaida.”
“How could you tell?” Jason said, “With that hat and sunglasses you wouldn’t be able to recognize your own father.”
“I would too,” Alex said.  “Besides it was his chin and mouth that gave him away.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m pretty sure,” Alex said.  “The news showed a picture of him last night when they were doing the report on that terrorist they caught on Monday.”
“Come on, the FBI would know if he was here.”
“Not necessarily, maybe there were two sneaking across the border from Mexico; or he could have gotten here earlier or by other means,” Alex said.
“Well, what do you think he’s doing here?” Jason asked.
“That’s the question,” Alex said.  “What is he doing in Del Mar?  Did you get the other man’s license?”
“Yeah, here it is,” Jason said, as he handed Alex her pencil and pad.
“Good, I’ll tell Daddy, maybe he can figure out what’s going on.”  Alex’s father worked for the British consulate in Los Angeles but spent most of his time liaising with the brass at Camp Pendleton.  “He can ask British Intelligence about this Hasaam guy, maybe they know why he’s in San Diego.”
“Well, there’s nothing to do now,” Brianna said.  “Let’s go for our walk on the beach.”
Alex shrugged her shoulders.  “Why not? We shouldn’t let it spoil our day,” she said as the foursome headed for the beach.
◆ ◆ ◆
On Monday at school, Matthew couldn’t wait to find Alex and ask what she’d found out about this Hasaam.  He found her talking with Emily during lunch.
“Hi, Emily,” he said coming up behind the two girls.  “Alex, what did you find out about our guest?”
“Oh, hi, Matt,” Alex said.  “I was just telling Em that Daddy says that Hasaam is in the Sudan.”
“See you got all worked up for nothing,” Matthew said.  “And what’s this Em stuff?”
“Oh, Alex has decided to give me a nickname,” Emily said.  “Don’t you dare use it.”  Emily shook her finger at Matthew.
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Matthew said backing away from Emily’s finger.
“I still think that was him,” Alex said.  She crossed her arms and gave Matthew a big league frown.
“Are you going to question British Intelligence?” Matthew asked.
“They’re not always right.  Besides Daddy said that the photo was a 70% match, so they’re going to have the FBI keep an eye out for him here.”
“What about the other guy?”
“Daddy wouldn’t tell me anything,” Emily said.  “He says the guy has a right to his privacy.”
“Matt, couldn’t you help Alex out?” Emily asked.  “Look him up on the web or something.”
“I don’t know,” Matthew said.  “My mom has me on a pretty short leash, and I don’t think she would like the idea of me using the Internet to search for the owner of some car.”
“Come on, Matt,” Alex said, batting her eyes at him.  “Please, Please, Please!”
“You can use the computer at my house,” Emily said.
“Okay, I’ll see what I can do,” Matthew said, giving in.
“Jolly good.  I’ll give you a ride over,” Alex said.  “You can put your bike in the boot.”
“I didn’t know you were driving,” Matthew said.
“I’ve been keeping it a secret until I got the car,” Alex said.  “Daddy promised me a Jaguar if I did well on the PSAT test.  Scores came out last week, and Daddy gave me the car this morning.”
“That’s fast delivery,” Matthew said.
“He was keeping it at the neighbors,” Alex said.  “When I asked if he would give me a ride to school this morning, he said I should just drive myself.”
“Geez, it must be nice,” Matthew said.  “I’ll be lucky to even get a car, much less a new Jaguar.”
“Don’t worry, Matt,” Emily said.  “You can borrow my car anytime you want to.”
“Thanks, Emily, but I won’t be able to drive for another year.  Maybe by then, I’ll figure out how to buy one, even if it’s a clunker.”
“I’ll pick you up out front, after school,” Alex said.  “By the way, Jason and I are going to lunch in my new car.  Do you guys want to come along?”
“I don’t think so, I’ll have to check with Brea; but since Jason is going to be busy, I think we’ll just eat here.”
“I could give you and Brea a ride,” Emily said.
“I’ll text Brea and see what she thinks,” Matthew said as he typed a message on his cell phone.  “I should have an answer by history class.”
“Good.  We’ve got to head to French now,” Emily said.  “I assume you’re coming Alex?”
“Yes, I’ll be there, I just want to wait here for another minute to see if Jason shows up.  That man is always running late.”
“Yes he is, it’s a wonder the two of you ever get anywhere on time,” Emily teased.  “Come on, Matt.”
“If Jason’s late, he’ll have to drop Brea off on the other side of campus so she can make her class,” Matthew hollered back to Alex.
“Speaking of the PSAT, did you get your scores?” Emily asked as she and Matthew headed off to their class.
“Yeah, mine came on Saturday.”
“Well, what did you get?”
“I did fine,” Matthew said.
“Come on you can tell me, I got 75 on the math and verbal parts and 80 on the written part.”
“I don’t know.”
“Come on, I won’t tell anyone else; we’re friends, I told you mine.”
“Okay, I got 80s straight across.”
“That’s what I figured. I wish I could do as well as you. I’m trying to get into Harvard, and it’s going to be tough without near-perfect scores.”
“I didn’t know you wanted to go to Harvard.”
“Yeah, Harvard’s my first choice then Stanford or Yale.”  I want to go to medical school there; I’m hoping that doing my pre-med there will make it easier to get in.”
“Well, they say that every time you take the test, your scores improve.  The PSAT is like taking the SAT the first time; you’re pretty close so you just need to study hard.”
“I’m going to; will you study with me?  I know you don’t really need to study.”
“Sure I do, I studied hard for the PSAT test.  I really need to get a scholarship.”
“It just always seems so easy for you; so will you study with me, you made the stuff on the French trip seem so easy?”
“Sure, I’ve got to study anyway,” Matthew said.
“Are you two going to join us?” Mr. Jackson said as the period bell rang.
“Sorry.” Matthew and Emily scrambled to their desks.
◆ ◆ ◆
Later that afternoon at Emily’s house, Matthew and Alex rang the bell.
Emily answered the door, “Hi, guys, how was the ride in the Jag?”
“It was rad.  Of course, I did have to ride with Alex,” Matthew said.
“No remarks about my driving from the peanut gallery.  I’m getting better.”
“Thank God for that, or we’d all have to avoid the roads.”
Alex punched Matthew hard on his shoulder.
“Ouch, that hurt.”
“Well, your comments about my driving hurt, too.”
“Okay, I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to learn how to shift.  Why didn’t you get an automatic?”
“Because they’re not cool,” Alex said, “I just need more practice.”
Matthew pulled his laptop computer out of his backpack.
“You don’t need that, Matt.  I said you could use ours,” Emily said.  She looked offended that Matthew didn’t want to use her computer.  “It’s the latest model from HP.”
“I have some programs on this one that will help us do the search,” Matthew said.  “Besides we may want to have two screens for reading.”  Matthew pulled a blue wire from his backpack.
“What are you doing?” Alex asked.
“I’m going to hook into Emily’s gateway,” Matthew said.
Matthew plugged his computer into Emily’s gateway, and just like that he was on the Internet with his computer.  First he used Emily’s computer to go to one of the many sites for private investigators, which offered searches of the DMV databases.
“Okay, now if you’re willing to spring for eighty dollars we can try to get the record legitimately,” Matthew said.
“No problem,” Alex said.  “Here’s my credit card.”
Matthew entered the numbers.  When the computer prompted him for whether he wanted to save the number for future use Matthew turned to Emily,  “Do you want to save Alex’s card number for the next time you go online shopping?”
“No way,” Alex howled, “she’s got her own credit card and hers is platinum.”
“You should have used your computer,” Emily said, “then you could go online and buy Brianna gifts.  Alex would never be able to tell your purchases from hers.”
“I’m sure,” Matthew said.  “I saw how much she brought back from France.  How do you keep it all straight?”
“Be quiet and get back to work,” Alex said, as she smacked Matthew on the head.
“Yes, mistress, just don’t beat me,” Matthew said.  He’d hunched his shoulder and spoken in a whiney voice for effect.
“Only if you behave,” Alex retorted.
“Okay we’re ready now; I’ve got a DMV database here.  Alex, give me the license number.”
Alex read off the license number.  “It was a black Mercedes 600 Sedan,” Alex said.  “Jason said someone picked the guy up right when he got to the street.”
“Here we go,” Matthew said as he pushed the search button.
They all watched the hourglass on Emily’s computer screen, expectantly.  After a few seconds a window opened.  “Here it is.  The owner of the car is Pashtu Enterprises.”
“Oh pooh,” Alex said, sticking her bottom lip out.  “What good is that?”
“This is where the real work starts,” Matthew said.  “Now we start using both computers to search out stuff on this company.”
It took about an hour to finally find a name.  They discovered that Pashtu Enterprises was a company that was owned by a company that had a Sayid Al Jabar listed on its board of directors.  The companies were registered in the Bahamas.
“Well, that’s a bust,” Emily said.
“Don’t give up yet,” Matthew said.  “Now that we have a name, we can do some more searching.  Google him, Alex.”
“Righto,” Alex replied.
After a reading through the results for a while, Alex started to get excited,  “It says here that he’s suspected of being an international arms merchant.”
“Where?” Matthew asked.
“In this article from the London Times.  It’s about some big party; our man Sayid Al Jabar was a big-shot guest.”
“What else does it say?” Matthew asked.
“Here it says that he’s one of the one hundred richest people in the world,” Emily said.
“Yeah,” Matthew said clicking on another window.  “Here he is on the Fortune 500 list.  They don’t say anything about his activities.”
“Leave it to the society page to have the real scoop,” Alex said.  “What else can we find out about him?”
“I’ve got an address,” Matthew said.  “One of his companies owns an estate in Rancho Santa Fe.  I think it’s that big estate with the huge pagoda in the middle of the lake.”
“Yeah, that’s just three miles from my house,” Emily said.  “It’s kind of gaudy.”
“What else do they own?” Alex asked.
“Well, I guess we’ll have to see what we can find on one of the hacker sites I know.”
“What good will that do?” Emily asked.
“They download government databases all the time.  They think there should be free access to all government information.  It’s their only way to fight ‘big brother’.”
“Well, get after it,” Alex said.
“I am.”  Matthew had about twelve windows opened on his computer as he searched for information on their quarry.  “It seems that Sayid doesn’t own anything,” Matthew said.  “Everything seems to be owned by one company or another.”
“Doesn’t he own the company?” Alex asked.
“Not actually,” Matthew said.  “It seems he’s just a director.  The company ownership is sealed in the Bahamas.”
“Our guy is a real mystery man,” Emily said.
“Come on, Matthew, can’t you find anything else?”
“Let’s see, there seems to be another company, how novel, a travel agency.”
“Well, what does that tell us?” Alex asked.
“It seems our guy has access to a Gulfstream Jet, another Mercedes and a couple of race horses,” Matthew said.  “I love this hacker site; they’ve got just about everything you could want.  The only problem is, you’ve got to do your own database searches.”
“Why don’t they provide the search engines for the databases?” Emily asked.
“They don’t consider that fair.  If you’re not going to break into the government site, they think you should at least have to figure out how to search the database.”
“Whatever,” Alex said.  “Anything else?”
“Nope, that’s all I can find for now,” Matthew said.  “Do you want to keep looking?”
“No, this should be a good start.  Do you have the license number of the other Mercedes?”
“Sure, and the registration number for the jet,” Matthew said.  “Do you want info on the race horses?”
“No.”
Matthew spent a few minutes collecting the additional information into a word document for Alex; then he printed it out.  “Here you go, I guess that’s all for now,” Matthew said.
“Okay, I’m going home then.  I’ll see you tomorrow, Emily.  Are you coming, Matt?”
“Sure,” Matthew said as he gathered up his stuff.
“Wait, Matt, I was hoping you could stay for awhile and we could talk about studying for the SAT test.  I’ll give you a ride home later.”
“Why not?  I’ve only got a little homework tonight.”
“We can do that together since we’ve got all the same classes,” Emily said.
“You guys are sick,” Alex said.  “I’m out of here; don’t hurt your brains studying.”
“Bye, Alex, see you tomorrow.”
“Bye,” Alex said, as she went downstairs to let herself out.  A few minutes later they heard her zoom down the driveway in her Jaguar.
“I was thinking is we could set up a regular study schedule, like Mondays and Thursdays,” Emily said.  “That way it won’t interfere with any weekend plans, and if we start now, we can cover the material without having to pull too many big weekend cram sessions.”
“That sounds good; do you think Jason and Alex would want to join us?”
“We should ask, but I’ll bet they’d rather wait till a few weeks before the test, then cram through some tutored weekends.  You saw how quick Alex was to exit when I mentioned studying.”
“Why aren’t they motivated?”
“They’re doing fine, but they don’t need to have perfect scores.  Jason’s planning to go to Princeton, because his father is an alumni, and Alex’s dad is in the British Diplomatic Corp, so with the kind of recommendations she can garner, she’ll be able to get into a top school.”
“Where does she want to go?”
“Brown, Yale and Oxford are her top three, last I checked.”
“I’m hoping to get into Brown or Yale,” Matthew said.  “My grandmother lives in New Haven so I might be able to live with her part of the time to save money.”
“Brown is like my third or fourth choice.  I’m going to apply since you never know what’ll happen,” Emily said.  “I’m sure having a family member close will be good; someone you can spend the weekend with and such.”
“It will, and since I’ll still be a minor the first year and a half, my mom won’t let me go anywhere that doesn’t have a relative close by.”
“That sure limits your choices.”
“It’s not too bad.  Dad’s brother lives in Boston, so Harvard, MIT and BC are good choices, and Mom’s sister lives in Seattle, so UW is another option.  If that doesn’t work out, then I’ll probably have to go to UCSD, which isn’t so bad.”
“Why do you want to go to Brown or Yale?”
“I am thinking of double majoring in neuroscience and computer science.  They’re two of the top programs and they focus on it from the cognitive and bio side of the equation.  MIT’s the other top program, but they’re very engineering focused so I’m not so excited about their program.”
“That sounds neat.  I want to be a neurosurgeon, so we’ll have a lot of common things we’ll be studying.  And it sounds like we’re going to both be going to school a long time.”




Alex the Spy

Tuesday morning while he was getting ready for school, the phone rang.  His mother answered.
“Matthew, it’s for you.  It’s Jennifer.”
Matthew picked up the phone, “Hi, Jen, what’s up?”
“You told me you’d get back to me yesterday about our deal.”
“Oh yes!  I’m sorry I got so busy yesterday that I forgot to call you last night.”
“Well, I’m glad to know you didn’t completely forget.”
“Here’s my idea.  We’ve got a martial arts tournament in two weeks.  I could offer to pair with him on one of the two man forms, probably the staff.  That way we’d need to practice together.  You need a lot of room for the staff set, so I could get him to come over here to practice.  I’ve got two staffs, so he wouldn’t have to worry about bringing one.”
“That sounds interesting, but where do I come in?”
“You could come over and watch Jessica while we practice on Saturday.  That way, you two would just happen to both be at my house.  Of course you could come to the tournament.”
“I don’t know, that doesn’t sound too promising.”
“Well, unless you want me to set you up with a date, I don’t know what else to do.”
“I guess.”
“Another thing, I could mention something about the Habitat for Humanity project the church is doing.  That would give you a chance to invite him to go.”
“That might work.  We’re going down on December 14th to build the next set.  Do you think he would be interested?”
“I think that depends on how interested he is in you.  I’ve seen him at our church.”
“I guess it’s worth a try.”
“Okay, I’ll ask him tonight at sparring.  There’s no backing out after that.  Mom won’t let me go to the school any more than I already do, so if I do this with him, we’ve got to practice here, and someone has to watch Jessica.”
“Okay, I’m committed,” Jennifer said.
“Bye then, I’ll call and let you know tonight.”
◆ ◆ ◆
When Matthew got to school, Emily grabbed him before their French class.
“Matt, can you believe Alex went to one of those spy stores and bought a set of night binoculars and a parabolic microphone.”
“Are you kidding?  What does she plan to do?”
“She’s going to spy on our friend.  She’s convinced that this Hasaam is here and working with him.”
“She’s nuts.  If she gets caught, there’s no telling what will happen to her.”
“I’m really worried about her.  Can you check in on her once in a while?”
“What do you mean?”
“You know.  Use your little gift.”
“I’m not sure I should.”
“Why not?”
“Well some people objected to me being able to see them unannounced,” Matthew gave Emily a smile.  “I decided to follow my minister’s advice and avoid temptation.”
“Oh.  But couldn’t you do it just to make sure Alex doesn’t get into trouble?”
“Okay, okay, I’ll try and keep tabs on where she goes at night.”
◆ ◆ ◆
At 10:00 that evening, Matthew’s phone rang.
Matthew answered, “Hello.”
“Hi, Matt; it’s Emily.  I was wondering if you’ve checked on Alex yet.”
“Matt, who’s that on the phone?” his mother asked, knocking at his door.  “It’s pretty late to be calling.”
“It’s Emily,” Matthew said.  “She’s calling to check on some homework.”
“Okay, don’t talk long,” his mother said, as she went on down the hall to her room.
“Sorry, Emily, my mom.”
“Yeah, I know, it’s kind of late.  But did you check on Alex?”
“Sure, she cruised by the place on the side street.  Stopped a couple of times and checked things out through her binocs.  It looks to me like Sayid is out of town right now.”
“That’s great, maybe Alex will forget about things before he gets back.”
“I wouldn’t be too sure about that, she seems pretty serious,” Matthew said.  “You’re going to have to try and talk some sense into her.”
“I’ll try.”
“Good luck with that.”
“Bye.”
◆ ◆ ◆
That night, Matthew dreamt about Alex getting kidnapped by Sayid and thrown into a dark cellar.  When he woke up Tuesday morning, he felt like he’d been up all night.  He called Emily right away.
“Hello.”
“Hi, Emily, did you hear from Alex?”
“Yeah, she called a minute ago to check in.”
“That was nice of her.”
“I made her promise to call me; but why are you worried? You could just check in on her.”
“I could, but you never know what someone is doing this time of morning.  I don’t want to learn more about Alex than she and Jason want me to.”
“Smart; but you could keep your eyes closed.”
“It doesn’t work with my eyes closed,” Matthew replied, “or does it?”
“What?”
“I can’t see anything without my eyes open, but I’ve never noticed if I could hear when they’re closed.”
“Why wouldn’t you be able to hear?” Emily asked.
“I don’t know; why can I see someone two hundred miles away as though they were standing in front of me?” Matthew replied sarcastically.  “There’s not a book on how to use this thing.”
“Sorry, I’m just trying to help.”
“I know, and you have.  I’ll have to run some more experiments.  See you in class.”
“Bye.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Just before French Class, Emily and Matthew had a chance to talk to Alex.
“Alex, you’re nuts. What were you doing last night?”
“I was checking up on our friend, but it looks like he’s out of town.”
“Alex, do you think it’s safe to spy on this guy?” Matthew asked.  “If he dealing in arms he won’t be happy to catch someone spying on him.”
“Well, he won’t catch me.”
“How can you be sure?”
“Don’t worry about me.  I’m good at this kind of stuff.”
“I know the British have a great spying tradition what with James Bond, Smiley, The Avengers, but this is serious stuff.  This guy buys and sells guns and bombs.”
“That’s why I’m spying on him.  I think Hasaam is meeting with Sayid trying to set something up.  I’ll bet he’s up to something really bad.”
“I think if Hasaam or Sayid find out you’re spying on them, they might just shoot first and ask questions later.  This isn’t like the movies where the bad guy ties you up while he thinks of some devious way to off you.  This is real life, and a bullet in the head is the fastest way to off someone, and these guys really value their time.”  Matthew was really agitated as he tried to talk some sense into Alex.
“Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.  Besides, like I said, nobody’s home.”
“Thank God for small favors.”
◆ ◆ ◆
At 11:30, Matthew met Brianna in the parking lot.  “Brea, are we still on for a ride with Jason?”
“We’d better be, but I assume Jason and Alex will be a little tardy, like usual.”
“Apparently not, here he comes.”
Jason drove up to the curb, “Hop in and let’s go.”
“Where’s Alex?”
“She had to run an errand.  Wouldn’t tell me what it was, very mysterious.
“She’s probably got to pick up some delicates and didn’t want to embarrass you.”
“Or maybe she’s got another guy on the side,” Brianna teased.
“Shut up and get in.”
Jason dropped Brianna off in front of the natural food store so she could go in and buy her lunch.  He and Matthew parked the car.  “I’ll see you guys back here in twenty minutes, okay.”
“Sure thing,” Matthew grabbed his lunch and headed for the outside table.
By the time he’d wiped the seat off and gotten situated, Brianna showed up with her lunch.
“What are we having today?  Looks like sushi.”
“It is.  They’ve got a new sushi department.  Everything’s made up in the morning, so it’s fresh and fast.”
“Good, raw fish for lunch, yummy.”
“Don’t knock it till you try it.”
“Eat whatever you like.  Me, I’ve got my PB&B and a pint of milk.”
“No wait, before you ruin your pallet with that stuff, try this.”
“I don’t know.”
“Come on, don’t be a baby.  This is ahi, it’s the best for sushi, real mild.”
“What’s that green sauce you dipped it in?”
“Just some soy sauce and wasabi, that’s Japanese horseradish and mustard, gives it a bite.”
“Okay, I’ll try some, but if I hurl, it’s your fault.”
“Don’t worry, you’ll like it.”
“Do I look like Mikey?”
“Just eat this one piece.”
Matthew let Brianna put the piece of sushi into his mouth, “Not bad.”
“See, I told you you’d like it.”
“I think ‘like’ might be too strong a term.  But maybe I could learn to.”
“That’s great, because we’re throwing a sushi party this weekend, and you’re invited.”
“Why is there always a part deux with you?”
“There isn’t always, I just like to have one thing lead to another.”
“As long as you’re doing the leading,” Matthew gave Brianna a smile and then took a big bite out of his sandwich.  “Umm Umm, this is real food,” he mumbled with his mouth full.
They had just finished their lunch when Jason beeped at them from the car.  “Ready?” he hollered.
“Sure,” Matthew hollered back.  “I’ll throw our trash away; you go ahead and get into the car.”
“Thanks,” Brianna said picking up her purse and heading for the car.
Matthew gathered up the trash and carried it over to the trashcan.  He took a moment to peer in on Alex.  She was cruising down from Rancho Santa Fe, about halfway to the school.  “Safe,” Matthew whispered to himself as he ran to the car.
Brianna tilted her seat forward so Matthew could crawl into the back seat.  “Matt, do you want to come over tomorrow night and watch a movie or something?”
“I can’t.  I promised Emily I’d start studying for the SAT with her, Mondays and Thursdays, but I can come over tonight.”
“Two days a week?”
“I’ve got to get ready for the test.  I really want to get a scholarship to college and I need to do well on the SATs; but like I said I can come over tonight.”
“I’m supposed to go out with Jen tonight, but I’ll call and reschedule for tomorrow.  But Mondays and Thursdays, and I’ve got late tennis practice on Tuesdays.”
“That means you only have Wednesday, Friday, Saturday and Sunday to be with Matt, how will you stand the separation?” Jason injected.
Matthew hit Jason on the back of the head, “I don’t need any help here.”
“Sorry.  When Alex told me that Emily asked you to study with her, I thought it might get you in trouble with Brea.”
“He’s not in trouble,” Brianna said with a pout, “I was just surprised.  So you’ll come over tonight?”
“Sure, but I’ve got homework, so either I bring it and do it at your house, or I have to come over later.”
“I’ve got homework too, so you can bring yours over.  We can help each other.”
“More like Matt can help you,” Jason chipped in.
Brianna stuck her tongue out at her brother, but only Matthew could see.
“The important thing is we’ll be together,” Matthew said.
“Right!  I’ve got tennis practice from 2:00 to 4:00 so you can come over at 4:30, that’ll give us two hours to study before dinner with time for a movie after.”
“Sounds like a plan, I’ll have to get an okay from my mom, but I’m sure she’ll let me.”
“Matt, you should call Mom and schedule a tennis lesson while Brea’s at practice,” Jason yelled back.  She’s been asking when you’re going to start your lessons again.”
“You sure?”
“Yes, call her.”
◆ ◆ ◆
After school, Matthew had a PC client to take care of.  He made extra money on the side as a PC technician for neighbors and friends -- it was good money.  This one was a fairly simple problem.  They had installed some software that conflicted with another piece of software.  Matthew had seen the problem before and knew that the company had a patch on the web.  He just downloaded and installed it, twenty minutes, $75, like shooting fish in a barrel.
Then he went home and changed for his tennis lesson with Mrs. Winthrop, Brianna & Jason’s mother.  He took a set of sweats to change into afterwards.  Then he rode his bike over to the Winthrops’ home.
“Hi, Cara,” he said as Mrs. Winthrop came to the door to greet him.
“Hi, Matt; you should have gotten Jason to give you a ride over.”
“I had a quick job to do after school, so it wouldn’t have worked out.  Besides, I don’t mind riding my bike; it makes for a good warm-up.”
“Great, then we’re ready to start your lesson.”
“Sure.”
“I think we should just do some volleying to start out.  It’s been a while since you had a lesson.”
“I know.  I’ve been slacking off.”
“I wouldn’t call it that, you’ve been pretty busy lately. Besides, it’s good to take a break once in a while.”
They spent some time hitting the ball across the net.  Mrs. Winthrop would suggest corrections to Matthew’s form as she saw flaws.
After about forty minutes she called Matthew over.
“Let’s work on how you change grips between the forehand and backhand.  I suggest that you continue to use a two-handed grip for both; it cuts down on your range a little, but it gives you more control and power.  You’re more than quick enough to make up for the loss of range.”
Matthew nodded his head and watched as Mrs. Winthrop showed him how to change the grip between the forehand and backhand sides.  “See how much quicker and precise the changeover is?”
“Yes,” Matthew imitated the moves for her.
“There you’ve got it.  Do it a few more times, then I’ll have you hit the ball, alternating sides.”
Matthew worked the changeover several times.  “This is similar to the way I change my grip on the broadsword when I’m using it two handed.”
“Makes sense, the same principle would apply.  Now go over there and we’ll do it live.”
She hit the ball to Matthew’s forehand side, “Try to get the ball back to the center of the court.”
Matthew returned the ball, and Mrs. Winthrop shot it back to Matthew’s backhand side.  They talked while they hit the ball.”
“Brea says you’re staying to study and for a movie.”
“Yes; is that all right?”
“Of course it is.  Sounds like she’s planning to have you over every week.”
“That’s what she wants.”
“Is it okay with you?” Mrs. Winthrop asked.  “Brea can get a little possessive.”
“It’s fine; I’m hoping we can actually get our homework done.”
“Well, you’ll have to,” she continued.  “No movie without showing me completed homework.”
“That should keep us focused.”
“That’s enough,” Mrs. Winthrop walked to the net.  “Brea seemed a little upset when we talked this afternoon.”
“I think she’s peeved that I’m going to be studying for the SAT with Emily on Mondays and Thursdays.”
“I see. Well it takes time to figure out relationships.  What’s exclusive, and what you have to share.  You’ll have to give yourselves some time.”
“I guess so. I wish she wouldn’t worry about Emily and me.”
“Well, it was pretty obvious earlier in the year that you were smitten with Emily.”
They started to walk back toward the house.
“I know, but it’s Brea and me now.  Emily’s just a friend.”
“You’ll have to say that to Brea a lot before she can really believe it, and she may never be able to.”
“I guess, but Brea should know that Emily never showed any interest in me.”
“It’s hard for her to believe that when she thinks you’re so special.”
“I guess.”
“Well, you’d better get showered, she’ll be home anytime now.”
“Cara, I only brought some sweats to change into, will that be all right?  I can go home and change.”
“It’ll be fine.  We’re pretty casual around here usually, but you’ll have to dress up for the sushi party on Saturday.”
“No problem.”
“And you’re going to come early for a lesson every week, right?”
“Right.”
Matthew went to the shower room by the Winthrops’ pool.  He took a quick shower and changed into the sweats he’d brought.
As he headed into the house, he ran into Jason, “Hey, Jason; how’s it going?”
“Fine, I just gave Brea a ride home from tennis practice; she’s in her room showering.”
“I hope she’s in the shower doing that,” Matthew joked.
“Har, har.  I’ll see you at dinner. I’m off to my room to study.”
“You don’t want to study with us?”
“I don’t think what I want carries any weight with Brea,” Jason gave Matthew a big smile.
“I guess.”
“She’s got it set up so you’ll be studying in the alcove over there,” Jason pointed to an area off from the main family room.  “You might as well get set up; who knows how long she’ll take.”
Matthew took the bag with his tennis stuff upstairs and out to his bike.  After that he came back downstairs and grabbed his backpack and went over to the alcove where Brianna had set up.  He took his laptop out of it and the book he was working on for his Advanced Novels class, For Whom the Bell Tolls by Ernest Hemmingway.  He’d finished re-reading the novel last night, but needed to take references from it to complete his report on the symbolism used in it.
He was looking up a section to quote when Brianna walked in.  She had put on a pair of red silky pants with a tee shirt with “New York, New York” in red across it.
“Hi, Matt.” she brushed his cheek with a kiss.
“Hi, Brea.  What do you have to do for homework?”
“I’ve got a bunch of math and biology, and I have to write a paper for American Lit on Robert Frost.”
“Is the paper due tomorrow?”
“No, it’s not due ‘til Friday, but I have to get most of it done today.  I usually get a long History reading assignment on Thursdays.”
“I’m not sure we’re going to get to a movie tonight if you’ve got that much to do.”
Matthew spent twenty minutes helping Brea with her math homework and then turned back to his paper.  After another hour, Mrs. Winthrop came in.
“How’s the homework going?  Dinner will be ready in ten minutes.”
“Okay, we’ll be right in,” Brianna replied.  Matthew noticed a slightly panic tone to her voice.
When Mrs. Winthrop left, Matthew spoke up, “Brea, we don’t have to watch a movie tonight.  I’ve got a lot of work still to do on my paper.”
“It’s okay, I’ll finish it up tomorrow,” Brianna didn’t sound too sure.
“I’m serious; we’ll have lots of chances to watch a movie together.  We don’t want to start out having your mom get mad at us because you didn’t spend enough time on your paper.”
“Are you sure?”
“Definitely.”
“Okay, thanks.  We’d better head up to the dining room now.”
“Matt, you’re over there,” Mrs. Winthrop said pointing to the chair on her left.  “Carl is out of town, so it’s just the four of us.”
Jason walked in at that time, “Sorry I’m late.  I’m having a hard time with that paper on For Whom The Bell Tolls.  I’m still not sure what Mrs. Opperman wants.”
“Yeah, it’s pretty tough, pulling out all the symbolism,” Matthew said.
“Yes it is, and I didn’t read the book for fun last summer.  Well you’re going to get to watch the movie alone for sure tonight, I’ve got to keep at it.”
Matthew gave Brianna a look.
“We’re not going to be able to watch a movie tonight, either; I still have to work on my Robert Frost paper.”
“I’m glad to hear you’re staying focused on your homework,” Mrs. Winthrop said, with a wink at Matthew.
◆ ◆ ◆
After dinner, Matthew and Brianna went back to the alcove area and continued with their work.
About an hour later, Matthew closed his laptop, saying, “I’m done with this for now.  Do you want me to read your paper?”
“Would you?” Brianna asked, hopefully.
“Sure, I can’t promise that it will help.”
“That’s okay, just being able to talk about it with you will help me.”
It took Matthew ten minutes to read the paper.  “Brea, this is good.”
“Do you think so?”
“Yes, there are just these two paragraphs that seem to be going in circles.”
“Which ones?”
“Here where you’re talking about Mending Fences.  You start out…”
“I know, I really struggled with that part,” Brianna interrupted.
“Well, you need to decide what you want to say about it.  Just stay consistent. There’s always going to be another point of view, but if you try to cover them all, you’ll need a book instead of just a five-page paper.”
“I guess I’m trying to be fair to every point of view.”
“Well, if I were you, I would read the poem again and then rewrite that section.  Then you’re more likely to have a strong feeling on what you want to say.”
“How come you’re so good at this and math?”
“Well, my mom does teach comparative literature at UCSD,” Matthew said.  “It’s hard to avoid this stuff at my house.”
“Oh right, I forgot about that,” Brianna said.  “Thanks for helping me with my paper.  I guess we should call it a night.  Do you want to watch anything before you leave?”
“I don’t think so.  It’s late and I should get home.  Don’t want to start out being late, or my mom might get mad.”
“Okay, wait a second.”  Brianna trotted down the hallway, poking her head into a doorway,  “Jason, would you give Matt a ride home?”
“Do I have a choice?” Jason said, turning from his desk.
Brianna just gave him a stare.
“I guess not.  Hey, Matt, do you want a ride home?”
“You don’t have to, I can ride my bike.”
“No, we’ll put your bike in the back of the Expedition. We can talk about Hemmingway on the way.”
“Okay, if you insist.”
Brea mouthed thanks to her brother as he grabbed his jacket.
When Matthew got home, he did a quick check on Alex.  She was just starting up her car to head home.  Checking out the house, Matthew saw that its owner was still away.




Vision Quest

Thursday evening Matthew met Emily at her house to study.
“Emily, are you ready?”
“Sure, come on in, we’re going to study in the den, that way we can use the computer if we want.”
“Suits me,” Matthew said as he entered the house and followed Emily down the hall to the den.
“Have you checked on Alex lately?”
“Not yet, but last I checked, Sayid was still away.”
“Do you want anything to drink?”
“A Slice,” Matthew said.
“We’ve got Seven-Up, is that okay?”
“That’s fine.”
Emily went to the kitchen and got the drinks.  While she was gone, Matthew unpacked his bag, setting his books and laptop on the table.
“I figured that would be the easiest place to study since Mom said my room was off limits,” Emily said, a little embarrassed.  “The computer’s close by if we need to look something up on the Internet.”
“Don’t you have a wireless network?”
“Yes, Dad uses it with his laptop so he can work out on the patio when Sonja is swimming or playing out back.”
“That’s good.  I’ve got a wireless on my laptop. If you’ll let me look up your settings, I can tap in.  That way the computer will be right next to us.”
“I thought we’d start with the vocabulary section, and then alternate between math and vocabulary every few weeks.  We can slip in work on the writing section once in awhile, too.”
After a couple of hours of drills, Emily suggested a break.
“Do you need another soda or something to eat?” Emily asked.
“Another soda would be nice, and do you have some pretzels?”
“Why don’t you check in on Alex while I go to the kitchen?”
“Sure,” Matthew said.
Then he relaxed his breathing and focused on Alex.  She came into view almost immediately.  She was sitting in her car overlooking Sayid’s estate.  She was using the dome light in her car to read her history assignment, the binoculars and parabolic microphone in the seat next to her.
Emily came back in with a bowl of pretzels and two glasses of Seven-Up.  “How’s Alex?”
“She’s spying on Sayid’s house again; fortunately nobody’s home,” Matthew said, shaking his head.
“We’ve got to find a way to get her to give up on this thing.”
“I don’t see how, she’s so single minded about it.  You and Jason could stop covering for her.”
“I know, but that would ruin our friendship and Jason would be toast. I hope Sayid stays away until after Thanksgiving.  Maybe the ski trip will take her mind off of him,” Emily said.
“That’s right, they’re leaving next Wednesday.  Four days in Vail might be enough.”
“Are you going?” Emily asked
“No.  Brea invited me, but I don’t want to leave Mom alone for Thanksgiving.”
“I understand. It’s the first one since your dad died, isn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“Well, if something changes, I’m sure we’ll have room for you.”
“I didn’t know you were going?” Matthew said.
“Yes, Mom and Cara have planned the whole thing.  We’re flying on Dad’s jet.”
“Your dad has a jet!”  Matthew exclaimed in shock.
“Kind of.  He and a couple of his pals bought a Gulfstream and formed a small charter company.  That way we can use it whenever we want; it’s the same jet and pilot.  But the main reason they did it was so they could fly it.”
“He’s going to fly it?”
“Probably part of the way, but the charter pilot will always be in the cockpit.  Mom won’t fly with him unless he promises to keep the pilot there when he’s flying.”
“That seems smart.”
“Oh, I guess.  Dad says he’s glad he sold the stock to order the plane. The market took a dive right after, so he says he’s ahead.  At least, that’s how he explains it to Mom.  He says that the other charters the plane flies pay most of the bills, and the rest is a tax write-off.”
“Wow!” was all Matthew could say.
“Anyway, we’ve also rented this huge house, so there’s plenty of room and there will hardly be any expenses.”
“Sounds like fun, maybe next time.”
“Okay,” Emily said.  By the way, have you figured out if you can hear with your eyes closed?”
“Yes, I listened into Mrs. Opperman’s lecture during Calculus.”
“So it works?”
“Yep.  Do you want to help me with some other experiments?”
“Definitely,” Emily said.  “Could you always hear through it?”
“Sure.  No, that’s not right, I couldn’t the first few times.  I thought I was daydreaming, so it never occurred to me that there was no sound.”
“Well, maybe you have to do something special to hear, and you just started doing it by accident.”
“That makes sense. I’ve been working on hearing.  It seems that when I concentrate on hearing, the sound is level is better.  At first I could only hear if someone was shouting, maybe it’ll work the other way.”
He brought his virtual camera back up.  He then focused only on Jason who was watching a movie; it was a war movie so the sound was blaring.  Then he focused on seeing, not trying to listen.  The sound went away.
Emily waited a patiently for a few minutes,  “Well?”
“Apparently I have to try to hear.  Otherwise it’s just video.”
“What about smell?”
“What?”
“Smell. You can see and hear, why wouldn’t you be able to smell?”
“I don’t know, I guess we could try.”
“Great, I’ll get a perfume spritzer and spray it into the air.”
“Sure,” Matthew said, “but you’ll have to do it in another room.”
“I have to go to my bedroom anyway.”
Matthew opened his portal and viewed Emily in her room.  She waved and held the bottle up and sprayed some perfume into the air.
Matthew focused on smelling.  He focused so hard that sweat started to bead on his forehead, but he didn’t smell anything.
As Emily waited to give Matthew a chance to smell the perfume, she looked around the room wondering where he was looking.  She sprayed another puff of the perfume into the air, and moved closer into the mist until all Matthew could see was her eye.
Emily sucked in her breath, “Matt,” she gasped, “I can see an eye.”  She hurried back downstairs to the study.
“I couldn’t smell a thing.”
“But I could swear I saw your eye.”
“What?”
“I was looking into the perfume cloud and I could swear I saw an eye.”
“It was probably just a reflection off the perfume cloud.”
“No way, I bet it was your eye.”
“Why?”
“It makes sense, if you can see me, why can’t I see you?”
“Maybe it does.  It could be like a pinhole camera; the viewing end is just a small hole, while you can see a wide view past the lens, and when I try to smell, the other end gets big enough to see back through.”
“That must be it.”
“Well then, let’s do some more tests.”
“Where should I go?”
“You don’t have to leave.  If we’re not talking about sound or smell, we can be in the same room.”
“How?”
“Just sit here in your chair.”
“How will that work?”
“My portal doesn’t have to go in a straight line.  It curves however it needs to.”
“Really, that is so cool.”
“Why?”
“You can check out the back of your head to make sure your hair is right.”
“I never thought of that,” Matthew said, rolling his eyes.
“Hey that’s important, and it’s so hard to get a good view, even with a good set of mirrors.”
“Whatever; let’s try this.”
Emily said, “Boys,” exasperatedly, as she sat down next to Matthew.
“Okay, I’m looking right at your face, can you see anything?”
“Wow, that was fast.  You can turn it on that quickly?”
“I’ve been getting faster.”
“That sounds promising; and no, I couldn’t see anything.”
Matthew focused on smelling, trying to get more through the portal.
After a few seconds, Emily cried out,  “Yes, I can see your eye.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, close it and I’ll tell you if I see it.”
Matthew closed his eyes.
“Yes, I can see your eyelashes.”
“Just one eye?” Matthew asked.
“Yes, just one.  I see about a dime-sized piece of your face centered on the eye.”
“Which eye?”
“It looks like your left eye.”
Matthew closed his right eye while keeping his left open.  Then he closed his left eye and opened his right, “That’s very interesting.”
“What?” Emily asked.
“Well, since you said you could only see one eye, my left, I closed my right eye and kept my left open.  My view didn’t change.”
“That makes sense since I think it’s your left eye the portal is in front of.”
“But then I closed my left and opened my right.  At first I could only see the room in front of me, then slowly you came into view, like the portal was moving from my left eye to my right.”
“That makes sense; you’re left handed so you’re probably left eyed.”
“What do you mean left eyed?”
“I can’t believe you don’t know this.”
“Know what?”
Emily got up and walked across the room.  “Okay, Matt, put your hands together palms out.  Make a triangle between your two hands with your thumbs making the bottom.
“Okay.”
“Now look at me through the triangle.”
“Got you.”
“Now close your left eye.  What happened?”
“It looks like you moved.”
“That means you’re left eyed.  Now try it again, but this time close your right eye.”
“You didn’t move that time.”
“See, your left eye is dominant, so whenever you line something up, you put it directly in front of your left eye.”
“That’s interesting.”
“Yes, your dominant eye is usually on the same side as your dominant hand, but not always.  It’s easier to line up a pool shot that way.”
“I’d guess so.  So you’re saying that I line the portal up with my left eye?”
“Yes.”
“But, I’ve always thought of it as something that connected directly with my brain.  This makes it sound like a tube.”
“That’s it, and you can make the other end bigger.”
“If I can make the other end bigger, maybe I can make both ends bigger,” Matthew said.  “Do we have time to do some more experiments?”
“I think we’ve got another thirty minutes before my mom decides it’s been long enough.”
“Okay.  I’ll try to see if I can make my end of it bigger.”
“I see your eye.”
“Is it any bigger?”
“Not really.  Wait, maybe it’s a little bigger.”
Emily reached up with her finger and touched the eye.  Her finger contacted something like a membrane that flexed ever so slightly but resisted her finger; then the resistance went away and her finger extended freely.
“Did you feel anything?” Matthew asked.
“Yes, it was like touching a rubber ball.”
“Let’s try another experiment.”
“What?”
“Let’s see how far in front of my eye this end of the portal is.”
“Okay, do I need to do anything?”
“No.”
Matthew picked up a piece of paper and folded it over multiple times to make it stiff.  He put it in front of his left eye with his arm extended.  He could still see Emily.  Slowly he brought the piece of paper toward his eye.  It wasn’t until it was so close to his eye that it touched his eyelashes that Emily disappeared.
“Just in front of my eye.”
“That’s pretty close.  Can you make it move?” Emily asked.
“I’ll try.”
Matthew focused hard.  He put the paper out about three inches away from his eye and thought about making Emily look smaller.
“This end is moving away from me,” Emily said.
“Okay, I’m trying to move this end.”
Matthew’s brow furrowed as he focused even harder, his field of vision started to shrink until he could only see part of Emily’s face, then she disappeared.  He flipped the paper down and there she was, flipped it up and she disappeared.
“Wow, that was hard!” he said.
“I can see about half your face,” Emily said.
“Good, I was able to move it out about three inches.  Now let’s go back and figure out what happens when you push on it.”
Matthew brought the portal up.  His eye appeared in front of Emily.  He focused hard to move his end away from his face, and Emily saw the image grow until she could see his eye and nose.
“I can see your face now,” Emily said.
“It seemed easier this time.  Now I won’t be able to see it, so you have to tell me what happens,” Matthew said as he slid the notebook in front of his face.
“All I see is green.”
“I’m using a green notebook, so try and push a pen through it.”
Emily took her pen and pressed the point against the round portal.  She could feel it give just a little, then it got hard.  “It seems to move just a little, then it’s like I’m pushing against something hard.”
“Interesting, I can feel you pushing against the notebook.  Let me see how it feels from my end.”
Matthew put the notebook down and put his hand against the image of Emily.  Emily had taken the pen away.
“I’m ready,” Matthew said.
“I saw your hand cover it,” Emily said as she took the pen and pressed against the portal.
“I felt it give just a little,” Matthew said.  “Now use your hand and push hard.”
Emily pressed her hand against the floating image of the center of Matthew’s palm.  Matthew could feel her pressing against it.  “Push harder.”
Matthew had to work to resist Emily’s pressure.  It was as if they were pressing their hands together even though they were apparently pushing against air.
“Now, blow against it.”
Emily put the pen down and moved her lips toward the portal.  She took a deep breath and blew against the portal.
“I didn’t feel anything,” Matthew said.  “Let’s try pouring some 7-Up through it.”
“How am I going to do that?” Emily asked, as Matthew rotated her end of the portal so it was horizontal.  “Oh.”
“Ready?”
Emily took the glass of 7-Up and poured a small amount onto the membrane.  She held her hand under it to catch it as it spilled off.  “How’s that?”
“I feel the cold, but my hand’s still dry.”
“It just poured over the edge on this end,” Emily said.
“Okay, put your hand on it.”
Matthew brought the portal up again, and Emily put her hand on it.
Matthew pushed his finger against his end.
“I felt it move.”
“That makes sense.  Light passes through it, and sound passes by vibrating it, but nothing solid moves through it, although light can be considered a particle.”
“Cold moved through it, too,” Emily said.
“Cold doesn’t move but heat does.  It seems to be bi-directional.  Let’s do one last thing,” Matthew said as he brought the portal up again.
“What?”
“I’m going to turn your end around, tell me what you see.”
Emily watched as the portal rotated in front of her.  “I can’t really tell if it’s there from this side.  Wait, I guess it’s like a gauze veil, but it’s so small it’s hard to see,” Emily said.
Matthew closed the portal down, “Whew, that was a lot of work.  Let’s compare notes.”
He stood up and moved his chair back to the table beside Emily.  He grabbed his notebook, “Here’s what I think we know.”
He wrote:
It’s bi-directional
Heat, Sound and Light go through it
Pressure applied to one side comes out the other
I can move both ends independent of each other.
“But, boy is it hard,” Matthew said.
“It’s probably like developing a new skill,” Emily said.  “At first it’s really hard; you have muscles fighting against each other.”
“Yeah, you have to focus on every detail, then suddenly it’s easy and you wonder how it could ever have been so hard.”
“Exactly, so you just need to practice.”
Matthew continued to add to the list,
New skill
Flexible
Won’t break, at least against a pen pressed by Emily.
“The backside’s like a gauze veil,” Emily added.
Matthew added it to the list.
“You can’t smell through it.”
“At least for now,” Matthew said, as he added that to the list.  “To smell, you would have to have molecules pass through it.”
“Kids, I think you’ve been at it long enough,” Mrs. Stevenson said, as she knocked on the doorjamb.
“Oh, I guess it is getting late,” Emily said.
“Yes, Sonja is still waiting for you to read her a story, and it’s well past her bedtime.”
“I’ll do it as soon as we clean up here.”
“I’m okay,” Matthew said, “go ahead.  I’ll clean up and let myself out.”
“Matt, just collect your stuff, I’ll clean it up.  Now Emily, scoot, your sister’s waiting.”
“Thanks for coming over, Matt,” Emily said as she headed to Sonja’s room.
“I’m sorry we’re so late,” Matthew said.
“It’s not a problem,” Mrs. Stevenson said, “but you have to stop sometime.”
Matthew gathered up his stuff and put it in his bag, “Bye.”
“Bye, Matt, and thanks for helping Emily study.  She’s really worried about the SAT test.”
“That’s only because she wants perfect scores.”
“Well, she’s always been that way.  High goals; now do you need a ride home?”
“No, I’ve got my bike and it’s only a few miles.”
“But, it’s dark.”
“I’ve got a light on the bike.  I ride at night all the time.  Thanks for the offer.”
◆ ◆ ◆
The next day when Matthew got home from school, his mom was already there.
“Hi, Mom, what’s up?”
“My PhD candidate is out sick; since that’s all I have Friday afternoons, I decided to come home early.”
“That’s nice; do you want me to hang out and watch Jessie for you?”
“No, you’re free; but I wanted to talk about Thanksgiving.”
“Sure.”
“Aunt Suzie has invited us to come up and spend the holiday with her.”
Matthew gave a scowl.
“I know you’re not fond of the idea of spending Thanksgiving with four little kids, but I think it’ll be good for Jessica to be with her cousins.”
“I know you’re right, but I’d rather do something else.”
“Well, you’re too young to leave here alone, so I’m sorry, but I think you’re stuck.”
“The Winthrops invited me to go skiing with them at Vail for the holidays; can I go?”
“I don’t know, it sounds like a pretty expensive trip.”
“It won’t be; they’re flying in Mr. Stevenson’s jet and they’ve got a house already; so all I would need to pay for are the lift tickets and food.”
“Mr. Stevenson’s jet?” Mrs. Brandt asked.
“Yeah, he’s got some scam going where he and a friend formed a charter company so they could own the plane and write it off.”
“Interesting, but I’m not so sure about him flying you to Vail.”
“They’ve got a professional pilot.  Mr. Stevenson will only fly part of the time, and the pilot will be in the cockpit with him the whole time.
“I guess that’ll be okay, I know that Elizabeth is really careful.”
“Does that mean I can go?”
“I guess it would be cheaper than the tickets to Seattle.  So it’s okay as long as the Winthrops and Stevensons agree.”
“I’ll ask tonight at the sushi party.”
“Okay.  You’d better check and see if you can wear your father’s boots; you’re about his size now.”
“Are you sure?”
“That’s what I’ve been saving his stuff for.”
“I’ll try them on right away.”
“Check out his ski clothes too, they’re in the closet of the guest room.”
“Thanks, Mom.”
Matthew ran up to the guest room and tried on his father’s ski boots.  They were the new style, a looser fit designed for the latest-shaped skis.  The ski overalls also fit, a little loose, but a much better fit than Matthew’s old ski clothes.
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew could hardly wait for Jason to pick him up for the party.  He was wearing a sports jacket since Brianna had insisted that it was a dressy casual event.
Finally, Jason pulled up.  “Matt, are you ready for this?”
“Sure, what can it hurt, eat a few raw fish, and play nice with all the guests.”
“Yes, and don’t spit up on yourself.”
“I think I’ve got that one down,” Matthew said,  “and I’ve got some good news.”
“What?”
“I want to tell Brea first.”
When they got to the Winthrops’ house, Jennifer met them at the door.
“Hi, Jen, I didn’t know you were going to be here.”
“Brea and I are co-hostesses.”
“You should have gotten a ride over with Jason and me.”
“I had to come over early and help get things set up,” Jennifer said.  “Now come on in, you two.”
Jason and Matthew went into the house and on into the dining room.  Brea was talking to the sushi chef, while Mrs. Winthrop was sitting at the counter drinking a glass of wine.
“Hi, Matt, I figured you’d be coming to this,” Emily said.
“Oh, hello; Brea invited me on Wednesday. I don’t know what it’s all about.”
“This is part of a program sponsored by the country club that teaches young people how to be part of society.”
“Sounds kind of hoity toity,” Matthew said.
“It’s not really, it’s just about teaching them to host a party, dance, stand in a greeting line.”
“Eat sushi?”
“I think that’s just Brea’s idea.”
Brianna came over, “Hi, Matt.”  She brushed his cheek with a kiss.  “Let me take you around to meet everyone.”
“Of course you know Emily, and Jason and his girlfriend, Alex,” Brianna said as she steered Matthew around the room.
“This is Sir William Morrison and Lady Jane, Alex’s parents.”
“Hello, Matt, Alex has told us quite a lot about you,” Mrs. Morrison said.
“And she speaks highly of you, also,” Matthew said.
“Why, thank you,” the Morrisons said together.”
“Smooth, real smooth,” Brianna teased.  “Now this is Jennifer Reeves, I believe you two have met,” Brianna continued to tease Matthew.”
“Hello again.”
“Hello, it’s nice to meet you.”
Brianna steered Matthew to the counter, “And this is Mrs. Winthrop.”
“Call me Cara,” Mrs. Winthrop said, her eyes glistening with smiles.
“And her husband, Carl,” Brianna said, as her father walked up.
“What does it take to get a glass of wine at this party?” Mr. Winthrop teased.
“Just a polite request,” Brianna said, “do you want the Pinot Grigio or the Shiraz?”
“Shiraz.”
Brianna waved at one of the two waiters circling the floor.  When he came over she took a glass of the red wine and handed it to her father, “There you go.”
“Thank you.”
“Matt, would you like something to drink?”
“I’ll have a 7-Up.”
Brianna motioned to the other waiter and picked out a glass of 7-Up for Matthew.  Then she introduced him to the rest of the guests.
At 8:00 Brianna rang a small bell.  “Everyone please be seated; if you haven’t found your seat yet, they’re all marked with a card in front of the plate.”
Matthew was seated to the right of Brianna who was seated at the head of the table.  Jennifer was seated at the other end.
The first course was spinach wilted in hot bacon grease.
While they were eating the salad, Brianna turned to the Morrisons on her left.  “Alex, said that you two were doing something special for Thanksgiving?”
“We’re going to Hawaii; since Alex is going skiing with you, we decided to take advantage of it and have a nice romantic week.”
“That’s nice; which island are you going to?”
“Kauai, it’s such a romantic island.”
“I’m sure you’re going to have a nice time; it’ll be nice and warm,” said Matthew, “not cold like Vail.”
“That’s what the lodge is for,” Brianna said.
“Does Vail have a nice lodge?” Matthew asked, his eyes were twinkling with his secret.
“Yes it has a beautiful lodge; you would get to see it if you came with us,” Brianna said.
“Am I still invited?”
Brianna did a double take, “Are you saying you can come?”
“Yes, my mom’s going to Seattle to spend the holiday with my Aunt Suzie.  So she said I can come as long as I was still invited.”
Jason leaned over from two seats down, “Did I hear right, you’re coming with us on the ski trip?”
“Yes, as long as I’m still welcome and there’s still room.”
Mrs. Winthrop smiled from the other side of the table, “Of course you’re still welcome, and Brea has had a lock on your seat since we started planning the trip.”
Brianna looked a little embarrassed, “Mommy!”
“Sorry,” Mrs. Winthrop said.
“All right!”  Jason exclaimed.
“Do you have everything you need?” Mrs. Winthrop asked.
“Yes, I can wear my dad’s stuff, so I’ve got everything.”
“That’s great,” Brianna said.  “It’ll be a lot of fun.”
“What level do you ski at?” Jason asked.
“I do okay on the diamond slopes,” Matthew replied.
“Then I hope you and Brea survive the competition; she doesn’t like to let anyone ski better than her.”
“I’m not interested in a competition,” Matthew said.
“I’m not that competitive!” Brianna exclaimed.
“Yes you are dear,” Mrs. Winthrop said, “but maybe Matt will help you to get over it.”
Brianna just gave a huff of air and changed the subject.
“Did you know that Jen and her parents are coming?”
“No I didn’t, but Emily told me that she and her parents are going.”
“Yes, we’ve got sixteen people going now, a full plane.”
“Who else is going?”
“I hate to tell you this, but Tyler is going with Emily,” Jason said.
“I don’t care,” said Matthew, “he’s been leaving me alone lately.”
“Hey, don’t try to start something,” Brianna hissed.
“That’s enough, you’re supposed to be the hostess here,” Mrs. Winthrop scolded.
Brianna refocused on polite conversation for the rest of the evening.
◆ ◆ ◆
As the guests were leaving, Brianna ran over to Matthew and gave him a kiss, “I’m so happy you’re coming.”
“I am too.”
“Are you and Jen ready?” Jason asked.
“Yes we are, is the car ready, James?” Matthew jested.  Jennifer and Brianna laughed, and Jason turned in a mock huff and went out to the car.
“I leaving in ten seconds, with or without you,” he said over his shoulder.
As Matthew and Jennifer followed him out, Matthew was happy to see that Jason was driving his father’s big Mercedes; it would be a lot more comfortable for the three of them, than his Lexus.
Jennifer automatically climbed into the back seat leaving the shotgun position for Matthew.
“Nice party, Jen,” Matthew said.
“Thanks, it was a lot of fun to plan.”
“You never told me how you know Brianna.”
“Her mom’s Hanna’s doctor,” Jason said.
“Oh,” Matthew said.
“Plus, my mom’s on the fundraising board for Scripps Hospital with Mrs. Stevenson and Brea’s mom,” Jennifer said.
“Well, the trip should be fun.”
“Matt, are we still on for tomorrow?” Jennifer asked.
“I hope so; 3:30 right?”
“I’ll be there,” Jennifer said, as Jason pulled up in front of her house.  “Bye, and Jason, thanks for the ride.”
“What was that about?” Jason asked.
“She’s going to watch Jessica while I’m practicing for my martial arts tournament.”
“Sounded like more than that.”
“I’m practicing with this guy she’s interested in.”
“Oh, playing matchmaker.”
“It’s the deal I had to make to get her to watch Jessica while I go to the Chargers game with you guys.”
“I guess that’s not too bad a deal.”
“No, it’s not.”
◆ ◆ ◆
At 3:15 Saturday, Jennifer knocked on Matthew’s door.
“I’ve got it, I’ve got it,” yelled Jessica, as she ran to the door.  “Hi Jenny,” she said as she opened the door.
“Hi, Jessie,” Jennifer replied.
Matthew walked up behind Jessica, “Hi Jen.”
“Hi,” Jennifer said, as she shooed Jessica into the house.  “So what’s the plan?”
“We need to get Jessica enlisted.”
“A bribe?”
“No, I think in this case altruism should work.”
“Huh?”
“Jessie, will you and Jen help me get ready for my tournament?”
“Sure!  I’m coming to the tournament, too.”
“Of course, and if you help me win a medal, I’ll let you keep it for me.”
“A gold medal?”
“That’s the kind I like.”
“Yeah, me too!”
“Okay, then I need you and Jen to help me practice with Jeffrey when he comes over.”
“How?” she asked, “Do we attack you?”
“No, but we need to practice our form, and the thing that makes us real nervous is the audience at the tournament.”
“No, it doesn’t!” Jessica hollered.
“But it makes Jeffrey nervous, and we’re just learning to do this form together.”
“All right, but I get a Popsicle.”
“Sure, any color you want,” Matthew said.  “Now I need you to sit and make a lot of noise while we do the form.  Can you do that?”
“Yeah!” Jessica yelled.
“She’s all yours; we’ll be practicing out on the back patio.”
“I thought you said no bribe.”
“Just a little additional incentive, and now she doesn’t have any secrets to blurt out,” Matthew whispered.
“Smart thinking,” Jennifer said, “thanks.”
“No problem.  He should be here any second.  I’m going to get the staffs.”
Matthew went to the garage to get the staffs.  He was carrying them to the patio when the doorbell rang.
“I’ve got it, I’ve got it,” Jessie yelled.
Jennifer followed her to the front door.  Jessica looked out the side window at Jeffrey standing in front of the door.  Not recognizing him, she hollered out, “Who is it?”
“I’m Jeffrey, Matthew invited me over.”
“It’s okay, Jessie, he’s the guy Matthew is going to practice with,” Jennifer said, then she opened the door.  “Hi, Jeffrey.”
“Oh hi, Jen, Matt didn’t say you’d be here.”
“I’m taking care of Jessie while you guys practice.”
“Oh, is Mrs. Brandt out?”
“Yes; Matt is on the back patio.  Why don’t you go on back?”
“I’m going to watch,” Jessica hollered.
Jeffrey just shrugged as he worked his way to the back patio.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Brandt, are you ready?”
“Sure; where were you this morning?”
“You mean you went to sparring this morning?”
“Yes, why weren’t you there?”
“After sparring I’m wiped; I wanted to keep my legs fresh for this.”
“Good, then you should be ready,” Matthew said, as he threw Jeffrey a staff.  “You’ve got this form down, don’t you?”
“Yes, I’ve been working on it for my Brown Sash test for like six months.”
“Yeah, they really make you earn the Brown and Black, don’t they?”
“You can say that again.”
Jennifer and Jessica came onto the patio, “Where should we sit so we’re out of the way?”
“I set a couple of seats over there on the lawn,” Matthew said pointing at two patio chairs.
Jennifer took Jessica over to the chairs and sat down with her.
“Now, you two have to stay in the chairs, we don’t want to hit you.”
“Okay.”
“Now, Jeffrey, we’re going to do the form at half speed to start. I want you to aim at me not my staff, just plan on pulling the shot short in case I’m late with my block.”
“Okay, but why shouldn’t I aim at the staff?”
“If you aim at your real target, your swing will be truer and it’ll look more realistic.  I want a medal out of this.”
“A gold!” yelled Jessica.
“All right, I’m ready.”
Jeffrey and Matthew held their staffs in their left hands, stood sideways to each other and gave a slight bow.  Then they went through the form slowly.  The staffs whizzed through the air and struck each other with a loud whack each time.  Matthew and Jeffrey spun, jumped and thrust their staffs at each other.
Jessica and Jennifer applauded as they finished the form.
“That was good.  Now let’s do it at 90 percent,” Matthew said.
Jeffrey nodded, and they started the form over.  The speed of the staffs and their moves were so fast that Jessica cried out, “Be careful, don’t hit my brother.”
Jennifer held her in her lap, whispering in her ear, “Jessie, don’t worry, it’s just pretend like in the movies.”
The two boys finished the form with a flurry.  Jennifer and Jessica applauded.
“Okay, are you ready for a full speed run?”
“Can you give me a minute to catch my breath?” Jeffrey asked.
“Sure, Jessie you want to play?” Matthew asked, as he held out the staff for Jessica.
“Yes!”  Jessica yelled and ran over and grabbed the staff.
She started swinging it at Matthew with a vengeance.  Matthew used his staff to block and gently bat hers away.
Jennifer got up and came over to Jeffrey who was leaning against the house.
“That was fantastic,” she said.
“Thanks, Matt can make anyone look good.”
“I don’t think it was all Matt.  Your strikes looked totally ferocious.”
“Do you think so?” Jeffrey asked.
“Definitely, and I can’t believe that was only 90 percent.”
“I can hardly believe it either,” Jeffrey said with a sigh.  “Look at him, he doesn’t even look winded.”
“What other forms are you going to do in the tournament?” Jennifer asked.
“I’m doing the broadsword, my purple sash sets and then Tai Chi.”
“I didn’t know you did Tai Chi, also.”
“I don’t really.  They make us do a Tai Chi form to qualify for push hands.”
“What’s push hands?”
“It’s the Tai Chi style of fighting.  You have to stay in contact with each other, and you can’t hit your opponent.”
“Then, how do you fight?”
“You try to get your opponent off balance and push or throw them to the floor.  In the first round it’s restricted step, so you only have to get them to move their foot to score a point.”
“That sounds hard.”
“It is; the medal rounds are moving step, so you’ve got to get your opponent to the floor to score, or get him to take two stumbling steps.”
“That sounds interesting.  You’ll have to show me.”
“After we’re finished practicing, maybe I can get Matt to do some push hands so you can see.”
“Sure,” Jennifer said, looking a little unhappy.
“You ready, Jeffrey?” Matthew asked.
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
“Okay, Jessie, give Jeffrey his staff back.”
“No!”
“Come on, we have to practice.”
“All right,” Jessica said with a little pout.
The two faced off again.  This time, the speed and fury of their moves even scared Jennifer.  She grabbed Jessica and held on to her while she perched on the edge of her seat until the two boys finished their form and bowed to each other.
“One more time?” Matthew asked.
“Sure,” Jeffrey said, taking a deep breath.
Again they went at it full force.  This time Jeffrey’s moves weren’t as crisp; he was obviously tired and struggling to keep up.
“That should do us for the day,” Matthew said, as they bowed to each other to finish the form.
“That’s great, because I don’t think I could do it again.”
Jessica and Jennifer applauded again.  “That was really great,” Jennifer said.
“It was a little rough that time,” Jeffrey said.
“It looked just perfect to me.”
“Mr. Brandt, Jen wanted us to show her push hands.”
“What’s with this Mr. Brandt stuff?” asked Jennifer.
“We use formal address at our school,” Jeffrey replied.
“Mr. McArthur, I could go a couple of points if you want; that is if Jen is still interested,” Matthew said, looking at Jennifer.
Jennifer shrugged her shoulders.
Matthew took a stance opposite Jeffrey, and they touched their right wrist to each other and placed their left hand on each other’s right elbow.
“Okay, Jen, the basic rules are, you can’t take an uncontrolled step.  So I can move my left foot up here close to my right if I want, but I can’t pass my right foot.  The same with my right, I can bring it back but I can’t pass my left foot.  And I have to demonstrate control at all times.  The main object here is to get your opponent to take a step without meaning to.”
“Are you ready?” Matthew said.
“Ready.”
Matthew and Jeffrey moved their right arms in two circles then started pushing and pulling on each other.  After a few seconds, Matthew pulled Jeffrey’s right arm while his left hand pushed on his ribs, forcing Jeffrey to take a step.  They reset and started over.  After a few seconds, Matthew slipped his right arm against Jeffrey’s chest and stepped forward while twisting to the right; again Jeffrey took a step.
“You get the idea,” Matthew said, looking at Jennifer.
“I guess.”
“Good, Jeffrey why don’t you show Jen a few of the basic moves while I get Jessie a Popsicle?”
“Sure,” Jeffrey said.
Matthew picked Jessica up, “What color do you want?”
“Purple.”
“Okay, purple it is.”
Jennifer took a stance in front of Jeffrey, imitating the one Matthew had done.
“Is this right?”
“Yes, now hold your right hand up here like this,” Jeffrey said.
Jennifer and Jeffrey formed their arms as he and Matthew had done.
“Okay, now the key to Tai Chi is to stay completely relaxed.  Any energy or tension is an opportunity for your opponent.”
“What do you mean?”
“Like this,” Jeffrey said as he pulled himself away from Jennifer.  She stumbled forward for half a step.
“How did you do that?”
“You were leaning against my arms.”
“Well, you were, too.”
“No I wasn’t, I was putting energy into my arms, but I was staying relaxed and keeping my posture upright.”
They set up again.
“I didn’t know you knew Matt,” Jeffrey said.
“I live just across the street, and I’m friends with his girlfriend,” Jennifer said.
“Cool.”
They played through a few more examples before Matthew came back out.
“How’s she doing?”
“Great, she’s picking it up quickly,” Jeffrey said.
“I am not,” Jennifer said.  “I don’t see how you guys kept your balance with all that pushing and shoving.”
“Well, come to the tournament in two weeks and you can watch us do it for real,” Matthew said.  “Brea’s coming.”
“Yes, I know, she asked me if I’d go and keep her company.”
“Well, will you?”
“Sure.”
“And while I’m asking favors, would you help out with Jessie when we practice next week?”
“If I can.  When are you going to practice?”
“I was hoping we could do Tuesday before Thanksgiving, then Tuesday and Thursday the week before the tournament.”
“I’ve got school on all those days.  So what time?”
“I’m flexible, but we need light, so it’s got to be before 4:30.  What about you, Jeffrey?”
“Whatever works for you two.”
“Then 3:30 both days; is that early enough?”
“I think it’ll be perfect,” Matthew said, “I’ll put the staffs away if you two want to get something to drink.”
Jeffrey looked at his watch, “I’ve got to go.  I’m supposed to be home for dinner in a few minutes.”
“Okay, Jen, will you let him out?  Come on, Jessie, let’s put the staffs away.”
“I’ll carry that one,” Jessica said grabbing at one of the staffs.
“Don’t hit anything,” Matthew said, as he let her take it.
They walked down the side yard to the garage.
“Jen, thanks for helping out.  It’s really a big deal for me to get to do this form with Matt,” Jeffrey said, as Jennifer walked him to the door.
“It was interesting,” Jennifer said, as she walked with Jeffrey to the front door.
“Okay, Jen, I’ll see you in school Monday.”
“See you,” Jennifer said as she closed the door.
“Well, did it work?” Matthew asked as he and Jessica came in from the garage.
“I think so, and thanks so much, you worked everything just perfect.”
“I got some hints from Brea.”
“Well, thanks a bunch, I think he likes me.”
“I’m sure he does, but don’t scare him away.”
“I know, but he’s so cute.”
“And don’t call him cute.”
“Okay, bye; bye Jessie.”
◆ ◆ ◆
That night Matthew checked in on Alex.  As usual, she was camped out above Sayid’s estate reading.  She had her night vision binoculars hanging around her neck and the parabolic microphone hanging on her car window like a drive-in tray.  It allowed her to have the window up, while she was listening.  Occasionally some sound would alert her and she would take the binoculars and scan the residence.
Matthew guided his virtual camera to the estate.  It was still empty.
“Thank God for that,” Matthew muttered.
Before going to bed Matthew, checked on Alex again.  She had put her stuff away and had started her car.  Matthew continued to watch until she had the car in gear and was driving away.  Before closing his virtual camera, Matthew made one last pass through Sayid’s house.  As he was finishing up his inspection, a black Mercedes pulled into the driveway.  Sayid was talking on a cell phone in the back seat.
“Uh-oh, they’re back,” Matthew moaned as he closed down his camera.
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew spent Sunday at home.  In the morning he ran ten miles and did a long stretching routine after.  Then he called Emily.
“Emily, Sayid’s back.”
“Does Alex know?”
“Not yet; he showed up after she left on Saturday, but tonight she’ll be able to tell for sure.”
“Darn it!  Why couldn’t he stay away until after we leave for Vail Wednesday morning?”
“You could call him and ask him to coordinate schedules,” Matthew said.
“Funny; now what are we going to do?”
“Nothing; hopefully nothing will happen before Wednesday and she’ll lose interest after the ski trip.”
“We can only hope,” Emily said.  “Oh, by the way, why don’t we study at your house tomorrow night; that will save you from having to ride your bike home in the dark.”
“Sounds good to me.”
Then he spent the rest of the day working on his term paper for European History, a paper on the strategies of Otto Von Bismarck.  Brea and Emily were off to a tennis tournament, and his mom had taken Jessica to a birthday party, so he didn’t have any distractions.
Occasionally he checked on Alex.  She spent most of the day working on her term paper, also; but at 9:30 P.M. she headed up to spy on Sayid.  Alex got excited right away when she realized that Sayid was back.  She spent a lot of time trying to listen with her parabolic microphone and peering through her night vision binoculars, but in general it was an uneventful evening.
◆ ◆ ◆
The next evening when Emily knocked on the door to Matthew’s house, Mrs. Brandt answered.
“Oh, hi, Emily, Matt said you were coming over to study.  Come right in.”
“He’s got you set up in the office, just around the corner there.  Can I get you anything?”
“No thanks, Mrs. Brandt, I’m fine.”
“Call me Margaret,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “Mrs. Brandt makes me feel old.”
“Sure, Margaret.”
“I’m glad that Matthew is able to go on the ski trip with you.”
“Brea’s the one saving his seat.”
“I’m sure; I’ll let Matt know you’re here.”
Mrs. Brandt went upstairs where Matthew was dressing Jessica in her pajamas.
“Was that Emily?”
“Yes, she’s in the office waiting for you.”
“Okay, Jessie’s ready for bed, aren’t you?”
“No; I want a story first,” Jessica demanded.
“Jessie, Mommy’s going to read you a story tonight,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “Which one do you want to read?”
“Winnie the Pooh,” Jessica said with emphasis on Pooh.
“Okay, you’re off for the rest of the night,” Mrs. Brandt said.
Matthew gave Jessica a kiss, “Night, night, Jessie.”
“Night, night.”
Matthew went to his room and grabbed his computer and the SAT study guide he and Emily were using.  Then he raced down the stairs to the office.
“Hi, Emily, you ready?”
“Yes; what’s up with you, forget to undress before you took a shower?” Emily said, pointing at Matthew’s damp shirt.
“I had to give Jessie her bath; Mom and I try to alternate nights.”
“I’m sure it’ll dry.”
“Jessie always likes to share her bath with whoever is helping her.”
“I know how little kids can be.  It’s nice that you help out so much; I’m sure your mom really appreciates it.  How’s she doing?”
“She’s okay, still working hard at the university, and it’s tough with Jessie being so young.  At least this year she’s in kindergarten, so it’s not so much day care.  Mrs. Maier, our neighbor, usually brings her home when she picks up her son at 4:00.
“I get her Mondays and Fridays till Mom gets home from work.  Mom comes home early on Tuesdays and Thursdays so we don’t have to pay for extended day care.  And Jen watches her on Wednesdays.”
“Brea’s friend?”
“Yes,” Matthew said.  “Let’s practice the analogies?”
“Sure.”
“Do you want anything to drink or snack on?”
“Not now, I just finished dinner.”
“Me, too.”
The two friends went through several exercises from the vocabulary section of the study guide.
After an hour of studying Matthew got up, “I’m going to get a soda, do you want one?”
“Sure, and pretzels if you have them.”
“I’ll be back in a sec.”
“Matt, would you check on Alex?” Emily asked when he came back into the office.
Matthew looked at his watch, “8:30, I’ll check but she usually doesn’t set up until after 9:00.”
“Check anyway.”
Matthew gazed ahead as he slowed his breathing, and closed his eyes as he focused on Alex.  He heard her talking to Jason, “Jason, what did you get for an answer to problem 24?”
Matthew opened his eyes and saw Alex and Jason at Jason’s house.  They were in the alcove off the Winthrops’ family room, studying.
He closed his virtual camera and sat down.  “She’s fine; she’s at Jason’s studying.”
“Why did you close your eyes first?”
“Your suggestion, making sure that Alex wasn’t in the bathroom or something.”
“That’s nice; I hope you use such manners all the time.”
“I do now.”
“Good, well we’d better get back to it.”
After another forty-five minutes, Emily asked Matthew to check on Alex again.
“She’s just set up her stakeout.  The house seems quiet.  It looks like Sayid is out for the evening.”
“I hope our luck holds out at least until Wednesday.”
“One can hope. Emily do you want to do some more experiments with me?”
“Just what kind of experiments are you thinking of?” Emily teased.
Matthew blushed, “You know what I mean.”
Emily laughed, “I know, but I couldn’t resist.  But sure, it’ll be fun.”
“Good, I want to see if I can reverse the configuration.”
“What?”
“Change it so that you can see the room through it instead of me.”
“Great, so I get to be the peeping Jane.”
“Whatever; you ready?”
“Ready,” Emily said as she turned her chair so it faced to the right.  Matthew turned it so his faced to the left.
“I see your eye,” Emily said.
“Okay, now I’m going to move the end just in front of your right eye.”
“Now I’m really looking into your eyeball.”
“Now I’m going to shrink this end.”
“Just your pupil.”
“Now I’m going to try and move this end away from me.”
“Now I can see more of your face, and I can see myself behind you; this is so cool.”
Matthew closed the portal down.
“Wait, can’t we do some more?”
“Sure, but we need to work on whether I can hear through it, so we need to be in separate rooms.  I don’t think we should do that now.”
“I guess you don’t want your mom wondering what’s going on.”
“No, I don’t.  Sometimes I think I should just tell her, but I’m worried about how she’ll react.”
“I don’t think you should worry about that.”
“I know, I totally trust her, but she might start worrying that I’ve got a brain tumor like my dad; then she’d get doctors involved.  Soon my secret would be on the front pages of some rag.”
“I see what you mean.”
“Yes, it’s very complicated.  Now let’s see if we can both look through this end.”
They rotated their chairs so they were sitting side by side.  Then Matthew brought up his portal again.  He focused on Jessica, and she came into view immediately.  He pushed his end away from his face and expanded it a little; it grew to the size of a quarter.
“I can see it,” Emily said, leaning her head until it touched Matthew’s, “you’re peeking in on Jessie.  Hey, it’s bigger this time.”
“Yes, I’ve been practicing so I can make it bigger.  I’ve had it as big as my hand once.”
“That’s cool, you should be able to do more with it being bigger.”
“I think so.  It does make it easier to see things.  Now can you hear?”
“I think I can hear her breathing.”
“Good, well let’s check in on Alex.”
Matthew closed down the view of Jessica and focused on Alex.
“There’s Alex,” Emily said.  “She’s reading Les Misérables, but I can’t hear the stereo playing.”
“She keeps it off so she can hear with the parabolic mic she’s got set up.”
“Oh boy, that’s a sacrifice for her; she can hardly do anything without her music.”
“I’ve noticed.”
“Wait, it’s before 10:00 P.M., so my folks will be at the La Jolla Playhouse; we can check out the sound there.”
“Sure.”
Matthew opened the portal on Emily’s parents.  They were seated in the center section of the theater, about halfway back.
As he expanded the portal, he and Emily were treated to the closing scene of Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard.
“Well, I can definitely hear,” Emily said.
“Good, now what else can we try?” Matthew mused.  “Let’s check out the backside again.”
Matthew refocused the portal so the other end was in front of Emily.
“Still can’t see anything,” Emily said.
“How about pushing the pen against it?” Matthew asked.
Emily picked up the pen and pushed it through the back of where the portal should be.  Matthew saw a hole form on his end of the portal.
Emily waved the pen around.  “It’s like there’s nothing there,” she said.
“It makes a hole on my end.  And the hole keeps moving around in the portal, I guess wherever you’re moving the pen.  It seems to reform around the pen.  Let’s try again.”
“I’ll use my finger this time,” Emily said.
Matthew brought the portal up and Emily reached out with her finger.  She gently stroked the back of the portal.  “It’s cool and soft,” she said.  She pressed a little and her finger went through.
“It’s like the surface of water.  Some tension, but with a little pressure it goes right through.”
“Hm, like a weak force field,” Matthew said.
“I guess.”
“Okay, let’s see what it looks like from the side.”
Matthew rotated the portal until they could see the edge.
“There’s nothing here,” Emily said.  “It can’t be very thick; if I couldn’t see the front I wouldn’t even know it was there.”
“Use a pen again and see what it feels like,” Matthew suggested.
Emily picked up a pen and tried to press it where the edge would be.
“There’s some resistance,” she said, as the pen passed through it as though it wasn’t there, “but then it just slides right through like it’s moving through water.”
Matthew could see the pen, as half of it was visible in front of the portal.  When he looked at the other end of the portal, there was just the hole moving around following the pen.
“It’s like surface tension,” she said.  She pulled the pen back and looked at it where it had passed through the portal.  “No damage to the pen.”
Emily swept her hand through the portal.  “It’s like nothing is there but a floating pool of water.”
“Just one more thing, come with me,” Matthew said, closing the portal.  He led Emily to the garage where he took out a hammer, a punch and a piece of plywood.  “I thought we’d test its strength.”
“Okay, and the hammer is for?”
“I’m going to open it really big. I’ve been practicing opening it larger without letting it be flexible.  I’ll put this piece of plywood in front of my face for protection, and you try and drive the punch into it.”
“Okay.”
Matthew brought the portal up again.  He rotated the other end so it was horizontal on top of the workbench.  He positioned his end to the side where he could see what Emily was doing but so that any slips of the hammer wouldn’t have a chance to reach him.  He put the plywood in front of his face and said, “Give it a whack.”
Emily put the punch against the portal and tapped it with the hammer, “Nothing happened.”
“Hit it harder.”
Emily drew back and tapped the punch harder.
“Ouch!”
“What happened?” Emily asked.
“I couldn’t keep the plywood steady, it hit my forehead,” Matthew said.  “Let’s see what happened.”
Matthew turned the plywood over and examined its surface.  “I don’t see a punch mark, but the force of the blow made the plywood move.”
“There isn’t a mark on the workbench,” Emily said.  “So it’s really shifting everything to the other end.
“Let’s try it again and I’ll make it flexible this time.”
They repeated the experiment.  This time when they examined the plywood, there was a distinct mark where the punch had dented it, just as though she had applied the punch directly to the plywood.
“I guess when it doesn’t pass sound, it’s totally hard.  Makes sense, the sound energy needs to vibrate it like a membrane for the sound to pass through, so it would need to be a little flexible.”
“That makes sense.  How flexible do you think you can make it?” Emily asked.
“I don’t know, but I’m almost at my limit of keeping it open.”
“You have a limit?” Emily asked.
“Yes, I can only keep it open for about ten minutes continuously before I have to rest a few hours.”
“Oh. Have you had it open for ten minutes?”
“Not quite, but opening and closing it tires me out.  I don’t mean it tires me, but I just can’t open it anymore.  Anyway, the more often I open it, the less time I can keep it open.”
“That makes sense, just like any muscle.”  Emily gathered her books and stuff up into her backpack.  “I guess no more studying until after the ski trip.  Are you ready?”
“Sure, I’m really looking forward to it,” Matthew said.
“So am I.  See you at school tomorrow.”
Matthew showed Emily to the door, Emily stopped and turned to Matthew, her eyes asking the question for her.
“Okay, I’ll check on Alex,” Matthew said.
He opened the portal and looked in on Alex.  She was listening in on the parabolic microphone and taking some notes, presumably of the conversation she was eavesdropping on.
He checked the house.  Sayid was in his study talking to someone on the phone about coming to visit the next week.
“Yes, bring your friend,” Sayid said.  “We have plenty of room.”
Sayid listened for a while then said, “We’ll play golf.  I’ll get a friend to join us so we’ll have a foursome.  No, it’s no trouble; I should get some benefit from belonging to that country club.”
Sayid nodded his head a few times as if the caller could see him.
“I’ll see you on Sunday; I’ll have my driver pick you up.  Maa asalaama,” Sayid said as he hung up the phone.  He stood up, went into his living room, and picked up a book.  The book had a green jacket with gold Arabic writing on it.  He poured himself a drink from the bar, it looked like a cognac, and sat down and started to read.  Matthew refocused on Alex; she was packing up to leave.
“She’s fine, getting ready to leave right now,” Matthew said to Emily as he closed the portal.  “Sayid has guests coming on Sunday.”
“Oh that’ll drive Alex nuts, we don’t get back until after 8:00 on Sunday.  She’s going to worry she’ll miss something.”
“Yeah, and that also means she’s not going to forget about it.”
“Don’t you know it?  Well, bye.”
“Bye, see you tomorrow.”




A White Thanksgiving

“Matty, are you packed?” Mrs. Brandt asked, as she knocked on the door to her son’s room.
“I’m just finishing up.”
“How about your homework, are you going to take your books with you?”
“No, Mom, I finished it all up this afternoon.  I’m free and clear till after the weekend.”
“That’s good; you’ll have a lot more fun that way.  Are you riding with the Reeves?”
“No, Jason’s going to pick me up on his way to get Alex.  He’s going to get all their gear stowed away tonight, so after he drops the rest of the family off, he’ll come and get us.”
“That’s a lot of trips to the airport.  Won’t the traffic be horrible, and the Reeves are just across the street.”
“We’re on Mr. Stevenson’s jet, remember?” Matthew said.  “We’ll be flying out of Palomar so there there won’t be much traffic to fight.  I think Jason wants support to get Alex, she’s not much of a morning person.”
“I can sympathize with that.  Nice to have rich friends,” Mrs. Brandt sighed.
“It sure is, except I feel kind of like a poor relation sometimes.”
“Yes, it’s hard to keep perspective when you’re surrounded with people with so much money,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “It’s a good thing you get to come home to Jessie and me; we’ll keep you grounded in reality.”
Mrs. Brandt struck a modeling pose, which looked funny since she was wearing K-Mart sweats.
“That’s what family’s for,” Matthew laughed.  “Don’t worry, I just have to look in my wallet to be reminded that I’d be stupid to try and keep up with them.”
“Good.  Is your alarm set?”
“Yes it is, don’t worry,” Matthew said.  “Are you and Jessie all set for your trip to Seattle tomorrow night?”
“Ready as we’ll ever be.  The more I think about traveling with a five-year old by myself, the more I think about how much you owe me, buster,” Mrs. Brandt said, poking her finger into Matthew’s chest, a mischievous grin on her face.  “And I plan on collecting.”
“I know I owe you, so I’ll pay,” Matthew said.
“All right, you’d better get to sleep so you’ll wake up tomorrow.  Wake me before you leave.”
“Okay, goodnight,” Matthew said, closing his door.
“Night,” Mrs. Brandt’s reply was muffled by the closed door.
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew was up at 5:30 on Wednesday morning.  He did a quick 30-minute workout before showering.  Then he hauled his bags down to the curb.  At 6:15 he knocked on his mother’s bedroom door to say goodbye.
“Are you ready to go?” Mrs. Brandt croaked, as she opened her door, more asleep than awake.  She came into the hallway, closing her door behind her, “Jessie decided to sleep with me last night, and you know what a blanket hog she is.”
“Blanket hog, space hog and she kicks,” Matthew commiserated with his mother.  “So does that mean you didn’t get much sleep?”
“Yes, as soon as you leave, I’m going back to bed, but in your bed.”
“You’re welcome to it.  I’ve already got my stuff outside, so I’m out of here,” Matthew said, as he gave his mother a kiss and a hug.
“Bye, have fun,” his mother managed to get out as she tried to stifle a yawn.
Matthew heard a car drive up.  “That must be Jason, bye.”  He gave his mother another kiss and then bounded down the stairs.
“Hi Jen, hi Mr. and Mrs. Reeves,” Matthew said, waving to his neighbors who were just loading up.
“We could have given you a ride, Matt,” Jennifer said.
“I know, but Jason needs backup when he drags Alex out of bed.”
Jason had already loaded most of Matthew’s gear by the time he got to the Expedition.  “Hey, Jason, I thought you didn’t schlep bags?”
“I want to make sure we’ve got the maximum amount of time to get Alex; she’s as bad as Brea when it comes to waking up in the morning.”
“You’re not so hot in that department yourself,” Matthew said.
“I know, but I can make it work when I’m motivated.”
“Why are we going so early?”
“This way we’ll arrive in time to unpack at the house and be on the slopes by noon.  Everybody wants to get in at least a half day today.”
“I like that idea,” Matthew threw his last bag into the back of the Expedition and hopped into the front seat.  “So do you think that with me along, Alex will behave herself?”
“I thought it might help.”
After a quick drive they pulled into the circular driveway in front of Alex’s house, stopping outside the front door.  “I took most of her stuff over last night.  So there should only be one or two bags left.”
Matthew hopped out of the SUV, ran over, and knocked on the door.
“Just a minute,” Alex yelled from inside the house.  As she opened the door, Matthew could see her hair was still wet from her shower and she hadn’t put on any makeup yet.  “Hi, Matt, don’t look at me, I haven’t put my face on yet,” Alex said, putting her hands in front of her face.
“You look fine to me.  Do you have any bags you want me to carry?”
“No, just this,” Alex said through a big yawn.  “Jason took everything else over last night.”  Alex was holding onto a small leather carry-on bag and her purse.
“Then give that one to me,” Matthew said, as he reached for the bag.
“Okay,” Alex set the security alarm then closed and locked the door.  “Mommy and Daddy left for Hawaii yesterday.  I slept through my first alarm.”
“Your first alarm?”
“Yes, I always set two, just in case.”  Alex did a sort of sleep walk to the SUV.
“Hi, sleepy head.”
“Hi, yourself.  I plan to sleep all the way to Vail.”
“That’s what I figured.  You and Brea can have the seats in the back with Sonja and Hanna.”
“Thanks.”
It only took fifteen minutes for them to reach Palomar airport.  Jason drove into the private aircraft area.  There was a pile of stuff next to the plane and Jennifer and her mom were standing next to it.  Mr. Winthrop and Mr. Stevenson were talking with a third man who looked like the pilot.  The plane was the sleekest jet Matthew had ever seen.
“Nice jet,” Matthew said.
“Yes it is,” Jason replied.  “It’s a Gulfstream VI, one of the top jets around.  That baby can make it to Europe or Japan.”
“Who cares about the plane,” Alex said, “let’s get on board so I can get back to sleep.”
Jason just shrugged his shoulders as he pulled the SUV to a stop beside the plane.  Alex immediately got out and walked up the ramp into the plane.
Mr. Reeves walked up as Jason was opening the back of the Expedition.  “Mr. Reeves, we’ll load everything,” Jason said.  “Go ahead and take Jennifer and your wife onto the plane.”
“We can help load our stuff,” Mr. Reeves said.
“Don’t worry about it; Jack won’t let anyone else put stuff into the cargo hold, so all we have to do is carry it over to him.”
“All right, you’re in charge.”
It only took the boys ten minutes to unload the Expedition.
“I’ve got to park the car.  Can you keep handing stuff up to Jack?  I’ll be back in a minute.”
“No problem,” Matthew said, as Jason got into the SUV and drove it over to the parking area.
Matthew kept feeding Jack the items as he called out for them.  He’d just handed Jack the last item when Jason came back.
“Man, I’ve got great timing; I’m going to go check on Alex, see you on the plane.”
Matthew decided to check out what the two men were discussing with the pilot.
“Hi, Mr. Stevenson, Mr. Winthrop.”
“Hi, Matt, it didn’t take you boys as long as we thought,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “I expected you to still be dragging Alex out of bed.”
“Not quite.  I think she’d just gotten out of the shower though.”
“Typical.”
“Matt, this is our pilot, Norm Washington.”
“Hi, Mr. Washington.”
“Call me Norm, good to meet you, Matt,” Mr. Washington extended his hand to shake with Matt.
“Yes, we’re all on a first name basis here,” Mr. Stevenson said.  “And you’ve met Jack our co-pilot, steward and payload specialist.”
“Yes, we sort of met.”
“We’re all loaded up,” Jack said, as he came from the back of the plane.
“Good, why don’t you two go ahead and board, we just need to do the preflight check then we’re off,” Mr. Stevenson said.
“Come on, Matt, we’re going to have to let the pilots check their toy out.”  Mr. Winthrop put his arm around Matthew’s shoulder and guided him toward the ramp to the jet.
“Wow,” Matthew exclaimed as he entered the cabin.  “This is really posh.”
“Yes, it is; it’s one of the nicer charter jets you can get.  I’d suggest you take the seat next to Jason; the girls have taken over the back of the plane so they can try and sleep during the flight.”
“I can tell,” Matthew looked at the back of the plane.  Emily was sitting next to her sister, Sonja, and Mrs. Winthrop was sitting with Hanna, then Brea, Alex and Jennifer had made up the seats behind them with blankets and pillows.  All the shades were drawn.
Mrs. Stevenson was sitting in the front of the plane talking to their nanny, a young Hispanic woman whom Matthew had seen around their house.  “Now, Yvette, are you sure you don’t want to try skiing?  The girls will be on the slopes at least four hours a day.”
“No, Mrs. Stevenson, I stay at lodge and keep warm, or I clean the house.  No ski.”
Matthew smiled; he could tell that Yvette was either afraid of skiing or afraid to get cold, but definitely had no intention of being on the slopes.
“Hi, Matt, I didn’t see you come in.”
“Hi, Elizabeth, you’re not going to sit in the back with the rest of the women?
“No, I like to be up here with Walter.  And I’m a morning person.  No morning people are allowed past the fourth row.”
“Interesting rule.”
“On the way back it reverses, except for the little ones.  The three girls will be all wired and talking the whole way home.”
The door to the lavatory opened and Tyler came out.
“Hi, Matt.”
“Hey, Tyler.”
The two boys were a little uneasy around each other.  Tyler used to pick on Matthew before the kidnapping incident.  Now they had an uneasy friendship.  With Tyler dating Emily, and Matthew and Emily being friends, they had learned to tolerate each other.
Tyler walked back to his seat just in front of the girls.
“Must not be a morning person,” Matthew muttered to himself.
“No, he’s not.  He’ll be asleep before we reach altitude.  Let me or Jack know if you need anything,” Mrs. Stevenson said.
“I will, thanks for having me.”
“After you rescued Sonja, I like to think of you as part of our family.”  Mrs. Stevenson’s eyes welled up with tears as she thought about the kidnapping.
“I just…” Matthew stammered.
“I know; now just go take your seat, here come our pilots.”
Matthew made his way back to his seat next to Jason.  “How come you’re not in back with the other sleepy heads?”
“Not enough room, but I’m planning to sleep, so I hope you’re not going to be chatty on me.”
“I’ve got a book, so don’t worry.”
“If you’re going to read, you’ll have to use the reading light.  They’ll come up here and hit you upside the head with your book if you raise the shade.  They even make the pilot keep the cabin lights low so they can sleep.”
“I didn’t know you’d been on a trip with them before?”
“We took a charter to Aspen, and I’m guessing that Alex and Brea have taken over and the same protocol will apply.”
“It looks like it,” Matthew watched Jack pull down the few shades that were still up.
“Okay, let me have your attention please,” Jack said, as he stood in front of the passenger cabin.  “I need to review the emergency procedures with you before we take off, and then I’ll dim the lights so you can all get your beauty sleep.”
Jack went through all the exit procedures and such for the plane in case of an emergency.  Then he dimmed the lights and took a seat in the front of the cabin.  Mr. Stevenson had taken the co-pilot’s seat next to Mr. Washington.
The jet engines roared to life as Mr. Stevenson came on the PA.  “We should be in the air in about ten minutes.  So everyone sit back and relax.”
Soon the jet started taxiing to the runway.  When it reached the end, it turned and the engines screamed as it raced down the runway.  After what seemed to Matthew an incredibly short distance, the Gulfstream lifted into the air.
“Wow, that was fast.”
“It doesn’t take much to get these small jets up into the air.  Now if you don’t mind, I’m going to sleep.”
With that Jason pulled the blanket up around his shoulders and reclined his seat.  In just five minutes he was breathing deeply.  Matthew took his book out and started to read.
After they were in the air for fifteen minutes, Jack got up and started to serve coffee and drinks to the passengers that were awake.
“Matt, what would you like to drink?  I’ve got 7-Up, Coke, coffee, orange juice, apple juice and water.  If I don’t have what you would like, I can sneak back to the galley and get it.  We carry just about everything.”
“Orange juice will be fine,” Matthew replied quietly, hoping he wouldn’t wake Jason.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“If you need anything else, just wave at me, or if that doesn’t work, here’s your call button,” Jack pointed to the call button in the console.
“I will, thanks.”
In just under two hours, Mr. Stevenson came on the PA system to announce that they were on their approach to Vail.  The whole cabin started to stir as everyone got up and put away their blankets and pillows.  Matthew saw Alex come out of the lavatory with her makeup kit and her face fully made up.  Brea went in right behind her carrying her makeup kit.
Mr. Stevenson came into the cabin and Jack took his place in the cockpit.  Matthew looked at him wondering why he would give up his co-pilot position.
Seeing Matthew’s quizzical look, Mr. Stevenson said, “We like to have two professional pilots at the controls when we land, especially at a challenging airport like this one.”
“Oh,” Matthew nodded in agreement.
Brea came out of the lavatory, walked up, and sat down beside Matthew.  “Hi,” she said, giving him a light kiss.
“Are you awake now?”
“Yes, are you ready to get some skiing in today?”
“Me, I just do what I’m told.”
Jason came out of the front lavatory, and seeing Brianna in his seat, he walked back and sat with Alex.
“Interesting set of rules you guys have for flying.”
“They seem to work, and in case you haven’t noticed, the rear lavatory is only for us girls.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because men are pigs when it comes to bathrooms.  We want a nice clean restroom to use while we’re trapped on the plane.”
“Whatever,” Matthew rolled his eyes.
“We’re landing,” Brianna started to buckle her seatbelt.
The jet entered its approach and glided onto the runway.  As it touched down, there was hardly a bump and it smoothly braked to a stop.
“That’s some nice landing.”
“Yeah, it was certainly smoother than when we went to Aspen.”
“I guess Mr. Stevenson picked a great pilot.”
The plane quickly taxied to the gate area and pulled up beside three Expeditions.  As they started to haul stuff out of the jet, Matthew was amazed at how much stuff fourteen people could pack.  By the time they were done, the three vehicles were packed to the gills with suitcases and ski equipment.
“It’s 10:30, factoring in the time to get to the house, unpack and have a quick bite to eat, we should be able to hit the slopes by 12:00 when our half-day lift tickets kick in,” Jason said.
“Should we go and buy our lift tickets now?”
“They’re waiting for us at the house -- part of the service provided by the rental agency,” Brianna said.
“Wow, that’s nice service.  How do I pay for mine?” Matthew asked.
“Don’t worry about it.”
“I’m not going to let you guys pay for everything.”
“Chill out Matt, you can buy dinner one night,” Jason said as he climbed into the driver’s seat of one of the Expeditions, “that’ll more than cover your lift tickets.”
“Okay.”
Matt and Brea got into the back of the Expedition and Alex climbed in beside Jason.
“Do you know where the house is?” Alex asked.
“No, but I’m following Dad.  I assume he knows where he’s going, or at least Mom does.”
A few minutes later, the three Expeditions pulled up outside a large black and white A-frame house.  It was done up like a Swiss chalet, with the roof, crossbeams and all the trim in black.  The rest of the house was painted white.
“Okay, here are the room assignments,” Mrs. Winthrop called out.  “Matt, Jason and Tyler, you’re on this floor, down the hall, room on the right.  Emily, Alex, Brea and Jennifer, you’re in the room on the left.  Yvette, you and the two girls are upstairs, first door on the left.”
“Now none of you teenagers are allowed upstairs,” Mrs. Stevenson continued for Mrs. Winthrop.  “This is your TV, reading, whatever area, ours is upstairs.  We expect you to try and be quiet at night, and everybody is inside by one hour after they close the mountain.  Got it?”
The seven teenagers all nodded their agreement.
“We’ll assign breakfast duty for the four mornings later tonight.  After today you’re on your own for lunch.  Dinner will be at 7:30 and nobody skips dinner,” Mrs. Winthrop continued.  “We’ve got pizza coming in thirty minutes for lunch, so you have until then to get your stuff stowed in your rooms; skis and ski boots stay on the porch; it locks so they’ll be safe.  After lunch you’re free to hit the slopes.  Elizabeth and I’ll take care of the two girls this afternoon, but tonight we’ll assign shifts to look after them.”
“You thinking you joined the military?” Jason asked Matt in a whisper.
“And no smart-aleck remarks,” Mrs. Winthrop said, giving Jason a stern look.
“Busted,” Tyler said with a snicker.
Mrs. Stevenson clapped her hands, “Move, we want the room cleared by the time the pizza gets here.”
Everyone grabbed as much of their stuff as they could carry and hauled it to their rooms.
The boy’s room had what looked like a queen-size bunk bed and a third bed to one side.  There was a closet and a dresser.
“Okay, looks like we each get two drawers, and four hangers,” Tyler said.  “Which beds do you guys want?”
“I don’t care, you two decide, I’ll take the one left over,” Matthew said.
“Matt, since we’ve bunked together before, I’ll take the bottom bunk, if you’ll take the top.  That work for you, Tyler?”
“Suits me,” Tyler pulled his pants off and put on a pair of ski pants.
“Tyler, we should probably go help the girls move their bags into their room,” Jason said.  “I think they each brought three big bags.”
“Good idea,” Tyler stopped unbuttoning his shirt and headed out after Matthew and Jason.
“Well it took you long enough to come back and help us,” Brianna and Alex said together.  Emily was already dragging a large suitcase down the hall.
Matthew grabbed two suitcases and followed Emily.  Jason and Tyler did the same.  Brianna and Alex picked up a couple of small bags and followed the boys.
The girls’ room had two king-size beds, two dressers and a double closet.
“What’s with this?  You have a better room than we do,” Matthew complained.
“We’ll switch if you want, just decide who you’re sleeping with,” Emily laughed.
“I guess I’m happy with the room assignment.”  Matthew’s face turned red from the teasing.
“Darn right we are,” Tyler added, in a deep masculine voice.
“Well, thanks boys, we’ll take it from here.”  Alex started shooing the boys out of the room.
Emily followed the boys out and grabbed Matthew’s arm before he could follow Jason and Tyler into the boy’s room.
“Matt, got a second,” she said motioning back to the main area.
“Sure,” he followed Emily to the side of the big open area.
Emily motioned for Matthew to come close so she could whisper,  “I just wanted to get your promise that you won’t be making any unauthorized scans of our room.”
Matthew looked offended, “No way would I invade your privacy.”
Emily gave him a stern look.
“I told you that was before I realized what was happening.  I promise not to spy on you or any of the girls without your permission.”
“Okay, I just wanted to be sure; it’s going to be tempting being so close and hearing us right across the hall.”
“Don’t worry, I promise.”
“Hey, you guys, what are you talking about?” Jason hollered, as he and Tyler came out in their ski clothes.
“Nothing, we were just making sure we had gotten all the bags,” Emily said.  “I’ll see you guys in ten minutes.”
Tyler gave Matthew a look, but Matthew just shrugged his shoulders and went into the room to change.
After changing, Matthew came out of the room to find Tyler and Jason consulting the large map of the ski area that was pinned on the wall.
“You guys figure out where the best runs are?”
“I think we should take Orient Express or Emperor’s Choice.  They’re usually not too crowded.
“They’re both long diamond runs, so I’d guess not,” Matthew said.
“What’s the matter, Matt, afraid of a little challenge?”  Tyler had a little spark of their old rivalry in his eye.
“Not going to be a problem for me, but I don’t know how everyone else skis.”
“Well, Brea and Alex are both expert skiers and I’m on the Junior Ski Patrol, so enough said,” Jason looked at Tyler, “How about you, Tyler?”
“I do okay.”
“What about you, Matt?”
“I managed to qualify for the Junior Ski Patrol last year, so I think I’ll do fine, and Emily told me she’s starting her qualifications for the National Patrol when she turns eighteen.”
“Well then, if I break a leg, I shouldn’t have any problem finding someone to help me down the mountain.”  Tyler looked a little threatened as he realized that most of them were expert skiers.
“Did you say you wanted someone to push you down the mountain?” Jason laughed.
“Har har.”
“You guys behaving yourselves?” Emily’s voice startled them, and all three boys jumped.
“We’re trying to decide where we should start the day.  Jason was suggesting we start out with Emperor’s Choice or Orient Express.”
“You can, but I’m going to stay on the intermediate slopes for the first part of the afternoon.  I like to get my legs retrained before I hit the hard stuff.”
“Well, what do you think, Matt?” Jason asked.
“I’m just going to follow Brea.”
“Follow me where?” Brianna asked, as she and Jennifer joined the group.
“Wherever you want to ski.”
“Well, I’m going to take it easy today; save the hard stuff for tomorrow.”
“How about you, Jen, how’s your skiing?” Jason asked.
“I’m pretty much an intermediate skier.  I’m going to try and take a lesson on Friday, so maybe by the end of the weekend I’ll be able to struggle down a diamond run.”
Tyler looked obviously relieved that the group was deciding to avoid the long diamond runs for the day.
“Where’s Alex?” Jason asked.
“She should be out any second,” Brianna answered, “she was trying to decide which sweater she was going to wear today.”
“Which sweater?” Matthew rolled his eyes, “no wonder she had four bags.”
“Matt, Brea had five,” Jason laughed, “what have you got, one sweater, one pair of ski pants and an extra jacket?”
“What else do you need?”
“Nothing, as long as you’re a guy; but girls go skiing as much for the ski fashions as for the skiing.”
“Of course.  Why do you think they have so many choices?  One sweater, how boring.”
“Who’s only got one sweater?” Alex asked, as she finally showed up.
“We were just comparing how much clothing you girls brought compared to us guys.”
“Well, we’ve got taste in clothes; you guys only have taste in women.”  All the girls giggled.
“Pizza’s here,” Jason hollered, as the pizza delivery guy reached the door.
“Oh boy!” came the cry from Sonja and Hanna as they scurried down the stairs.  They were still wearing the clothes they wore on the plane.
“Why didn’t they change yet?” Matthew asked.
“Think.  You’ve seen little kids eat?” Emily said, “nobody brought that many clothes.”
Jason paid for the pizzas and carried the boxes to the kitchen.  Emily and Brianna both got plates, forks and napkins out of the cupboard while Jennifer got the two girls seated at the table.
“What do you want to drink?” Jennifer asked.
“Coke,” Hanna said.
“How about a nice glass of milk?” Brianna said as she was putting a slice of pizza on the two plates.  “You can have a Coke after you’re finished skiing.”
“Okay,” Hanna and Sonja resigned themselves to a healthy drink for now.
“You guys might as well slow down, you’re not going anywhere until we’re finished,” Emily said, “and we haven’t even started yet.”
“We’re just trying to take the edge off our hunger,” Matthew exchanged a sheepish look with the other two guys.  They were all three starting on their second slice of pizza.
“Sit down, stay awhile.  Relax, we can’t even get on a ski lift until after 12:00 and it’s not even 11:30 yet.”
“Are you taking care of your sisters?” Mrs. Winthrop hollered down the stairs.
“We’ve got them covered,” Brianna hollered back.  “Do want me to put some pizza aside for you before the guys eat it all?”
“Yes, put one pepperoni and mushroom and a Hawaiian pizza aside for us.  And nobody goes skiing without a two-way radio.  Jason you take care of it.”
“Okay,” Brianna looked at the collection of pizza boxes.  Every box had been opened as each of the guys had grabbed a different one; there wasn’t a whole pizza left in the group.
“You guys are a bunch of pigs.”  Brianna assembled the two pizzas by taking slices from different boxes.  “If they get mad about this, you guys are taking the rap.”
“Sorry,” was all the guys could say.
“They’re sure taking their time,” Tyler remarked to the group.
“Mom and Cara signed the girls up for ski lessons at 1:00, so there’s no reason for them to hurry.”
“Do the girls know how to ski at all?” Matthew asked.
“They both did a little skiing at the end of last season, so we’ll see how much they remember,” Emily said.
“They’ll probably be out-skiing all of us by the end of the weekend,” Tyler said.  “Sometimes I just want to trip those little guys with my ski pole when they go zipping by me.”
“They’re closer to the ground, so it’s hard to hurt themselves; makes them fearless,” Matthew said.
“You can say that again.”
“Okay, everyone take a radio.  The chargers are here on the counter, so you’re responsible for plugging your radio in at night.”  Jason demonstrated how to put the radios into the charger.
“And Mom and Dad check on us, so you’d better make sure yours is on and working, or you’ll be sitting out the rest of the day,” Emily said.
“Geez, is this Camp Pendleton or what?” Tyler whined.
“It’s actually pretty cool.  We can call each other so we can group for lunch, or if you’re looking for someone else to ski with.  And we’ll know everyone’s safe,” Emily said, giving Tyler a motherly ‘quit whining’ look.
“Just make sure you don’t lose yours.”  Jason finished handing them out.
By the time the girls had taken care of the two little ones, eaten and cleaned up, it was approaching 12:00, and Jason was getting very antsy.
“But this is a perfect ski afternoon and we only have five hours,” Jason whined.
“Hold your jets,” Brianna said.  “We’re almost finished here, and we can ski right down to the lift.”
“Yeah, calm down, big boy,” Alex said.
“We’re ready,” Brianna announced a few minutes later.
“Just a second, I need to get my boots on.”
“Well hurry up, it’s almost 12:00,” Brianna teased.
“Quit picking on him.  He can’t help it, it just takes him some time to get his stuff together,” Alex piled on.
“You guys are going to have to pay those checks you’re writing when we hit the diamonds tomorrow,” Jason said.  “You should make sure you’ve got enough to cover the action.”
“Ooh, I’m scared,” said Brianna.
“Now, play nice,” Emily said.  “Everyone ready to ski?”
As they skied down to the lift area, Matthew asked, “Which lift do we take?”
“We’ll take the Vista Bahn Express, it’s just behind the lodge,” Emily said.  “That’ll let everyone take Lion’s Way to Cold Feet, and Cold Feet will take us down to the bottom of the Avanti Express lift, that’s an easy run.  Then we’ll take the Avanti lift to the top.”
“Sounds good, there are lots of intermediate runs off the top, and a few short diamonds,” Jason said.  “Let’s go.”
“It’s only 11:55,” Brianna said as they swooshed along slowly.  “See, you’re going to have to wait anyway.”
“Wait is right,” Tyler said, pointing to the long lift line.
“I knew we were wasting ski time,” Jason whined.
Alex punched Jason in the arm, “Behave yourself,” she whispered loudly.
It took twenty minutes to make it through the lift line, and then Jason, Alex, Emily and Tyler got one quad chair, and Brea, Jennifer, Matthew and a lone skier got into the next quad chair.  Finally they were heading up the mountain.
Brianna and Jennifer started talking as soon as they got seated.  Jennifer was telling her about the Saturday that Jeffrey came over and practiced with Matthew.
“And he showed me how to do push hands; it was so cool.  He could make me fall down without any effort; we’d be doing it, then all of a sudden I’d be off balance.  Then …”
“Hey, are you guys planning to ride this thing down?” Matthew hollered, realizing that they hadn’t gotten themselves prepared to hop off the lift.
“Jason, catch Jen,” Matthew hollered as the two girls had to jump off the lift with their ski poles in one hand, totally unprepared.
Matthew helped Brianna catch her balance when she landed; and Jason, fortunately, was quick enough to catch Jennifer before she did a face plant in the snow.
“Thanks, Jason,” Jennifer struggled to get herself situated.  “That could have been embarrassing.”
“What do you mean could have been?” Jason teased.  “You two are dangerous when you start talking.”
“Well, Matt should have told us we were almost at the top,” Brianna said.
“I didn’t know I needed to, but now we all know better,” Matthew laughed.  “We’d better get out of the unload area before someone lands on us.”
“See you guys at the bottom,” Jason hollered as he raced off to catch up with Alex.
“Are you two ready?” Matthew adjusted his ski poles.
“Yes, lead the way.”
Matthew skied off in the same direction Jason had, but after two hundred yards, he pulled beside a map.  “This is a real easy trail to follow.”
Brianna stayed close to Jennifer the whole way down.  After a few minutes, Matthew started to ski on the edge of the run, trying to find some more challenging areas.  He swooshed from side to side, getting used to his father’s boots and skis.  They were a lot nicer than the ones he’d used last year.
When the three of them made the turn from Cold Feet to Cubs Way, Matthew could see Emily and Alex talking next to the Avanti Express lift.  He raced ahead of Brianna and Jennifer and did a hockey stop in front of the two.
“Hey, where’re Jason and Tyler?  You didn’t push them off into a snow drift or something did you?”
“No, but we wanted to,” Emily said.  “Jason goaded Tyler into taking the Avanti run; he was too bored on Cold Feet.”
“It was a pretty milk toast run.  But that makes for a good warm-up,” Matthew added before Emily had a chance to scold him.
“Hey, guys, are we waiting for Jason and Tyler?” Brianna asked, as she and Jennifer pulled up.
“There they are,” Jennifer pointed at the two skiing quickly toward the lift.
“They’d better slow down, or they’ll get busted.  This whole bowl is a slow zone,” Emily said.
“What took you so long?” Alex asked, when the two boys finally pulled up.
“You’d better slow down in the slow zones, or they’ll take your lift ticket,” Emily warned.
“Okay, you’re right, they’re pretty serious about that here,” said Jason.  “I had to climb back up the hill to get Tyler’s ski.  He hit a mogul and decided to try flying.  He didn’t make it too far, and one of his skis planted itself up the hill.”  Jason was laughing so hard he barely got the story out.
“The mogul was buried,” Tyler pleaded his defense.
“Yeah, there was a lot of nice powder on the side of the run,” Jason agreed.  “I wish I’d had a video camera going, I think it would have had a shot at America’s Funniest.”
Tyler was obviously embarrassed to have Jason tease him, but didn’t know how to make him stop.
“Well, I’m sure we’ll all have our moments this week,” Matthew said.  “Flying is one of the exciting parts of skiing; it’s the landing that bites.”
“You can say that again,” Tyler was obviously relieved for someone to help make light of his spill.
“Okay, let’s get in line for the lift.  I’m going to take Lodgepole down this time; anybody with me?”
“Jennifer and I are going to work our way around on an easy run again.”  Brianna saw Matthew give a quiet groan so she decided to give him a break.  “Matt, you can go with Jason if you want, we’ll see you back here.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, Jennifer just needs another run to get her ski legs back.”
“All right,” Jason hollered, “Emily, Tyler, are you with us?”
“Sure,” Emily turned to Tyler and whispered, “There are a couple of places where we can switch over to an easy run if we’re not ready for the hard one.”
Jason and Alex were already getting on the ski lift by this time.  The line went quickly so the seven were able to regroup at the top without making Jason wait too long.
“What took you guys so long, we come here to ski or to talk?” Jason said as they regrouped at the top.
“Apparently you came here to talk,” Matthew said.
“Cool it, buster,” Alex slugged Jason.
“Okay, I’m sorry, another run or two and I’ll get over my ski withdrawals,” Jason apologized.
“You’d better,” Brianna pointed her radio at Jason in a not-too-veiled threat.  Then she put it back in her pocket and zipped it closed.  “Come on, Jen, we’ve got a longer trip down, we don’t want to keep ants-in-his-pants waiting too long.”
The other five followed, but turned off shortly onto Lodgepole.  Jason and Matthew spent some time hot-dogging along the edge of the run, darting between the trees and catching some air off the moguls.  Emily and Tyler spent most of the time in the center of the run, while Alex alternated between the two groups.
As they approached the steepest part of the run, Matthew decided to join Emily and Tyler.  Tyler was clearly struggling down the slope, while Emily was almost absent minded in her skiing.
“How are you guys doing?”
“We’re doing fine.”  Emily gave Tyler a concerned look.
“Tyler, don’t let Jason make you uptight.  If you don’t relax your knees a little and let the skis float, your hips are going to be sore from taking all the jolts.”
“I just need to get another run in me, that’s all.”
“You’re the boss, but here’s an exercise you can do to loosen up.  Just lean forward against your boots and flex your knees and hips, and then take, long sweeping turns and keep your hands pointed down the hill.”  Matthew demonstrated then raced ahead to catch up with Jason.
“He’s right, you know.  I shouldn’t have let Jason goad you into doing Avanti before you’d gotten your ski legs back,” Emily said.
“I’m fine.”
“You’re stiff as a board, come let’s do it; it’ll help both of us get back into the groove.”
Tyler and Emily did a few sweeping turns while trying to flex their joints and develop some relaxation.
When they skied into the lift area, Matthew gave Tyler a thumbs-up sign, “Looking smooth.”
Emily mouthed “Thanks,” to Matthew.
“Hey, where are Brea and Jen?”
“I assume they’re still making their way down the bunny run,” Jason said.
“Be nice,” Alex said.  “If they took the easy trail all the way, it’ll take them a few more minutes to get here.”
“Should we call them?”
“Let’s just give them a few minutes, it’s a real pain to answer the radio when you’re skiing,” Emily gave Matthew a nod, suggesting he take a quick peek with his camera.
Trying to avoid anyone noticing him, Matthew turned on his virtual camera and focused on Brianna.  He immediately saw the two girls entering the last turn on Cubs Way.  They were skiing slowly, while Jennifer talked to some guy.  When the trio crested the last rise, Matthew called out, “There they are, looks like they picked up some guy.”
“Where?” Jason asked.
“Right there, see them just to the right of that clump of trees?” Matthew pointed to the girls.
“Oh yeah, I see them.  You must have some eagle eyes to tell that’s a guy skiing with them.”
“Come on, why else would they slow down to talk?”
“I’d say logic is a good aid to eyesight,” Emily chuckled.
“Let’s get in line; they should be here before we make it to the chair.”  Jason moved toward the lift line.
“Sure, just make sure they see us,” Alex said.
“I’ll stay here till they get here; you guys get in line,” Matthew said.  “We’ll try to get cuts with you, but if we don’t make it, we’ll catch you at the top.”
Matthew waited while Jennifer, Brianna and their friend skied up.
“Hi, Matt, did we take too long?”
“No, everyone else is in line holding a place.  You ready?”
“Sure; can Bill here go with us?”
“Up to him.  Hi, Bill, I’m Matt, you guys know each other or just meet on the slopes?”
“We just met.”
“Yeah, Jen ran into him and knocked him down.”
“That’s one way to meet people,” Matthew chuckled.  “I assume nobody got hurt.”
“Just my pride,” Jennifer said.  “It was Brea’s fault, she distracted me.”
“I did not,” Brianna gave Matthew a look that indicated she had been more culpable than not.
The foursome made their way to the ski lift line; it wasn’t too long, so nobody objected when they slid into line behind the other four.
“Who’s your new friend?” Emily asked.
“This is Bill; Jen picked him up on the slopes.”
“Apparently after knocking him down first,” Matthew laughed.
Everyone exchanged names, “What were you doing on the bunny slope?” Jason asked.  “With those skis you’re definitely not a beginner.”
“I was practicing skiing backwards.  I was just turning around when Jen introduced herself.”
“Skiing backwards, cool; maybe you can give me some hints,” Matthew said.  “I still have trouble making a quick turn going backwards.”
“That’s what I was practicing, so I don’t think I’ve got many hints, except make sure your rear is clear before you turn around.”
“Where are you from?” Emily asked.
“He lives here in Vail,” Jennifer answered for him.
“Yeah, my dad runs the restaurant at the big lodge.”
“Must be nice being able to ski all the time.”
“I like it; it’s a little slow in the off-season, but I kind of like the solitude.  Where are you guys staying?”
“We’re in the Mallory house,” Emily said.
“That’s sweet; you can ski right to the bottom of Vista Bahn Express from there.”
“Yes it does maximize your ski time,” Jason said.  “See you at the top,” he said as the first four got into position for the lift chair.
Matthew, Brea, Jennifer and Bill lined themselves up for the next chair and hopped on as it scooped under them.
“What happened to Jeffrey?” Matthew whispered to Brianna.
“He’s not here, and Jen needs someone to ski with besides me,” Brianna whispered back.
Jennifer and Bill talked about what it was like to live in Vail the rest of the seven-minute ride to the top.
“Bill, what’s a smooth intermediate run down?  I’m not ready to step it up yet,” Brianna asked.
“If you want to go one notch up, then I’d suggest taking Berries down to the easy trail then take that over to Columbine.  It’s more challenging, but if you stay in the center it’s not too rough.”
“Jen, are you up for that?”
“Sounds just right,” Jennifer was making goo-goo eyes at Bill.
“Will you show us the way?”
“Sure, why not?”
“We’re going to do Berries all the way,” Jason said, as he and Alex headed off.
“We could do Berries to Lodgepole,” Emily suggested to Tyler.  “We’ve already done the bottom half of Lodgepole.”
“Sounds good,” Tyler said, as he followed Emily.
Matthew followed Brianna, Jennifer and Bill, wondering if Bill had figured out that everyone already knew the way to Berries.  Matthew and Brianna spent most of the run on the sides looking for more challenging places to ski, while Jennifer and Bill stayed in the main part of the run.
“Jen’s skiing is looking pretty good,” Matthew said to Brianna, as they pulled to a stop at the edge of the run.
“Yes, it is.  She just needs to get her confidence up; she hasn’t skied since last year.”
“Well, it looks like Bill is giving her a few pointers, so she should be ready for the expert slopes by tomorrow.”
“I don’t think so, and don’t you tease her about staying on the intermediate slopes.”
“I won’t.”
“And speaking of skiing well, you look like you were born on those skis.”
“Yeah, it’s been almost a year, but everything came back right away.”
“What do you think about my skiing?”
“You look so good in that outfit, it’s hard to notice your skiing,” Matthew smiled, “but I don’t see any slide marks.”
“Silly,” Brianna gave Matthew a light push.  “Let’s catch up.”
The two hurried off after Jennifer and Bill.
When the eight teenagers made it to the top of the lift again, Jason grabbed Matthew around the shoulders, “Matt, you ready to do a diamond run?  I’m thinking we could take Cookshack down this time.”
“I don’t know.  It depends on Brea.”
The four girls were huddled together, chatting.  “That’s fine with us,” Brianna said.  “We’re taking Mid-Vail Express, a short stop at Mid-Vail, and then we’ll see you guys at the bottom.”
Matthew gave Jason a questioning look, “Bathroom break?”  Jason clapped his hands, “All right, it’s just us guys, are we all up for it?”
Tyler gave a hesitant, “I’m in.”
Jason raced ahead with the others following behind him.  As they worked their way down the expert slope, Tyler was managing the trail reasonably well.  Bill was clearly the best skier in the group, taking the moguls and quick turns in a nonchalant manner.  When they hit the expert part of Berries, Jason tried a 360 off a mogul, caught his ski tip, and took a hard spill.  He spun around several times before he came to a stop.
Tyler made only a modest effort to stifle his laugh, while Bill and Matthew hurried over to see if Jason was okay.
When they got to him, Jason was laughing, “Man that was a ten as far as wipe-outs go.”
“Are you okay?” Matthew asked.  “Be careful as you get up, we want to make sure nothing is broken.”
“I’m fine,” Jason stretched out each of his limbs.  “I’ll be a little sore tonight, but that’s all.”
Upon seeing that Jason wasn’t seriously hurt, Bill had worked his way up the slope to pick up Jason’s skis.  After picking them up, he skied down to Jason and Matthew.  By this time, Tyler had skied over, also.
“Hey, Jason,” Bill said, “in case you don’t know, after a 360, you’re supposed to land on both skis, not your face.”
“You know, I was telling Tyler something like that earlier today,” Jason laughed, getting his skis back on, “I guess it’s karma.”
“Well, you should see a doctor,” Bill said, as they continued down the slope.
“We’ll have Jen’s mom look at him in a while.”  Seeing the puzzled look on Bill’s face, Matthew added, “She’s a doctor.”
“That’s smart bringing a doctor with you when you ski.  Kind of like the complete ski package.”
“I’ll be sure to mention that to her; maybe she can start up a sideline, ‘Doctor will accompany you on your vacation’,” Jason said.  “She is my baby sister’s doctor, but she’s really on vacation.”
“I was joking.”
“Couldn’t tell,” Tyler said, “your delivery is so dry.”
“Kind of a Colorado thing,” Bill smiled.
“Look, there are the girls,” Tyler pointed to the girls swooshing along on Coldfeet just below them.”
“They can’t hear you.”
Matthew had taken his two-way radio out and was already buzzing the girls.  Emily slid to a stop and pulled out her radio to answer.
“Sure we’ll wait,” she replied as she put it away.
“Who was that?”
“Matt, they’re just above us.”
“Sure took them a long time to come down,” Alex said.
“Matt said that Jason took a hard spill, they’re easing their way down now.  We should be able to see them; they’re on the right side of the run.”
“Is he all right?” Brianna and Alex asked at the same time.
“Matt said he looked fine.”
The three girls tracked the boys as they made a slow descent for the last 200 yards of Berry.  When they got to Coldfeet, Alex and Brianna raced over to check on Jason.
“Are you all right?” Alex asked.
“I’m fine, I’ve taken worse spills before.”
“Well, you must have found some ice, because you’re missing some skin off your forehead,” Alex said.  “I don’t think you should ski anymore today.”
“I’ll be fine; Jen’s mom can check me out tonight.”
“You can either call her and tell her you’re coming in or I will,” Brianna said, giving Jason a worried look.  “I’m not kidding.”
“Okay,” Jason whined, “but there’s another hour of good skiing left.”
“Better to give up an hour to save the rest of your weekend,” Matthew suggested.
Jason called Jennifer’s mom on the radio, “Hi, Mary, where are you?”
“I’m at the lodge having a drink with your mother,” Mrs. Reeves replied.
“Which lodge?”
“The base lodge.  Is everything okay?”
“I took a spill, doesn’t look like anything serious, but I guess I’m through for the day.  Brea’s insisting that I get you to look at me.”
“Well she’s probably right; we’re in the lounge by the fireplace.  We’ll wait for you here.”
“See you in about fifteen minutes.”
“I think you should take the lift down,” Brianna said.
“That’s probably a good idea,” Alex concurred.
“No way, I’ll stay on the easy run, but I’m not riding the lift down; you can call Mom for all I care,” Jason said, as he started off defiantly.
“I’ll go with him,” Alex said, hurrying after him.
“I’ll go with them, too,” Matthew said, “in case he needs any help.  I’ll buzz you if anything happens, but I think the rest of you should go ahead and get some more skiing in.  I’ll take Giant Steps back up.”
“I’m going, too,” Brianna said.  “Bill, will you ski with Jen while I’m gone?”
“Sure.”
As Matthew and Brianna skied off, Matthew asked, “Are you going because you’re worried about Jason, or to make sure Bill and Jen spend some time together?”
“Both, ‘Carpe Diem’ as they say.”
“I’ll have to keep my eye on you.  You’re really sneaky.”
“I don’t care why you keep your eye on me as long as you keep it only on me,” Brianna laughed.
It didn’t take long to reach the lodge, but Alex was admonishing Jason to slow down the whole way.
“You guys are free to go now,” Jason said as he stopped and removed his skis.  “No reason for my bonehead move to kill the rest of the day for you.”
“Good thing you’ve got a bonehead,” Brianna said, “that’s a big knot you’ve got developing on it.  You must have really hit hard.”
“I’ll be fine, now go.  Alex will nurse me back to health.”
“Go on.  I’ll make sure he follows the doctor’s orders.”
“All right, I think we’ve got time for a couple more runs before they close the mountain,” Brianna said.  “See you guys in a bit.”
“Bye.”
“I need to use the facilities before we head back,” Matthew said.
“Typical boy; if you’d gone when we girls went, then maybe Jason wouldn’t have wiped out.”
“It would have just delayed the inevitable.  He was trying to show off for Tyler or Bill, I’m not sure which one.”
“Probably both.  Since you’re going, I’ll go too; I’ll meet you here.”
While he was in the bathroom, Matthew tuned in on Jason to see how things were.  He saw Mrs. Reeves shining a small flashlight in his eye.
“I thinks it’s just a bump on the head; it doesn’t look like you have a concussion, but to be sure, I want you to sit down and rest, but don’t go to sleep until after 10:00 tonight.”
“I like those kinds of doctor’s orders.  What about having a beautiful woman massage my tired muscles?”
“Although I hate to encourage him, it wouldn’t hurt,” Mrs. Reeves shook her head with a smile.
“I think I can take care of that,” Alex said.
“Now, he’s supposed to rest, so none of that,” Mrs. Reeves said.
“I don’t care if he’s supposed to rest or not,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “There will be none of that.”
“Mom!”
“Don’t worry, Cara, Jason just likes to dream.”
“That’d better be all he does.”
Matthew closed his portal as he finished washing his hands.
“Jason can be such a clown,” Brianna said, as they were riding the lift up.
“He just likes to have fun, and he wants everyone else to have fun, too.”
“Well, he’d better not get himself killed.”
“Or what, you’re gonna kill him?”
“Exactly.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“How’s Jason?” Brianna asked Alex, as the five friends entered the house at the end of the day.
“He’s fine,” Alex said; “he’s in the shower now.  Mary said that it looks like he only got a bump on the head.”
“That’s good; so can he ski tomorrow?”
“She said he probably could; she’ll take another look at him in the morning.”
“Good,” Brianna gave a sigh of relief.
“What happened with Bill?”
“Jen got his number,” Brianna teased.
“Yes, and we signed up for an advance ski lesson he’s teaching tomorrow morning,” Jennifer gushed.
Hanna and Sonja came down the stairs, “Hi, we got to go skiing twice,” Hanna said.
“Twice,” Brianna said mocking excitement for the little girls.  “Did you ski good?”
“Yes we did, we even got to ski on a trail,” Sonja answered.
“That’s great.  Where are Mom and Dad?”
“They went out looking at potential summer cabins,” Alex said.  “Yvette and I have been watching the munchkins.”
“I was a munchkin for Halloween,” Hanna said.
“I was a witch, just like Sissy,” Sonja added.
“Did my folks go with them?” Emily asked.
“No, just the Winthrops and Mary. I think your parents and John were still skiing, so they should be right behind you.”
The distinctive sound of ski boots on the porch confirmed Alex’s thought.  Mr. Reeves and Emily’s parents were setting their skis in the rack and taking off their ski boots.
“Hi, kids,” Mrs. Stevenson said, giving Emily a hug and a kiss as she came into the house.  “Did everyone have a good day?”
“Yes, we did,” Emily replied.
The missing Expeditions pulled into the driveway and the Winthrops and Mrs. Reeves got out and came into the cabin.
“Do we have everyone here?” Mrs. Winthrop asked, looking at her watch.
“All present and accounted for,” Brianna gave a mock salute.
“You forgot the Ma’am,” Jason said, as he came out of the bathroom fresh from the shower.
“How are you feeling?” Mrs. Winthrop asked.
“I’m fine; the bump hurts and I’m a little sore is all.”
“Well, that’s good,” Mr. Winthrop said, “son you need to be more careful.”
“I will, Dad.”
“All right, what’s for dinner?”
“We’re going to the local grill,” Mr. Stevenson said.  “Now everyone should get ready.”
“Wait a minute,” Mrs. Winthrop said, “we’ve got assignments to hand out first.”
“Yes, we’ve got breakfast, morning shift with the girls, afternoon shifts and dinner duty.  John and Mary are doing Thanksgiving dinner,” Mrs. Stevenson said.
“Who’s doing breakfast tomorrow?”
Jason’s hand shot up right away.
“Okay, girls in the morning?”
Emily volunteered.
“It takes two to watch the girls,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “And you only have to watch them for about two hours; by then they’ll be tired and you can bring them back here to Yvette, Brea?”
“No,” Brianna howled, “I’m signed up for a lesson tomorrow.”
“Since when do you need a lesson?”
“It’s about a guy,” Matthew volunteered.
“I’ll watch them with Emily,” Tyler said.
“No couples.  We want your minds on the girls.”
“Since Brea’s tied up, I guess I’m free to baby sit,” Matthew said.
“We’re not babies,” came the immediate response from Hanna and Sonja who had been quietly watching cartoons on the TV till then.
“Sorry, I meant chaperone.”
The two girls looked puzzled, not knowing what chaperone meant, but they must have decided that it was better than baby sitter and therefore okay, and went back to watching their cartoons.
“I’ll do breakfast day after tomorrow,” Alex volunteered.
“No way, I actually want to eat breakfast,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “Last trip when you did breakfast you were still asleep.”
“Okay, then Jason and I’ll chaperone the girls Saturday morning.”
“Uh uh, remember the couples rule,” Mrs. Stevenson said.
“Brea, that goes for you and Jen,” Mrs. Winthrop added.
Soon they had the chore table filled out.  “Now anyone late or missing their chore...”
“You’d better have a doctor’s note,” Mrs. Reeves added.
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◆ ◆ ◆
The next morning everyone cleared out of the house by 8:30 except Matthew and Emily who had to wait to take the girls to their 10:00 lesson.  Emily was playing with the two-way radio.
“They’re pretty cool aren’t they?” Matthew said.
“Yes, they do make keeping things coordinated much easier.  It makes it a lot less stressful for our parents,” Emily answered.  “It’s too bad they’re so hard to handle with your gloves on.”
“Yeah, wait till tomorrow when it gets really cold and you’re wearing mittens.”
“Right, it’d be nice to be able to just talk back and forth, like when you listen in with your spy thing.”
“Well, we could use it as long as nobody was standing too close.”
“That’s right, too bad you can’t make it so nobody else can hear, like whispering in my ear.”
“You know, I probably can do that; do you want to try?”
“Sure, what are you going to do?”
“I should be able to put your end right up against your ear when I talk, and then move it in front of your mouth when you talk.”
“What about your end?”
“I should be able to do the same for when I talk. I’ll have to see if I can move it in front of my ear when you’re talking.”
“The girls are ready,” Yvette said, as she led the two girls downstairs.  “I will have lunch ready for them at twelve o’clock, but you can bring them earlier if they get tired.”
“Okay, thanks, Yvette,” Emily said.
◆ ◆ ◆
While they were watching the girls take their lesson, Matthew and Emily practiced their private 2-way radio technique.  By the end of the one-hour lesson, they had it down pretty well.
After the lesson, they took the girls on the Gopher Hill lift for an easy run.  After a couple of runs, Matthew called Brea on the two-way radio.
“Brea, where are you?”
“Jen and I are in line for the Avanti lift.”
“Where’s Bill?”
“He’s got another lesson to teach, so he’s meeting us after lunch.”
“Do you want to ski down to the base and meet us for the end of the girls’ last run?”
“Sure, that’ll be perfect.  The girls should be excited when we all ski to the bottom of the hill to meet up.”
“Great, we’ll be coming off Windisch Way. We’re almost to the top of the lift, so the timing should be right.”
“See you there; do you and Emily want to do lunch at the lodge after you drop the girls off?”
Emily nodded her head.  “Emily says yes.”
Matthew used his portal to time it so that the six of them made it to the bottom of the hill at the same time.
Hanna saw Brea first.  “There’s Brea and Jen,” she shouted.
“Where?” Emily asked, letting Hanna and Sonja show her.
Brianna and Jennifer raced over to them and did a hockey stop in front, spraying them all with snow.  The girls giggled as they wiped the snow off their hair and faces.
“Hi, guys,” Brianna said.
“Hi, yourself,” Matthew replied.  “Do you want to help us lug these two back to the house, or would you rather just get us a table in the lodge for lunch?”
“We’ll go get a table,” Brianna offered.  “Come on, Jen.  We’ll see you guys in a bit.”
◆ ◆ ◆
The teenagers spent the afternoon racing each other on the slalom course.  By the time the mountain closed, they were all exhausted and glad to relax while the Reeves prepared dinner.  Jennifer helped her parents prepare a wonderful Thanksgiving dinner.  Mr. Reeves had deep-fat fried a whole turkey.  It only took 45 minutes to cook the ten-pound turkey, and it was wonderfully moist.  Jennifer had made fresh cranberry sauce and biscuits, while her mother had made dressing, yams and baked a pumpkin pie.  By the end of the meal, everyone was stuffed.




A Reason for Thanks

The next morning everyone one woke up to the smell of French toast and coffee.  Tyler, living up to his commitment, had gone out during lunch the day before and bought all the ingredients, and then crawled out of bed at 7:00 to start making breakfast.
“Tyler, he’s our man, if he doesn’t make it, he’s in a jam,” Jason sang as he sat down at the kitchen table.
“You should go out for the cheerleading squad with material like that.”
“Maybe I should.  Is Alex up yet?”
“I think she’s planning on a cup of coffee and a Danish to make her morning,” Emily said.  “She just groaned when the three of us got up.”
“Hey, that extra hour of sleep is important,” Brianna said.  “She’s still worn out from taking care Jason the other day.”
“Har, Har; it was all those slalom races yesterday.”
Mr. and Mrs. Stevenson came downstairs.  “Kids, it’s going to be cold today, so make sure you’ve got your warmest stuff on,” Mrs. Stevenson said.  “And spend time in the lodges to warm up, we don’t want any icicles showing up for dinner.”
“Brrr, it’s cold,” Alex said, as she came out of the bedroom still wearing her robe.
“Hello, sleepyhead,” Jason said.  “You’d better step on it if you want to make it to the lift when it opens.”
“I know, but I’m still tired.  Would you be willing to swap chaperone duty with me?”
“I don’t know.  It’s going to be freezing today, and tomorrow’s supposed to be nice.”
“Please, please, please,” Alex begged.
“All right, just because I love you so much.”
“Thanks, now I have time for some French toast,” Alex said, holding her plate out to Tyler.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Brrr, it is really freezing out here,” Jennifer said, as she put her balaclava up over her mouth.
“You look like you’re wearing a burq'a,” Jason laughed.
“Laugh now, but we’ll see who’s laughing when we get to the bottom,” Jennifer retorted.
“Are we going all the way down?” Tyler asked.
“I’m staying up here and skiing mid-Vail.  That way I can pop into the lodge anytime I want,” Emily said.  “There’s not a lodge at the bottom of Avanti, so I’m not skiing down the whole mountain until it warms up.”
When they got to the bottom, everyone headed for the lodge except Matthew.  He went directly to the lift line and hopped on the next chair going up.
“What is that guy, a polar bear?” Tyler asked, as he hugged Emily and went into the lodge.
They were all waiting at the lodge when Matthew skied down the second time and they went out to meet him at the lift.
“What have you got, a heater in your pocket?” Emily asked Matthew when she and Jason joined him on the lift chair.
“Where are Jen and Tyler?” Matthew asked.
“Jen and Tyler are going to sit this one out.  They’re not taking too well to the cold,” Jason said, “typical Southern California natives.”
On the chair, Emily leaned over and snuggled against Matthew, “You’re as warm as toast.”
“I know, pretty neat, huh.”
“How are you doing it?”
“I’ll tell you in a bit,” Matthew gestured at Jason, obviously not wanting him to hear.
“Okay, but until then, share.”  Matthew put his arm around Emily and let her put her hands inside his jacket.
When they got off the lift, Emily and Matthew huddled up to talk.  “You two are crazy, I’m not waiting while you chat,” Jason hollered, “I’ll see you at the lodge.”
“Okay, Matt, we’re alone, so what’s up?” Emily asked.
“This is so cool.  I just stick the other end of the portal in a warm place and this end on my neck, over the jugular vein.”
“Isn’t that dangerous?”
“I don’t think it’s dangerous.  It took me a while to think up a good heat source.  I finally thought about the hot tub; I just put the other end at the bottom of the hot tub over at the Vail Lodge, it’s always running full blast”.
“That sounds dreamy.”
“Yeah, a constant 103 degrees is perfect.”
“Well can you do me?”
“I’ll try, but you’ve got to be close.”
“Anything to get warm.”
“Okay here goes; it’ll be on your skin right over the vein, so tell me if I’m making it too hot.”
“Ooh that feels nice.”
After a couple of minutes Emily warmed up enough to go down, “We share 50-50 on the way up.”
“Okay, but make sure you don’t let anything slip.  This is going to be hard to explain as it is.”
“How were you going to explain it?”
“I was going to tell everyone that it’s because of my Tai Chi and Qi-Gong meditation.”
“Well, we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it, but all this nice powder and nobody on the slopes is too tempting to pass up.”
Matthew and Emily skied the rest of the morning without taking a break.  They didn’t see the rest of the crew until they went into the lodge for lunch.
“Where have you guys been?” Emily asked when they joined everyone else.  “And Jen don’t you have kid duty?”
“The kids decided that it was too cold, so they opted for staying in and playing.  So Yvette has them for the whole day,” Alex said.  “I stayed in the house until just now.”
“Now I really feel gypped,” Jason said.  “I only get two runs in, and you don’t have to do anything.  But tomorrow when it’s warm, I’m stuck with the babies.”
“I’ll do my shift tomorrow.  I wouldn’t have done any skiing this morning anyway, too cold.”
“Yes, how did you two manage to stay out the whole time?” Tyler asked.
“Matt’s got this Tai Chi thing going, and it kept him warm.”
“Well how about you, then?”
“I made him share.”
“Well he has to share with me this afternoon,” Brianna said.
“I’m not sure you’re going to need much this afternoon, the sun’s really shining and with the wind dying down it’s going to be nice.”
“Should I call and see if the girls want to go out?” Jennifer asked.
“No, Dad will let you know; it’s up to him to call you if he wants you to come back,” Brianna said.  “Don’t worry, he’s got your number.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Although it was cold that afternoon, Matthew was able to get away with just holding Brianna close on the rides up to keep her warm.  Emily tried to get a seat next to him when she could so that he could warm her, too.
At 3:30, the lifts stopped letting people on.
“Everybody, down the mountain,” a voice droned over the loudspeakers.
“What’s going on?” Jason asked.  “It’s only 4:30.”
“We need everyone to go down the mountain and into the lodges,” was all the ski patrol and lift operators would say.
When the friends skied up to the main lodge, they saw Bill standing next to a man wearing a National Ski Patrol jacket and holding a clipboard.
“Let’s go and see if Bill can tell us anything,” Emily said as the friends took off the skis and clumped over to Bill.
“Bill, what’s happening?” Emily asked.
“We need you to go inside,” the man said.
Emily gave Bill a pleading look.
“Some lady lost her son up at the top of Avanti lift.  We’re forming a search party to look for him.
“My mom is a doctor, she can help when you find him,” Jennifer offered.
“We’ve got about twelve doctors, I’m sure her name is on the list,” the man said.  “Now go inside.”
“We’d like to help with the search,” Emily said.
“We can’t afford to lose anyone else.”
“Well the three of us are on the Junior Ski Patrol,” Emily said, indicating herself, Matthew and Jason.  “You’re going to need everyone you can get to search that mountain.”
“I don’t know,” the man said, giving Bill a look.
“They’re all expert skiers,” Bill said.  “I’ll vouch for that; you won’t have to worry about getting them off the mountain.”
“Okay, but just the three Junior Patrollers; you’ll be on the second wave of searchers.  We’re going to form at the top of Avanti in ten minutes.  Get yourselves ready.”
“Where’s the lady?” Emily asked Bill.
“She’s in the main lodge, you can’t miss her.  She’s crying and talking in German.”
“Come on, Matt; let’s check it out before we have to head up.”
“Where do we get flashlights?” Matthew asked.
“Over there,” Bill pointed.
“I’ll get us three,” Jason offered as he headed for the flashlights.
Matthew and Emily went into the lodge where they saw the distraught woman surrounded by several people.  She was holding a balaclava.
“That’s what I was hoping for,” Emily said.
“What?”
“She’s got a balaclava, and from here it looks like a little boy’s.”
“So?”
“So,” Emily said, giving Matthew a knowing look.
“Oh that!  I’ll have to hold it.”
“Don’t worry, just follow me.”
Emily walked over to the crowd of people like she was in charge.  She walked up to the lady and took her hand.
“Don’t worry, we’ll find him.  Where was the last place you saw him?”
The woman sobbed but finally said, “My older son was watching him.  He wanted to ski Avanti so he tells Ben to take Overeasy.  But Ben, he never come to the bottom.”
While she was talking to the woman, Emily eased the balaclava from her hand and handed it to Matthew.  Matthew immediately focused on it and prayed that it would lead him to the little boy, like Sonja’s elephant had led him to her.  The other end of his portal snapped onto a dark space.  He couldn’t see anything, but he could feel the cold and hear a child crying.
“Got it,” he said to Emily.
Emily patted the woman’s hand one more time, “We’re going right now to get him, don’t worry.”
“Let’s go,” Jason hollered at the two.
“Where are you going?” Mrs. Reeves asked as she walked up to the trio.
“We’re joining the search party,” Jason said.
“You’ve got to be careful.  One child’s death is enough.”
“He’s not dead yet,” Emily looked at Matthew, he gave her an affirmative sign.
“Not yet, but unless they find him quickly there’s not much hope,” Mrs. Reeves said.  “Even if we find him, getting him to a place where we can start warming his blood may take too long.  If he lives, there’s serious risk of brain damage.”
“We’ll find him,” Emily said emphatically as the trio headed out.
“Do you know where he is?” Emily whispered to Matthew as they put their skis on.
“Somewhere just below the lift.  It’s too dark to really tell where he is.”
On the way up the lift, Matthew used his portal to warm the boy up, placing the portal on his jugular and the boy’s, so his own body heat would warm him.  He alternated between warming the boy and himself so he could keep his own body temperature high enough to help.
“What are you up to?” Emily asked.
“I’m using my body heat to warm him until we can get to him.  I can’t get my end of the portal far enough away to find a heat source other than me.”
“You can use my body heat, too.”
“No, I’m warming myself from the Jacuzzi and relaying the heat to him.  We just need to get to him.”
When they got to the top, they gathered with the Ski Patrol leader.  “All right, this is the last place he was seen.  Since he couldn’t have gotten onto another lift by himself, he’s got to be between here and the bottom of the mountain.  You’re the second wave of searchers so fan out and search the trails and the inside areas.  Look for places the first search wave missed.”
“Can you tell where he is?” Emily asked again.
“It must be over there between Avanti and Overeasy.  The light is just terrible, and it’s even worse through the portal.  Let’s get closer.”
Matthew and Emily skied down the common part of the Avanti and Overeasy runs.  Matthew kept trying to see something in the area around the boy that would give a clue to where he was.  The dark, moonless sky wasn’t much help, and the lights on the slopes didn’t light up the area he was in.
“I’m pretty sure he’s over there,” Matthew pointed.  “He must have skied down this way, then … that’s it.  He must have done a jump off this little hill and landed there.  Yes, I can see where he landed.  There must be a hole or something, call them,” Matthew hollered as he kicked his skis off and started walking into the wooded area.
Emily was already calling on her radio while she tried to shine her light where Matthew was walking.
“We’re pretty sure we’ve found him.  No we haven’t seen him yet, but you can see where someone crashed into the snowdrift.”
Matthew was furiously digging away at the snow; finally he uncovered the head of a little boy.  He was barely conscious and his teeth were chattering as he cried.
“I’ve got him,” Matthew yelled, “get some help here!”
Matthew took his jacket off and laid it on top of the boy, then he focused and took the game he and Emily had played that morning and made it life or death for the boy.  With his teeth chattering from the cold, Matthew focused his portal on the child’s skin where the jugular veins flowed below, desperately trying to warm the child up.  He was able to make it large enough to cover most of his throat.
It took only five minutes for the first of the Ski Patrol to show up with the additional blankets and more heat packs.
“We’ve got him,” the leader said.
“No, I’ll hold him; check him for breaks or other injuries.  I’ll let go when we can move him.”
The leader and his partner quickly removed the rest of the snow from around the boy.  “It looks like he’s got a broken arm.  Legs look sound.  I’ll immobilize the arm while we get the toboggan in here.  You should get yourself up.”
“No, I’ve still got him,” Matthew yelled, fighting the cold as he focused his portal to warm the boy.
“Okay, we’re ready to lift him to the sled,” the leader said.  “We’ll wrap him with the blankets and we’ve got lots of heat packs, so put your jacket on.
Matthew helped them put the boy into the toboggan, then put his jacket on.  The boy was now too far away for him to maintain contact with the portal.
“How is he?” Emily asked as she put her arm around Matthew.
“I-I-I don’t know,” Matthew stuttered.  “I tried to warm him up as much as I could.”
“Well how about warming yourself up now?  You’re turning blue.”
“How stupid,” Matthew grimaced, he started focusing on getting himself warm.
“We’re taking him down now, have the doctors waiting,” the Ski Patrol leader said.  “You two should follow us.”
Matthew and Emily skied behind the toboggan as they took OverEasy down to the bottom of the Avanti lift.  Then the Ski Patrol hooked the toboggan onto one of the chairs, and everyone got on board and rode the lift down to the lodge.
When they got to the lodge, a team of doctors was waiting.  They took Ben inside where they had an emergency station set up.  They hooked an IV up to him right away with a warming unit attached.  There was a flurry of activity as the doctors removed his clothing, took his temperature and got the IV started.
After a few minutes, Mrs. Reeves came over to the seven teenagers.  “I can’t believe it; they really don’t need to warm his blood.  He was almost warm when he got here, his temperature should have been in the 80’s but he was around 92.  There’s not even any frostbite.”
“Does that mean he won’t have any brain damage?” Emily asked.
“Only time will tell, but he’s starting to talk so it looks promising.”
“That’s great,” Matthew and Emily said together.
“There’s nothing else to be done here.  We should head back to the house and leave room for these people to do their jobs.”
◆ ◆ ◆
It was 9:00 that evening when someone knocked at the door to the house.
“It’s Bill and some other people,” Jason said as he looked out the window.
“Well let them in,” Mr. Winthrop said.
Bill came in with the mother of the little boy, the man who had coordinated the search and two other men.
“Hi guys, this is my uncle Kevin Stratman.  I’ll let him introduce everyone else.”
“Hello everyone.  This is Mrs. Erika Klausman and her husband, Ambassador Wolfgang Klausman. It was their little boy you found.  And this is Mr. Joelson; he is with the State Department.”
“How is he?” Emily asked.
Mr. Joelson stepped forward, “He’s awake and doing well, the doctors don’t think there will be any lasting effects.  The Klausmans wanted to come by and personally thank you for finding their son, Ben.  And I want to extend the thanks of the State Department also.”
“The Ski Patrol found him,” Matthew said.  “We just happened to be the ones working that part of the search.”
“Don’t you never mind no search,” Mrs. Klausman said.  You found my son and you made him warm.”  She walked over to Matthew and Emily and embraced them both in a big hug, tears streaming down her face.
Everyone just stood around feeling embarrassed until she let them go and straightened her coat.  “We are forever in your debt.”
Mr. Klausman shook Emily’s and Matthew’s hands.  “I thank you from the bottom of my heart.  And my older son, Wolfie, thanks you also.  His life would have been very bad if you hadn’t found Ben.”
“We only did what the Ski Patrol does dozens of times a year,” Matthew said.  “We’re just happy Ben is going to be okay.”
“We’re flying the Klausmans back to New York tonight, Mr. Joelson said.  “Once again, I wanted to thank you.  Could I get a number where I could get in contact with someone in the group?”
“Here’s my business card,” Mr. Stevenson said.  “I’m Emily’s father, and I can give you all the pertinent information when you call.
Jason closed the door, “An ambassador’s son, you’ll probably get a medal.”
“That was the Austrian ambassador to the UN,” Mr. Stevenson said.  “I’m sure you’ll at least be getting a letter from the Secretary of State.”
“They should send one to everyone who was up on that mountain looking for him,” Matthew said.
“Son, speaking from experience, it’s the one who finds him that they care about the most.  Now everyone, let’s get things back to normal around here.”
As forecasted, Saturday and Sunday were warm and beautiful days.  Since there had been no exchange of names, and Bill was being quiet with the information he had, they didn’t have to contend with any reporters.  There were camera crews out, and Bill’s uncle gave a couple of interviews, but the excitement died down quickly and soon it was time to head back to San Diego.




Shoot Her

The plane made another perfect landing at Palomar.  After it taxied to a stop, Mr. Winthrop got up to make an announcement.
“The plane’s not due anywhere for a couple of days, so if you’ll just get your personal bags, Jason will come over tomorrow and get all the ski gear.”
“Hey, thanks, Jason,” Tyler said obviously enjoying the idea of Jason fetching everyone’s luggage.
“No problem.”
As they got off the plane, Emily pulled Matthew aside, “Hopefully with so much excitement in Vail, Alex has forgotten about her friend here, but just in case will you check on her tonight?”
“Sure, I was planning to.  I’m not counting on her forgetting.”
“I’m not betting on it either.”
Tyler walked over and made a big point of giving Emily a kiss.  “I’ll see you in school tomorrow.”  Tyler grabbed his bag and headed to his car.
Jason shuttled Alex, Matt, Jen and her parents in the Expedition.  The Stevensons and the Winthrops both had their cars waiting for them.
“Well, Jen, are you still coming over when Jeffrey comes to practice?”
“Of course!”
“What about Bill?”
“He’s in Vail; we’ll probably never see each other again.”
“But you did exchange phone numbers.”
“Sure, but you know how that goes.”
“I think he was a very nice young man,” Mrs. Reeves said.
“Thanks, Mom.”  Jennifer was obviously not excited about her mother having anything to do with her love life.
◆ ◆ ◆
At 9:30 Matthew checked in on Alex.  Sure enough she was set up on the road above Sayid’s house.
“Come on Alex, I don’t want to stay up late tonight, I’m tired,” Matthew muttered to himself, then his face lit up like a light bulb going off.  “I wonder?”
Matthew went to the refrigerator and got an ice cup that he kept there for working on sore muscles.  Taking it back to his room, he focused on Alex again.  He put one end of the portal over Alex’s jugular and the other end on the ice cup.  After a few minutes, Alex was shuddering from cold.  She tightened her coat around herself, but finally she started her car, turned the heater up full blast and drove off.
“Score.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Then next morning before French class, Emily and Matthew conferred.
“Well?”
“She was there.  But get this, I used an ice cup and did our warming technique in reverse.  She went home in five minutes.”
“What made you think of that?”
“I was tired and didn’t want to stay up babysitting her till 10:30, so as they say, necessity is the mother of invention.”
“I guess so.  But can you get away with that every night?”
“I don’t know, but maybe we can train her to not like the place.”
“It’s worth a try.  Are you coming over tonight to study?”
“If you want, but if you’re too tired we can skip it.”
“No we’d better not.  Why don’t you come by my house around 7:00; I’ll give you a ride home.”
“Sounds fine.”
◆ ◆ ◆
At lunch, Matthew met Brianna in the parking lot.  Shortly Jason and Alex drove up in Jason’s Lexus.  Matthew and Brianna squeezed into the back of the sports car.
“A little tight back there?” Jason teased.
“You know it is,” Brianna said.  “I wish you’d bought a bigger car.”
“I already compromised getting one with a back seat.  I really wanted a roadster like Emily’s Boxter.”
“Why did you compromise?” Matthew asked.
“Mom made me.  She said one two-seater in the family was enough, especially with three kids.”
“Your mother is very practical,” Alex said.
Jason parked the car outside of Rubio’s Fish Tacos, “Your Mexican banquet awaits you.”
After getting their tacos and drinks, the foursome grabbed an outside table to eat.
“Now for some serious discussion,” Alex leaned forward and looked really serious.  “What are you two doing for the Winter Ball?”
Matthew gave Alex a puzzled look.  “What do you mean what are we doing?  We’re going to the dance.”
“How are you going to get there, silly?  You can’t pick Brea up on your bike.”
“That’s for sure, I’ve seen her gown, and it definitely won’t work on a bike,” Jason said.
“I plan on renting a limo for us.”
“Isn’t that kind of expensive for Mr. Cheapo?” Jason asked.
“Unless we want my mom dropping us off.”
Brianna looked startled.  “No way!  You might as well stamp geek on your forehead.”
Matthew grimaced at Brianna’s comment.  He wondered how long it would take her to figure out that he was basically a nerd, and would she still like him when she did.  He didn’t wear glasses and was a black belt in Kung Fu, but he still liked to spend time reading and studying even when he didn’t have to, definitely nerd material.
“So since Brea and I aren’t old enough to drive, what other choice do we have?  I think we’ve double dated with you guys often enough; besides I figured you wouldn’t want to have us tagging along with you.”
“I was assuming Jason would give us a ride,” Brianna said.
“You would,” Jason said, “but I’d rather pay you to take a limo.”
“Jason, don’t you still have a discount coupon for a limo because they had that flat tire on your prom date?”
“Oh yeah, I guess I do,” Jason said.  “I’ll sell it to you, Matt.”
“No, you’ll give it to him,” Brianna stomped her foot for emphasis.
“I was just joking, I’m sure Brianna knows where it is.”
“But…”
“But nothing,” Brianna gave Matthew a stubborn look.
“Matt, just face the music, we’ve both been trapped by an expert.  Maybe two experts,” Jason gave Alex a quizzical look.
“Moi, I’m totally innocent here.  But I agree with Brea.”
Brianna had a big smile, looking very pleased with herself.
“Matt, we’ve been had, and when Brea decides on something not even Father Time can wait her out.  Besides, you’re still on the hook for the tip.  We’d better get back to school before they trap us into doing something else.”
Jason put his arm around Matthew’s shoulder and led him toward his car.  Alex and Brianna quietly exchanged low fives then gathered up their stuff and followed after their guys.
“I’ll pay you for the coupon,” Matthew whispered to Jason.
“Matt, you’re getting confused here.  When your girl traps you into doing something, you have to just smile and do it.”
“How would she know?”
“Trust me, trying to weasel out of it is just going to make her mad.  Either you’ll be looking for a new girl, or she’ll make you pay dearly for your dirty dealing.”
“Why should you get roped into this?”
“It doesn’t matter; you’ve got to play it straight, because if you don’t I’ll be getting it from two sides; I can’t take that kind of punishment.”
“Okay, okay, but I don’t want you guys trying to give me stuff.  Just because you’ve got a lot more money than I do, doesn’t mean I can’t pay my own way.”
“Don’t worry, you’ll be paying plenty if you keep dating Brea,” Jason laughed.
◆ ◆ ◆
Later that day, Matthew parked his bike in Emily’s driveway.  “Another year before I can drive, man this is going to get old.”
Emily came out the front door, “Matt, is that you?”
“Yes, I’m just parking my bike.  How did you know I was out here?”
“The security system buzzed.  There’s a motion detector at the gate.  I left it open, but it still buzzes whenever someone goes by.”
“Still under tight wraps?”
“Yes, but we’ve always had that.  Dad’s pretty cautious.”
“I guess he has to be.”
“Well, are you going to stand out there all night or are you coming in?”
“I thought I might just stay out here and admire the stars.”
“They are pretty; it’s too bad the city lights wash them out so much.  Now come on in.”
As they closed the door behind themselves, Emily’s mother peeked out of the family room, “Hi, Matt, you guys studying tonight, that’s dedication.  I’m still tired from the trip.”
“Hi, Elizabeth.  Emily’s a slave driver.”
“Don’t we all know?  Let me know if you need anything.”
“We’re fine, Mom.  We’ll be in the den.”
Emily closed the den door behind them then turned to Matthew.  “Matt, have you checked on Alex?”
“She’s still at home doing her homework.”
“Good, let’s check on her every hour or so?”
“Whatever.  That girl is really becoming a problem.  Does she know all the hassles she’s causing?”
“I’m sure she doesn’t.  But if your plan works, we’ll be able to freeze her out of this spy mode.”
“I hope so.”
Emily sat down at the table.  She had set it up with a tray of drinks and a bowl of pretzels.  “Have you finished your homework?”
“Everything except the new paper.”
“I should have known.  Can you believe Mrs. Opperman, giving us a new novel and paper to write three weeks before the Christmas break, and making it due the day we get back?”
“Yeah, that is cruel.  And A Prayer for Owen Meany isn’t a short novel either, over 500 pages of John Irving.”  Matthew joined Emily at the table and pulled out his laptop and notebook.
“I’m going to try and finish reading the book before the break, but I suspect I’ll be writing the paper after Christmas.
Do you want to work on that instead of studying for the SAT?” Matthew asked.
“No, I just want to complain.  You’re supposed to be supportive and agree with me.”
“I am.  I think it’s cruel and unusual punishment this close to Christmas.”
“Well, enough griping.  Do you want to do analogies or sentence completion?
“Let’s start with analogies; I like them better since they’re like a puzzle.”
“Okay, Wood is to Rotten as, a)…”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Kids, do you want something to snack on?” Mrs. Stevenson asked after knocking on the door.
“Oh my gosh, it’s 9:00,” Emily said.  “Thanks, Mom, I’ll get it.”  Then she whispered to Matt, “Check on Alex while I refill the pretzels.”
Matthew zeroed in on Alex with his portal.  She was on the road above Sayid’s house as usual.  She had her night vision binoculars and parabolic microphone set up.  She was reading A Prayer for Owen Meany while she listened in on the headset attached to the microphone.
He took a quick perusal through Sayid’s house.  Sayid was working on some papers; the writing was in Arabic, so Matthew couldn’t tell anything about what they said.
“How’s Mata Hari?” Emily asked when she returned with the tray of refreshments.
“So far so good,” Matthew replied, taking a sip of the Seven-Up Emily had brought him.
“Good.”
“Want to run a couple of additional experiments on my portal?” Matthew asked.
“Sure, what are you trying to make it do now?”
“Well, I’ve been trying to figure out why sometimes it moves and other times it seems to be locked in place.”
“What have you figured out so far?”
“There seem to be two states.  One, my end is at a fixed place relative to me and the other end kind of floats where it needs to be.  So it either stays where I place it or moves like a camera based on where I’m thinking.  The second state, they are in a fixed position relative to each other and hold that no matter what.”
“I thought your end had to be close to you.”
“I still have that constraint.  I have about two feet of range now,” Matthew said, “still kind of limiting.”
“Okay, so what do you want to test?”
“Let’s see how the angles play out when they’re fixed relative to each other,” Matthew said.  “I’ll bring it up and you press on it.  We’ll try different orientations.”
Matthew brought the portal up, his end straight out in front of him vertical to the floor and the other end by Emily but horizontal to the floor.
“Push your end down.”
Emily pressed on her end.  The one by Matthew moved toward him.  He put his hand out to stop it.  “Push harder.”
Emily put her weight on top of the portal.  Matthew had to brace himself in a Tai Chi stance to keep his end from moving.
“Okay, just a minute.”  Matthew reoriented his portal to be horizontal.  “Now push on it.”
Emily pushed on her end while Matthew pushed on his.  Emily’s end started to rise up and she adjusted herself to press harder.
“Oops,” Emily exclaimed as she fell to the floor.
Her end went shooting up and Matthew’s end crashed toward the floor.  He stifled a laugh as he rolled over and looked at Emily.
“What happened?” Matthew asked.
“I was trying to put more of my weight on it, but then I slipped off.  It’s very slippery.”
“Is it?  My end isn’t.”
“Maybe that’s because it tries to hold the same relative position to you,” Emily said.  “To me it’s as slippery as a sheet of ice.”
“Hmm, that’s interesting.  Two new properties, the direction of motion is normal to the plane of the each end of the portal.  So no matter how I have it arranged, moving one end causes the other to move the same distance, but as though the energy were being applied directly behind it.  And it seems the portal surface has a very low coefficient of friction.
The two ran a few more experiments.  When they were done, Matthew had figured out that he could move the other end along the plane of its surface without effort, so it could act like a magic carpet holding as much weight as he could hold from his end and moving it back and forth.  He also verified that it was indeed a very slippery surface, as close to zero friction as he could imagine.  He could make the surface flexible, and whatever he put on it would indent the surface and so not slide off, but if it were hard, any motion and whatever was on it would go sliding off.
“We’d better call it a night,” Emily said.  “Check on Alex one more time.”
Matthew popped in on Alex again.  She was still reading, so he took his view to the house and perused through the rooms.  Sayid was in his study, reading.  Matthew continued to check the rest of the house.  Sayid’s manservant was briskly walking down the stairs, so Matthew decided to follow him.  The servant walked into the study and cleared his throat.
“Yes,” Sayid said.
“That girl is on the road again.”
“That’s two days in a row; she left early last night, didn’t she?”
“How is she?” Emily asked.
“They’re talking about her.  Call her.”
Emily grabbed her cell phone and pressed the speed dial for Alex.
“Yes, she did,” the servant said.  “But she came early tonight.  What do you want me to do?”
Sayid picked up a can of Raid from his desk, “I think you should shoot her; don’t you agree?”
“The phone is not responding,” Emily said with disgust.  “She must have her phone off.”
Matthew felt panicked, “Then we’d better go get her.  They’re talking about shooting her.”
“What do you want me to do with the body?”
“I think I will leave that detail to you.  Now go.”
The servant left the study and went to the garage.
“Hurry, he’s getting a car,” Matthew and Emily raced to her Boxter.
“It’s only about two minutes away; do you think we’ll make it?”
“I hope so.”
“Maybe you should just talk to her directly,” Emily said.
“No way.”
“But we can’t let them shoot her.”
“I know; but what will she do if she hears my voice out of the blue?”
“She’ll probably faint; how are we doing for time?”
“He doesn’t seem to be in a hurry.  He’s gone back to get the keys.”
“Well, we’re off,” Emily said, as she laid some scratch with the Boxter.  “Blast it! Mom’s going to bust me for marking the driveway.”
“He’s getting into the car.”
Emily turned the corner onto Via de la Valle on two wheels.  Racing through the stop sign, she had the Boxter flying up the hill toward Alex.
“He stopped to check the gate.  What’s with this guy?”
As they raced up the hill, Matthew could see Alex’s car ahead.  “You should just let me out.  I’ll get her to move.  You go to the corner and turn around.  Drive slowly to block his way until I get Alex on the move.”
“Gotcha.”
Matthew jumped from the car without waiting for Emily to bring it to a complete stop.  He ran over to Alex’s car and banged on the window.  Alex gave a short scream as Matthew scared her.
“Matt, what are you doing?”
“Let me in,” Matthew yelled.
Alex flipped the power lock button, and Matthew opened the door and jumped into the car.  “Drive!”
“What is wrong with you, you scared me to death!”
“Sorry, but we’ve got to get out of here, now drive.  I’ll explain later.”
Alex shook her head, but she started the car and drove off in the same direction Emily had taken.
“What is going on?” Alex demanded.
Matthew saw the colored lights from a police patrol car approaching them.  “A can of Raid, speaking English.”  Matthew pounded his forehead with the palm of his hand and muttered “Stupid, Stupid, Stupid!”
“What’s the matter with you?”
“Cops,” Matthew pointed to the flashing lights approaching from behind.
He took his cell phone out and pretended to use it; instead he used his portal to talk to Emily.  “Emily, the cops are here, just keep driving home, we’re all right.”
Then lowering his voice, so Alex couldn’t hear, he added.  “They were baiting the FBI; I think they suspect the house is bugged.  They used the threat against Alex to make them show their hand.”
Matthew put his cell phone away as Alex was pulling the car over to the side of the road.
“Alex, you’re writing a paper for biology on the coastal wildlife of San Diego.  You were just doing night observations of the nocturnal animals.  Got it?”
“Good story,” Alex said, as she rolled her window down.
“Good evening, miss,” the sheriff deputy said.  “License and registration.”
“We weren’t doing anything.”  Alex dug through her purse to find her license.  “The registration is in the glove box,” she said to Matthew.  “Inside the manual.”
Matthew pulled the car manual out of the glove box and handed it to Alex.
“Would you mind telling me just what you were doing?” the deputy said.
“I’m writing a report on coastal wildlife for my biology class.  I’m just trying to see what’s out here at night for the report.”
“And the parabolic microphone?” the officer said pointing to the microphone in the back seat.
“She’s identifying them by sound, officer,” Matthew quickly volunteered.
“And your part, young man?” the deputy said, nodding at Matthew.
“My friend was giving me a ride home, when I remembered that Alex would be here.  So I asked her to swing by, since I’d offered to help Alex with her paper.”
“How about some ID, and what friend?”
Matthew fished his student ID out of his wallet and handed it to the officer.  “Emily Stevenson, we were studying at her house.”
“All right, I’m going to ask you to follow me to the station,” the deputy handed their IDs back.  “We’ll sort this all out there.”
As the deputy headed back to his car, Matthew handed Alex her note pad.  “Quick, write these names down,  …… owl, fox, squirrel, bobcat, deer.”
“What are these for?” Alex asked
“Those are the wildlife you observed tonight.  Check off a couple.”
“Are you sure they’re all out here?”
“Yes.”
“Stupid question, of course you are.”
Alex hurriedly scribbled the names on the notepad, then started her car and followed the sheriff deputy’s car.
When they arrived at the Encinitas Sheriff station, the deputy motioned toward a parking spot and waited for them at the door.  As they walked up to him, he opened the door and led them to a room in the back of the station.
“Agent Caruthers, here they are,” he said as he opened the door.
Matthew immediately recognized the FBI Agent who had held the news conference about the terrorist suspect apprehended in San Diego before Thanksgiving.
“Uh-oh” he whispered.  Agent Caruthers looked very unhappy.
“Uh-oh is right, young man,” agent Caruthers said in a stern voice.  “Now what is this story about looking at wildlife?”
Alex looked a little self-righteous as she answered, “I’m writing a report for my biology class.  It’s about the nocturnal wildlife along our coast.  I was just recording what was out in that area.”
“And you?” the agent pointed to Matthew.
“I was just helping.”
“Do you have any idea where you were parked?”
“Yes, we were parked on the side of El Apaho, a public street,” Matthew shot out.
“Don’t get smart with me, young man.  You were parked above the estate of Sayid Al Jabar, someone we’ve been keeping an eye on.”
“So?”
The agent gave Matthew a look that could melt steel.  “Well, apparently Sayid didn’t appreciate the presence of your friend and her parabolic microphone, and decided to do something about it.  We had to expose our operation to keep your friend from getting shot.”  Matthew could tell the agent was really steamed.
“Isn’t Sayid Arabic?”
“Of course he is.”
“Then what would he care if Alex was using a parabolic microphone?  He would be using Arabic for anything he didn’t want overheard; Alex doesn’t speak Arabic.”
The agent looked startled, “You just wait here,” she said as she headed out the door.
Matthew decided to follow her with his virtual camera.  He got it turned on just as she walked into another office and made a phone call.  “Jackson, do you have the transcript of the conversation from tonight?”
“Well, what language was Sayid speaking when he made the threat?” she continued. “English, and you didn’t think that was pertinent?
“He wanted us to play our hand, and didn’t want to risk that we weren’t translating in real time.  Damn, we just wasted a $10,000 bug and blew a two-month operation because you didn’t think the fact that he was speaking English was pertinent information.”  She slammed her cell phone shut.
When she came back into the room she was still steaming.  “Now I want you two to go home and stay away from that estate.  If I see or hear about you parking on that particular public road again, I’ll have you and your parents hauled in here.  Do I make myself understood?”
“Yes ma’am,” Matthew and Alex said together.
“Now get out of here,” she turned her back on them and muttered, “amateurs,” under her breath.  Matthew wasn’t sure if she was referring to them or Jackson.  As they were walking out of the room, Matthew palmed a business card from the desk.
“Why did you grab that?”
“It’s her card, I was just curious what her job title is,” Matthew said.  “You’re pretty observant.”
As they got into the car, Alex turned to Matthew.  “Now explain exactly what happened there?”
“Emily and I were out grabbing a snack when we saw the Sheriff’s car turn up the road with their lights going.  I just knew they were going to nail you,” Matthew lied.  “Since we were closer, we raced over to get you out before they showed up.”
“Well, thanks.  And why didn’t you point out that they’d be speaking Arabic before?  If I’d known that I wouldn’t have bothered.  Even if they were planning something interesting, I wouldn’t have been able to tell.  To think of the nights I’ve wasted up there,” Alex ranted on.
“Well, you’ve been ahead on all of your reading for Mrs. Opperman.”
“Well, that’s…” Alex stuttered then burst into laughter.  “I thought the FBI agent was going to throw us in a cell and call our parents.”
“Yeah, it wasn’t looking too good.”
“And I’ve already started my paper on the amphibians in the lagoon.  Now I have to start over with this crazy paper on nocturnal wildlife in case she checks.”
“No you don’t, you can just say after she told you that you couldn’t park on the side of the road, you switched topics.”
“You think I can get away with that? I’m almost done.”
“I doubt she’ll check, but boy was she mad.”
“Do you think we messed up their operation?”
“No, I think Sayid already knew they were bugging him.  He just used you as a way to prove it.”
“I hope so; I’d hate to think that my efforts to help the war on terrorism turned into aiding and abetting the enemy.”
“If that’s all the aid they need, we’re really in trouble.  Can you drop me at Emily’s? I need to get my stuff.”
“Sure, you really saved my bacon with that story you thought up.  You should think about joining the CIA; lying skills like that should be put to good use.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Alex dropped Matthew off at Emily’s house then drove home.  Emily met Matthew outside.
“Well?”
“It’s fine.  The FBI agent who made the announcement about apprehending the terrorist last month was there.  She read us the riot act.”
“What did she say?”
“She told Alex that if she caught her parking above Sayid’s house again, she’ll haul her and her parents in.”
“Hopefully that will work.”
“It doesn’t have to.”
“What do you mean, it doesn’t have to?”
“I realized that if Sayid was worried about being overheard he’d use Arabic.  I suggested it to the FBI agent, and she realized the same thing I did.”
“What?”
“That Sayid spoke in English so that we could understand him.  He knew someone was listening in and wanted them to show their hand.  So he threatened Alex in English, so they would react immediately without having time to think.”
“That’s clever.”
“Anyway, when Alex realized she wouldn’t understand any conversation that she might overhear, she started ranting and raving about all the time she’d wasted up there.”
“I’ll bet she was mad, she’s a real night owl and likes the action.  I’ve got to believe that sitting in a car on the side of the road was killing her.”
“What about your mom and the little scratch mark?”
“I told her that Alex called and said she’d run out of gas.  So she was very understanding.  All I have to do is clean it up.”
“Let’s just hope that your mom and the FBI agent don’t compare notes.”
“Yes, and speaking of that, I’ll call Alex to get our story straight.  Why don’t you put your bike in the back of the Expedition, and I’ll drive you home.”
“Yeah, I’ll have to explain to my mom why I’m an hour late.”
“Don’t worry, I already called her and gave her my cover story.”
“What a tangled web we weave,” Matthew hummed.




Game Time

On Tuesday after school, Jennifer came for Matthew’s practice with Jeffrey.
“You sure you’re still interested?” Matthew asked Jennifer.  “Or is Bill the main man now?”
“Enough about Bill; yes, I’m still interested,” Jennifer said.
“Okay, I’ll be in the back, you can answer the door.”
“Where’s Jessie?”
“She’s out back playing, I’ll watch her until Jeffrey gets here,” Matthew said.  “I think that’s him coming up the sidewalk.”
Matthew went out back with the staffs and messed around with Jessica while Jennifer answered the door.
“Hi, Jeffrey.”
“Hi, Jen; where’s Matt?” Jeffrey asked.
“He’s out back.  Are you ready for the tournament?”
“I hope so; I’ve worked all last week on this form.  I hope Matt likes it.”
“I’m sure he will.”
Jeffrey walked to the back patio with Jennifer following.
“Hi, Matt, hi, Jessie.”
“Hi, Jeffrey, you ready?”
“I’ve been practicing all week.”
“That’s more than I can say for myself.”
“Well, you don’t need much practice.”
“Oh, but that it were true,” Matthew threw a staff to Jeffrey.
They ran through the form three times, the first time at half speed then twice at full speed.
“That was sharp,” Matthew said as they finished the last form.  “You have been practicing.”
“Yeah, it’s all I worked on during my lesson this week, and then Sifu Lee gave me a lesson on it as well.  He said he thinks we can take a medal.”
“That’s the plan.  That El Cajon school is going to be hard to beat.  The Jones team was really good last year.”
“Well, I think you two were amazing,” Jennifer said.  “I can’t wait till the tournament.  We’ve got a new digital camcorder, so I’m going to capture every moment.”
“You’d better bring a lot of memory.  What are you doing this year, Jeffrey?”
“I’m doing this form of course, then the Plumb Blossom Saber, the purple sash material and the two person hand form.”
“Are you doing a Tai Chi form?”
“Yes, but I’m just trying to qualify for push hands, so I don’t expect to place.  I don’t do very much Tai Chi.”
“Well, if you want to get really good, you should.  The Black Sash material is a lot easier if your Tai Chi is good, and the material after that is even more like Tai Chi.”
“I know that’s what they say, but I just don’t have enough time.  I’ll try to work on it this summer when school’s out.  How many events are you entered in?”
“A bunch.  Let’s see, Tai Chi hand form, Tai Chi Sword, Tai Chi Saber, Plumb Blossom saber, Two-man form, short weapon, two-person staff with you, then with Mr. Corlis, long weapon, Black Sash material and of course the combat events.”
“You’re doing the two-person staff twice?” Jennifer asked.
“Yes, with a different partner each time.”
“Do you think you can win the tournament grand champion?” Jeffrey asked.
“I don’t know, it depends on how Stevens from El Cajon does.”
“Isn’t he the cop?”
“Yes, I think he’s actually with the La Mesa Police Department, he just lives in El Cajon.”
“Wait, you mean you’re competing against an adult?”
“Just for the grand champion and in the advanced forms.  The combat competition is divided into age groups.”
“Speaking of who I have to fight, what are you going to weigh in at?” Matthew asked Jeffrey.
“I’m pretty sure I’ll be under 145.  What about you?”
“I’m about 156, so I’m not going to try and get under 145.  SiFu will like that since it’ll give both of us a shot at a gold medal.  Are you still set to come over again on Wednesday?”
“If you’ve got the time,” Jeffrey replied.
“Why, aren’t you already practicing every day this week?” Jennifer asked.
“As you just heard, I’ve got a lot of material to practice,” Jeffrey said.  “My time is totally blocked out between now and the tournament.”
“Oh,” Jennifer replied.
“I’m just glad Matt’s willing to spend this much time working on this form with me.”
“Like I said, I’m expecting a medal out of it,” Matthew said.  “And speaking of medals, where’s Jessie?”
“Oh, she got bored and went over there to play in her doll house,” Jennifer said.  “I’ve been keeping an eye on her.”
“I’ll go play with her, if you’ll let Jeffrey out.”  Matthew ran over to Jessica’s big dollhouse and jumped on the roof.  “Let me in!”
“No!”  Jessica yelled.
“Then I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house down!”
Jennifer was gone for fifteen minutes, when she came back she was glowing.
“Well how did it go?”
“He asked me to a movie Friday.”
“I hope it’s an early show, he’s got to rest up for the tournament.”
“It is, so you don’t have to worry about your precious medal.”
“Gold medal,” Jessica shouted, “and I get to keep it.”
“That’s right.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Matty, do you feel ready for the tournament?” Mrs. Brandt asked Matthew on Saturday morning.
“I’ve gone through all my material every day this week, so this is as ready as it gets."
“Jennifer’s coming by to watch Jessie, so I can drop you off this morning.  Then we’ll come to see you when the events start.”
“Okay; remember they’re starting at 9:30 this year,” Matthew said.  “They’re hoping to keep it on schedule.”
“Hopefully Jessie will last until the end, but if she doesn’t I’ll take her home early.  Call me when you need to be picked up.”
“Sure, but I think Jason will give me a ride home.  He’s bringing Brea and Jen.”
“Just call me if you need me.”
“Okay.”
“How’s Jen doing with Jeffrey?”
“Well they went to a movie last night, so I’d say she’s doing okay.”
“That’s nice; she’s such a sweet girl, I’m glad to see her find someone nice to date.”
“Yeah,” Matthew was only half paying attention to what his mother was saying.  “I’ll go put my stuff in the car.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew’s mother dropped him off outside the USD gymnasium.  Matthew took his stuff inside and immediately went to the weigh-in station.  A lot of men standing in line to weigh in had removed anything they could in order to reduce their weight, hoping to be able to fight at the top of a weight class instead of at the bottom of the next higher weight.  Matthew didn’t even bother to take his tennis shoes off, he was well below the 165-pound upper limit of his weight class, and had decided not to even try to drop the 9 pounds to make it into the 145-pound class.
“Hi, Matt,” The instructor had Matthew sign the weigh-in sheet.  “You’re fighting in the 146 to 165 class, right?”
“Yes.”
The instructor set the scale to 165 and motioned for Matthew to step onto it.
“No problem.  So you didn’t try to drop down to the under 145?”
“No.  It’s not worth it.”
“Sifu trying to keep you and Jeffrey apart?”
“He didn’t say anything, but I’m sure he’s hoping we’re not in the same weight class.”
“Yeah, he really wants to win the school trophy, doesn’t he?”
“Don’t they all?  What are you judging this year?”
“I’m stuck with the six-year olds this year.  They score great when they remember the whole form.  I’m not good enough yet to judge you Black Sashes, but I’ll root for you.”
“Thanks.”
“Next,” the instructor yelled, as Matthew got off the scale.  Matthew walked to the other side of the gym and found a quiet corner to relax and collect his thoughts before the competition began.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Hi, Matt, we’ve been looking all over for you,” Jason said as he kicked the bottom of Matthew’s shoe.  “What are you hiding from?”
“Just trying to stay relaxed before it starts.  Hi, Brea, where’s Jen?”
“She’s looking for Jeffrey.”
“If she doesn’t find him, his first event is in ring eight.”
“Good, I’ll let her know when I see her.  Where’s your first event?”
“I’m in ring eight, also.  After that, most of my events will be in ring twelve.”
“That’ll make it easy to keep track of you,” Jason said, looking around the gym, “this place is a mad house.”
“Like the poster says, it’s the largest martial arts tournament in San Diego County.”
“Did you get enough sleep last night?” Jason asked.  “The ball game sure went late.”
“Sure, I slept in the car most of the way home,” Matthew said.  “It shouldn’t take too many points off my score.”
“Don’t be a baby,” Brianna said.  “You were in bed by 11:00 and you couldn’t miss the state semi’s.  Tyler had such a great game, and now we’re in the championship game next week.”
“Yeah, it was fun,” Matthew admitted.  He and Tyler had pretty much gotten over their adversity, and although they weren’t friends, they got along.  The PCA football team had barely made it to the state playoffs, winning 8 out of 12 that year.  But now they were poised to take it all.
“They’d better win next Thursday or the Winter Ball is going to be a downer,” Jason said.  “If they’d lost last night, then at least they would have had a week to get over it.”
“Don’t worry, they’ll win,” Brianna said.  “See you in a bit; we’re going to find Jen and your mom.  Good luck,” Brianna said.  “I’ll be back with my video camera.”
“Great, more pressure,” Matthew teased.
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew’s and Jeffrey’s first event was Tai Chi for 18 and under.  The contestants gathered around the ring, nobody really wanted to go first.
“What’s everyone waiting for?” Jason asked.
“Conventional wisdom has it that the judges always leave room for a higher score, so if you go first you’ll get a lower score than if you wait,” Matthew explained.
“Is that true?” Brianna asked.
“Probably, it’s just like gymnastics or any other judging event; they’ve got to leave some room.”
“Well then, who’s going to go first?”
“Half the contestants only care about qualifying for push-hands, the combat part of Tai Chi, so they don’t care about their score.  They’ll go early; the real question is which of the medal contenders will go first.”
“Why don’t they just set the order?”
“Too hard to control, some people are competing in different events at the same time.  So they have to run from ring to ring.”
“Well, when will you go?”
“As soon as someone gets a good score; then everyone will be lining up.  Tai Chi’s slow, so if you wait too long, the judges get a little glassy eyed.”
The judges were set and indicated to one of the contestants standing close to the edge of the ring that he would be the first contestant.
“They’re only two-minute forms, but the judges need to get calibrated so you won’t see scores until after the first three.”
After the first three contestants had finished their forms, the three judges held a conference.  Then they had each contestant stand in front of the head judge, and the scorekeeper called for scores.  The two side judges showed their numbers.
“How does the scoring go?” Jennifer asked.
“The side judges each look at the particular aspect of the form that the head judge tells them.  Their scores are added to the head judge’s score, but his score is multiplied by five first.”
“That doesn’t sound fair, why have the side judges?”
“The head judge really rules; he’s the most experienced, but the side judges will break any ties.  And remember, they’re only looking at one aspect of the form.  The head judge is judging the whole thing.”
“I can see what you mean about their eyes glazing over.  It’s very hypnotic,” Jason said.
“I’m getting in line,” Jeffrey said.
“Good luck.”  Jennifer looked really nervous.
“How come almost everyone is wearing a t-shirt and nylon pants, and you have on that silk outfit?” Brianna asked.
“Yeah, why is that?” Jennifer added, looking at Jeffrey in his t-shirt.
“These silks make the form look nicer; I got them for when I go to other tournaments, but they give me a little edge so I’m wearing them for this one.”
“That doesn’t sound fair,” Jennifer said.
“Everyone who’s likely to medal is wearing silks, so that part of the competition is even.”
“How do you know that?”
“Everyone knows everyone in this sport.”
“Ohh, here goes Jeffrey,” Jennifer grabbed Brianna’s arm.  “I can’t watch.”
“Let go, I thought you wanted me to video tape it.”
Jennifer let go of Brianna and tried to shake off the nervousness.
Jeffrey’s form was fairly basic, but smooth.  After the judges gave his score, Jeffrey took a seat next to the judges’ table.  There were three chairs, and the current occupants each shifted down by one to make room for Jeffrey.
“What’s happening there?” Jennifer asked.
“Jeffrey’s in first place,” Matthew said.  “That was a good score, now everyone will be trying to get their form in.”
“First place,” Jennifer said proudly, “that’s great.”
“We’ll see if he can hold onto a medal.  I’ve got to get in line here.”
Matthew walked to the side of the ring and got into fifth place in line.
“How come he gets to cut in like that?” Jennifer asked.
“I think it’s because he’s a black belt,” Brianna said.
“Oh.”
After a few minutes of waiting, Matthew was up.
“Wow, he looks like he’s floating on a cloud,” Brianna said as he did his form.
“It’s the silks,” Jennifer said.
“I don’t think so,” Jason said, “and look how low to the ground he is, and man is that a high kick.”
“How can he hold his foot that high in the air?” Jennifer asked, as Matthew held a kick for a couple of seconds, with his foot at the same height as his head.
“Dancers do it all the time,” Brianna said, “flexibility and strength.”
After Matthew finished his form, there was a light murmur from the crowd around ring eight.  Both back judges gave him a ten, and after the scorer calculated his score, the head judge indicated the seat Jeffrey was occupying.
“He took Jeffrey’s spot,” Jennifer cried.
“Was there any doubt?” Jason said.
“I guess not, I just hope Jeffrey gets a medal.”
After another two contestants did their form, Jeffrey was sitting in the third-place seat but Matthew still held the first place seat.  Matthew waved at a young kid who’d gone earlier in the competition.  When the kid came over, Matthew got up and gave him his seat; then he walked over to his friends.
“I’ve got to go to another ring.  It’s not very exciting stuff, so you guys can just hang out and see how Jeffrey does.”
Matthew pulled off his loose silk top revealing a tight sleeveless back silk tunic with red cross-ties.
“Neat; why the new threads?” Brianna asked.
“Tai Chi looks better with loose stuff on; I think Kung Fu looks better with this.”
“Well, you sure look better,” Brianna gave his bicep a squeeze.
Matthew blushed, “I’ll come back when I finish.”
◆ ◆ ◆
When Matthew got back, Jeffrey was sitting on the floor beside the third place chair and Matthew’s proxy was still sitting in the first-place chair.
“Why’s Jeffrey on the floor?” Jennifer asked.
“Either he’s tied for third place or the judge wants to give an honorable mention to fourth place.  Jeffrey’s score was pretty high.”
“He must be in fourth place,” Jason said, “if he was tied for third, why would he give up his seat?”
“Because the guy in the third-place chair outranks him.  RHIP, rank has its privileges.”
“Oh.”
“This is pretty much over.  I don’t think anyone else here has much of a chance.”
“Good,” Jennifer said.
“I’m going to go run through my material.  After this is done, you should take a break or get a snack.  The really good stuff is the two-person forms; they’ll be starting at 11:00 in rings 12 and 13.  That’s when you get to see real Kung Fu fighting.”
“We’ll see you there,” Jason said.
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew and Jeffrey were the fourth team in line for the two-person staff.  It was Brianna’s and Jason’s first time to see the form.
Watching the first team to compete, Jason said, “Those guys look like they’re really going to hit each other.  And the way they’re swinging those staffs, it’s going to hurt if they do.”
“Yeah, it’s very realistic,” Jennifer said.  “It scared me the first time I saw them practice.”
“They’re up.”
Matthew and Jeffrey took the ring and bowed to the head judge.  Then they faced each other and did a head nod.
“Ready,” the head judge called out.
“They’re making those other guys look like they were in third gear,” Jason said as he watched Matthew and Jeffrey fly through the form with a fury.
“They’re good, aren’t they?”
After the form, Matthew and Jeffrey were given the first place chairs.  Four more pairs went, and Matthew and Jeffrey were still holding onto first place; then Matthew got up and entered the ring with another man.
“What’s going on?” Brianna asked.
“Matthew’s competing on two teams,” Jennifer said.  “I don’t have a good feeling about this.”  Jennifer was looking at the Black Sash with red fringe that the other man was wearing.  He was the same height as Matthew, and was wearing almost identical silks, except his had black crossties.  He also looked like he was about thirty years old.
The two bowed to the judge, then squared off and did a mini bow to each other.  After a short pause, they attacked.  Brianna and Jennifer gasped at the fury of their attack; it was so intense that the entire crowd came to a buzz.  As they shifted from attack to defense there was no apparent pause.
“It looks like they’re really trying to kill each other,” Jason said.
Brianna just shivered and leaned against her brother.
Then as suddenly as they had started, they closed the form.  Both Matthew and his partner were dripping with sweat, but they were also smiling from ear to ear.  Soon they were both sitting in the first-place chairs.  It took another thirty minutes before all the contestants had competed.  When it was over, Matthew and his partner were sitting in the first-place chairs, and Jeffrey was sitting in the third-place chair with his partner seat empty.  The judges got up and congratulated each of the contestants before leaving the ring.
Matthew and Jeffrey ran over to their friends.
“Wow, that was intense!” Jason said.
“I thought that guy was going to hurt you,” Brianna said.
“Mr. Corlis is a great partner,” Matthew said.  “We’d better get some lunch; I’ve only got 30 minutes before my next event.”
“So you got two medals,” Jason said.
“Yes, a third place with Jeffrey was a good showing.”
“Thanks,” Jeffrey said.
“I thought you looked great,” Jennifer added as Jeffrey blushed.
◆ ◆ ◆
At four o’clock, Matthew’s mother came out of the stands to say goodbye.  “Matt, Jessie is getting tired, and I don’t really want her to watch the sparring anyway, so I’m taking her home, okay?”
“Sure, I’ll see you tonight.  Jason says he’ll stay until the end and give me a ride home.”
“Then, good luck.”
“Bye, Jessie.”
“Bye, Matty.”
There were only ten contestants in Matthew’s weight class in Push Hands, and he easily prevailed for the gold medal.
The same ten were now lined up to start the sparring competition.  They were all wearing boxing gloves, headgear and groin & chest protectors.
“You guys look like you’re going to war,” Jason said.
“They don’t want anyone getting hurt, at least not permanently,” Matthew said.
“How many guys do you have to fight?”
“Depends on how far I get.  It’s single elimination for the first two rounds; I took first place last year so I get a first-round bye.  If I win my first match, then I’m in the round robin for a medal.  That’s double elimination for the medal positions; the three would each have to fight each other once.  So if I don’t lose, I’ve got four matches.  If I lose during the medal round, I’ll have an extra fight.”
“That sounds confusing,” Brianna said.
“It is a little, but think of it this way, the gold medal goes to whoever is undefeated, or to whoever only loses once.”
“That sounds like a lot of fights.”
“They only last two minutes each, but that two minutes seem like ten,” Matthew said.
“What happens if your best two fighters meet in the first rounds?” Jason asked.
“They’re supposed to seed this competition so that doesn’t happen.  The gold and silver winners from last year get a first-round bye, so we don’t fight each other in the third round.”
The fighting was intense, and every ring in the gym had at least one fight going on in it.  The spectators and students were yelling encouragement to each fighter, making it even noisier and more confusing.
“I’m up,” Matthew said.
“Good luck,” Brianna said as she readied her camera.
Matthew just nodded his head.  He entered the ring and bowed to the head judge, and then he turned and did a cat stance toward his opponent, placing his weight on his left leg and stepping forward onto the toe of his right.  He gave his opponent a slight bow.
“Fight!” yelled the referee.
Matthew’s opponent charged at him.  Matthew danced to the side, landed a sidekick to the guy’s ribs, and danced away.  Every time his opponent charged in, Matthew would kick him with a sidekick and retreat.  Each kick would knock him back a few steps before he could regain his balance.  Then the opponent started charging harder and swinging wildly; he was obviously tiring.  On his third wild charge, Matthew stepped to the side to avoid him, but instead of dancing away, he charged in, landing two quick shots to the guy’s ribs, a hook shot over his head, and then he stepped away and did a spin kick into his chest, knocking him down.
“Time,” yelled the referee.  He then looked to the side judges to see whom they voted as winning the fight.  Both pointed to Matthew’s corner.
Matthew walked over to Brea and Jason.  He was breathing hard, “That was the easy one.”
They watched the next two fights.  The winners were able to dominate their fights about the same way Matthew had dominated his.  “Now it’s down to the three of us, Macklin, Andrews and me,” Matthew pointed to the other two contestants as he put his mouth piece back in.
The fight against Andrews was a much tougher fight for Matthew.  When Andrews charged, Matthew kicked him like he had the first guy, but Andrews was able to block a couple and keep coming in.  Matthew would have to keep dancing backwards either kicking or punching until he could re-establish position.  Andrews didn’t land very many shots, but when he did it looked like a pile driver had hit Matthew.  Late in the round, like in the last fight, Matthew was able to get to the side of Andrews and drive him sideways with a series of punches and kicks.  He didn’t have a chance to do a spin kick, but he really drove Andrews out of the ring.
“Time!”
Matthew won.  Everyone took a five-minute break, and then Andrews fought Macklin.  Andrews had no trouble beating him, he actually knocked Macklin down twice.
“That guy Andrews looks like Rambo,” Jason said.  “How old is he?”
“He’s almost eighteen,” Matthew said, “and I’m sure he barely made the weight.  Probably dehydrated himself before the weigh-in.”
“Well you’ve already beaten him.”
“I know, but I have to beat him again to win the gold.”
“What?” Brianna yelped.
“It’s double elimination.  Everyone has to lose twice except the winner,” Matthew said.  “I’m up again.”
Matthew didn’t have any trouble winning his fight against Macklin.  Macklin was clearly tired, and the knockdowns by Andrews had taken their toll.  When the referee called time, Macklin was obviously happy to settle for the bronze medal.
“Five minutes,” the referee shouted.
“That’s not fair,” Brianna said, “Andrews has been resting while you fought.”
“Luck of the draw,” was all Matthew said as he took a big drink of water.  He was still breathing hard from his fight.
“Fighters up,” the referee shouted.
“Here goes.”
“Good luck.”
Matthew and Andrews performed the bows to open the match.  Then he waited for the referee.
“Fight!”
Andrews charged Matthew.  Matthew circled backwards, using his kicks to ward him off.  Andrews just kept charging relentlessly.  He finally got close enough to land a solid punch to Matthew’s chest.  Andrews followed up the shot with a kick that rocked Matthew back.  Matthew danced to the side trying to keep out of Andrews’ way while he caught his breath.  The kick had clearly jarred Matthew.  Andrews made another hard charge, and Matthew leapt to the side and landed a hard kick to Andrews’ ribs.  As Andrews staggered back, Matthew charged with two quick punches, each stopping an inch in front of Andrews’ face before Matthew pulled them back.  Then Andrews made another bull charge.  Matthew danced backwards, kicking Andrews in the chest as he tried to stop the charge.  Andrews pushed Matthew’s leg to the side as he was withdrawing the kick, and got inside, punching Matthew twice in the ribs.  Matthew danced backwards and to the side to get out of the way of Andrews’ rush.
“Time!” the referee shouted.
“All right, Matt,” Jeffrey yelled, “that should lock it up for him.”
The referee looked to the side judges for a decision.  One pointed to Matthew, the other pointed to Andrews.
The referee raised Andrews’ hand.  “No way!” shouted Jeffrey.
Matthew looked disappointed as he walked over to his friends.  “You were robbed,” Jason said.
“I thought I’d won it,” Matthew said, “but the referee saw otherwise.  At least I’ve got one more shot.  I hope Andrews is too exhausted to fight like that again.”
“That’s it,” the referee called out.  “Gold, silver, bronze,” he said pointing to Andrews, Matthew and Macklin.
“What?  I get another shot.  It’s double elimination.”
“No, that was the gold-medal fight,” the referee said.
“But that was my only loss, I already beat him once.”
“That’s it,” the referee said.  As Matthew started to protest again, he added, “I’ll be happy to take your silver and give it to Macklin.”
Matthew shut up and left the ring.  He threw his headgear to the floor beside Jeffrey.
“What happened?” Brianna asked.
“That’s it.  He just gave Andrews the gold medal for Christmas,” Matthew’s voice was quaking from anger.
“He can’t do that,” Jeffrey said.  “You only lost one fight, and you beat Andrews once, so he can’t win the gold.”
“Well, the big shot just gave it to him.  Let’s go.”
“You have to stay for the medal ceremony,” Jeffrey said.  “Or they’ll take away all your medals.”
Matthew grudgingly agreed with Jeffrey and waited with his friends for the medals to be awarded.  “How did you do?” Matthew asked Jeffrey.
“I won the gold,” Jeffrey said sedately.
“Way to go!” Matthew yelled and gave Jeffrey a high five.  “That’s great.  Did you go undefeated?”
“Yes.”
“Impressive.  Sifu will be setting up your brown sash test pretty soon then.  You had to beat a Black Sash didn’t you?”
“Yes, Mr. Beeman,” Jeffrey said.
“You had to fight an adult?” Brianna said.
“No, we call each other Mr. as a sign of respect,” Matthew said.  “I don’t even know Mr. Beeman’s first name.”
“I don’t either, but it’s a good thing I’m three inches taller and eight pounds heavier,” Jeffrey said.  “He was really mad when I beat him.”
“Did you have to fight him twice?” Matthew asked.
“No, Mr. Cowel beat him too; but I think he got robbed on that one.”
“Here comes Sifu Lee,” Matthew said.
“Hi, Mr. Brandt.  How did you do?”
“I got the silver,” Matthew said, obviously disappointed.
“He got robbed, Sifu.  He should have won the fight, but the referee gave it to Andrews, and then he didn’t even let Matthew go again.”
“What, you only lost once?” Sifu Lee looked surprised.
“Yeah, just the last fight.”
“Did you tell the referee?”
“Yes, and he threatened to take away the silver if I didn’t shut up.”
“Well his decision is final, but you should have gotten a second fight.  It’s too late, but I’ll try to find out why.”
“Thanks,” Matthew muttered.
After the medal ceremony, Jeffrey and Jennifer came up to Matthew.  “Wasn’t the referee from the Green Dragon?” Jeffrey asked.
“Yes, why?”
“I think I know why you lost.”
“Why?”
“Mr. Stevens won the grand championship by only two points over you.  If you had won the gold, you’d be grand champion.”
“What does he mean?” Jason and Brianna asked together.
“Mr. Stevens is from the Green Dragon.”
“And so was the ref that fixed your fight,” Jason said.  “That stinks.”
“Politics always stinks,” Matthew said.  “Let’s go.”
“Jen, are you coming with us?”
“No, Jeffrey’s mom is going to give me a ride home.”
As Matthew, Brianna and Jason walked off, Matthew said, “Looks like Jeffrey’s not the only one going home with a gold medal.”
“Or maybe he’s going home with an extra prize,” Jason snickered.
“Be nice,” Brianna said.  “Is your Sifu going to do anything about you getting robbed?”
“He’ll talk to Master Wynn, but they won’t change anything.  They have to back the instructors and refs.”
“That really bites,” Jason said.
“Well, at least Andrews knows I beat him.”
“Are you sure?”
“When we were getting our medals, he told me he didn’t think the ref was fair.”
“Well, we’ll just take that baby and paint it gold,” Jason said.
“I don’t need another gold medal.  I won five.  It’s just that the fighting is the real deal; they’re the medals that count.”
When they dropped Matthew off at his house, he was still in a bad mood.
“Matt, don’t forget about the Chargers game Monday Night.”
“Oh right, I almost forgot.  You’re picking me up at 4:30, right?”
“Right.  The Jets are going to kick the Chargers’ butt.”
“Just remember, you’re going to be on our side of the stands.  If you get out of line, we’ll toss you down the stairs.
“Yeah, just make sure you bring plenty of Kleenex to cry into,” Jason shouted as he gunned the engine and drove off.
◆ ◆ ◆
Monday morning, Matthew was waiting outside his house when Jason drove up.
“I thought Brea would be with you,” Matthew said.
“It would mean she has to get up thirty minutes earlier,” Jason said.  “She doesn’t like you that much.”
“How’s she getting to school then?”
“Alex is giving her a ride.”
“Doesn’t that cut into Alex’s sleep?”
“Not really, our house is on her way.  Now enough with the twenty questions.  Get in.”
“Sure.”  Matthew got into the car.  “To school, James.”
“Don’t rub it in.”
“Why not?” Matthew said.  “You shouldn’t bet on the Jets if you can’t stand losing.”
“I don’t know if I can take a week of you gloating,” Jason replied.
“Oh, don’t worry; the gloating will get old after a couple of days.  What was that score by the way?”
“You remember the score, so can it.”
“I remember the Chargers scored 42 points, but I can’t remember what the Jets scored.”
“Shut up.”
“Oh, maybe it’s because they never scored,” Matthew gloated.
Jason reached over and turned the radio up beyond its normally loud setting until it was impossible for either boy to hear the other.  Matthew decided that he had gotten as much satisfaction as he could for the day so he sat back and let the music wash over him.  It only took ten minutes to reach the school.  The car skipped a little as Jason pulled into the parking lot.  He had just parked beside Alex’s Jaguar when the security guard came over.
“Mr. Winthrop, that was an unsafe turn, you were going too fast.”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Hicks,” Jason replied.  “I won’t do it again.”
Mr. Hicks had his pen out and was getting ready to write up a citation.
“Crap,” Jason said under his breath.
“Mr. Hicks, can you give him a break?  I was riding him about the Chargers stomping the Jets yesterday, so it was really my fault,” Matthew said.
“That was a good game,” Mr. Hicks replied.  “The Chargers were hitting on all cylinders.”
“He lost a bet and has to chauffeur me all week,” Matthew went on.  “Can you let him go this once?”
“All right,” Mr. Hicks said, “although I should write him a ticket for being a Jets fan.”
“He’s from New York and has only been out here for about a year.  Don’t worry, we’ll convert him soon.”
As Mr. Hicks walked off, Jason let out a sigh of relief.  “Whew, I thought I was going to lose my driving privileges.  I’ve already got one citation from school.”
“Well, you’d better clean up your act then,” Brianna said.
“Where did you come from?”
“Hi, Brea,” Matthew said, giving her a kiss.
“Alex and I were standing over there when you came in on two wheels.”
“Don’t tell Dad,” Jason pleaded.
“I wouldn’t want Matthew to lose his chauffeur, otherwise I might need more persuading,” Brianna said.  “You should consider yourself lucky; otherwise I might have needed a new pair of shoes,” she laughed.
◆ ◆ ◆
On Friday the school was almost out of control.  The football team had won the state championship the night before, the Winter Ball was Saturday, and school was out on Tuesday, not that many of the students were planning on being there Monday.
“Hi, Matt,” Emily hollered as she waved to him.
“Hi, Emily.  You’re still amped from the game,” Matthew said.
“Yes.  They’re having a victory party tonight at Tyler’s house.  Do you want to come?”
“No.”
“Come on, Tyler invited you.  He said that without you they wouldn’t have made it.”
“I think that’s an exaggeration,” Matthew said.
“If you hadn’t figured out that they were stealing our signals that game, the coach would have benched Tyler.  And if we’d have lost that game, we wouldn’t have made it into the playoffs.”
“It’s still a stretch.  Tyler won the games.  Anyway I’m sitting for Jessica; Mom’s going to a play with some friends.”
“Are you going to sit with us at the Ball?” Emily asked.
“Sure.  If Jason and I want to sit with our dates, we’re going to have to sit with you,” Matthew said.  “Brea and Alex have made it clear where they’re sitting.”
Emily laughed as they walked to class.  “It’s going to be impossible to pay attention today.  Everyone is so hyped up.  They should just call it a day and let us go home.”
“There’s the principal, why don’t you go suggest it to her.”  Matthew just avoided Emily’s elbow.




The Winter Ball

“Mom, has the limo showed up yet?”
“Not yet, aren’t you ready?  It’s already 8:00, so you’re going to be late.”
“Don’t worry, Brea wants to be fashionably late, and it’s only ten minutes to her house and then ten to the country club.  But the limo is supposed to be here by 8:00.”
“It’s here,” yelled Jessica, who’d been keeping a watch at the window.  “It’s a long black one.”
“Thanks for telling us, sweetie; now go out and tell the driver that Matty will be there in a minute.”
“Can I go in?”
“No!” shouted Matthew, “I don’t want it to get sticky.”
“Matthew, be nice.  She just had a bath,” Mrs. Brandt said, giving Jessica a pat on the head.  “Go ahead and ask the driver.  But you have to get right out when Matty comes out.”
“Great!  Matty, don’t hurry.”  Jessica raced out the front door and to the limo.
“Now Matty, relax, you can’t let this date get you all stressed.  If you don’t tone it down a little, you’re going to scare poor Brianna half to death.”
“I know, but I want it to be perfect,” Matthew was putting on his bow tie as he walked down the stairs.
“It’ll be fine.  I don’t think Brianna is looking for perfection, just a nice time,” Mrs. Brandt helped Matthew adjust his bow tie.  “Now stand back and let me get a look at you.”
Matthew blushed, but did as his mother asked.  “Does the jacket fit?”
“It’s perfect, you look so nice.  Now promise me that you’ll get pictures at the dance.”
“Don’t worry; Brea warned me that Cara’s planning on taking a bunch at their house.  And they’ve got a professional photographer at the dance.”
“Good, then you’re good to go,” Mrs. Brandt kissed Matthew on the cheek. “Let me put the boutonniere on you.”  Mrs. Brandt pinned the boutonniere to Matthew’s lapel.  “Here’s the corsage for Brea, now have a nice time.”
“Thanks, Mom,” Matthew said.  Then he hurried to the limo, “Okay, squirt; time’s up.”
Jessica was in the limo working all the electrical controls.  She had the sunroof opening and closing in rhythm with the divider between the driver and the passenger compartment.  “Do I have to?”
“Yes, you do.”
Jessica crawled out of the limo saying, “But I’ve never been in a limo before.”
Matthew started to correct her but decided that if she’d forgotten about riding in the limo for their father’s funeral, then that was probably for the best.
“Don’t worry, you’ll get another chance.  Now go back, Mom’s waiting for you.”  Matthew gave Jessica a little push back toward the house.
The limo driver had been standing next to the door, smiling the whole time.  “Are you ready to go, sir?”
“Yes, do you have the address for the Winthrops?”
“I’ve got the whole itinerary mapped out, you should just relax.”
Matthew crawled into the limo and sat back.  They were at the Winthrops’ in no time.
As the limo pulled into the circular driveway, Mrs. Winthrop was taking pictures with her video camera.  As Matthew got out of the limo, she took a couple of stills.  “Matt, I’ll send some copies to your mom.  Now go inside and wait in the family room; Brea should be down in a few minutes.”
“Of course, I’m five minutes late, and I still have to wait,” Matthew whispered while he walked into the foyer of the Winthrops’ palatial home.  He paused to look at the Franz Marc hanging over the fireplace of the formal living room.  By the time he was ready to move on to the family room, Mrs. Winthrop had caught up with him.
“You’re tux looks very nice, you and Brea will make a beautiful couple.”
“Thanks.”
“I’m so glad that they make the Winter Ball a formal.  It’s so rare that you get a chance to dress up,” Mrs. Winthrop said.
“Some of us don’t think it’s an advantage.”  Jason came bounding up the stairs; he was wearing a white tuxedo with full tails and had a top hat in his hand.
“Yeah, I’d be happy with semi-formal,” Matthew said.
“Well, I think formal is better.”  Brea came up the stairs, her dress swishing as she walked.  It was a silver slipper satin, mid-length dress held up by two spaghetti straps.  The long, diamond-crusted earrings dangled to her shoulders, drawing attention to her bare shoulders and exquisite tan.
“I guess I’ve changed my mind,” Matthew whistled at her.  “You’re beautiful.”
“Why, thank you.”
Matthew took the corsage and put it on Brea’s wrist.  “I’m glad I decided to go for the wrist corsage, I don’t think those straps could hold up much else.”
Brea smiled and poked him in the ribs.
“Okay, now I want you two over here for pictures,” Mrs. Brandt motioned for them to sit on the antique sofa in the living room.  “Matt on the right.”
The two quietly obliged, as she had them pose for several shots.
“I’m getting out of here before the mad camera woman turns on me.”  Jason made a quick dash to the door.
“Ha!  I’ve already got Jane lined up to get pictures of you and Alex.  And Alex has promised to get pictures at the dance for us, so go ahead and run, but you can’t hide.”
“You do look pretty,” Matthew hollered after Jason.
“They’re going in matching tuxedos with top hats,” Brianna said.  Wait until you see Alex, she’s just adorable.”
“I can’t wait.”
“Okay, you two can go now,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “Carl and I expect you back by midnight.”
“And no side trips,” Mr. Winthrop had just entered the house.  “I can’t believe how beautiful you look, Brea.  I’m not sure I should let you out of the house looking so good.”
“Don’t worry, Mr. Winthrop, I’ll protect her,” Matthew puffed up his chest.
“But who’s going to protect her from you?” Mr. Winthrop retorted.  “Just remember, I have friends from Jersey.”
“Oh, Carl, be nice.  Now get, you two.”
Brianna kissed her father and then she and Matthew hurried out to the limo.  The driver held the door open as Brianna got inside with Matthew following.
“This is nice, much better than riding with Jason,” Matthew said.
“I’m sure Jason agrees, but I am glad we went with the limo.”
◆ ◆ ◆
The limo drove into the circular drive of the country club.  The chauffeur jumped out and opened the door for Matthew and Brianna.
“This is definitely the way to arrive,” Matthew said, as he helped Brianna out of the limo.
“You’re such a gentleman,” Brianna said.
“I’m trying.”
As they entered the ballroom, the first thing that struck Matthew was the sea of colors.  Most of the tuxedos were black, but the gowns were every conceivable color.  The band was playing a Vienna Waltz and the colors were quickly swirling around the room to the fast paced music.
Brianna tossed her purse to a friend, “Come on, Matt, let’s dance.”  She dragged Matthew to the floor and they quickly stepped into the line of waltzing dancers circling the room.
“Nothing like getting settled first,” Matthew said.
“They’ll only do a couple of Vienna Waltzes,” Brianna said, “and you know they’re my favorite.”
Once the waltz ended, Brianna retrieved her purse and thanked her friend for holding it.  Then they found an empty table at the edge of the dance floor.  “Get a couple of extra chairs.”
“Sure,” Matthew replied.  He walked over to the wall and grabbed a pair of chairs so they would have six around the table.  “Do you want a glass of punch?”
“Please, then we can dance again.  I think they’re doing a Cha Cha next.”
“Okay, then I’ll hurry,” Matthew said.
It was a quarter to nine when Emily and Tyler arrived.  As they entered the room, everyone stopped and started clapping.  Tyler and the football team had won the 2A state championship the day before, and everyone was beside themselves with a sense of victory that the entire school felt.  Tyler gave a small bow then escorted Emily over to the table.
“Hey, Matt.”
“Congratulations,” Matthew said.  “MVP of the championship game will look good on the resume.”
“Hope so,” Tyler replied.  “What a relief.  I think the school would have strung us up if we hadn’t won state.”
“Nah, I’m sure they’d have settled for a simple flogging,” Matthew replied.  “Come on, have a seat.  You’re looking great, Emily.”
“Thanks, you and Brea look pretty good yourselves.”
Over the next thirty minutes the room broke into applause several more times as the key stars of the football team arrived.  Things had just settled down around nine thirty when Jason and Alex arrived.  As Brianna had told Matthew, they had on matching white tuxedo jackets with tails, white top hats.  Alex had on a black miniskirt with black fishnet stockings to match Jason’s black tuxedo slacks.  With her spiked heels, she was almost two inches taller than Jason.  As they walked down the stairs the room erupted into another round of applause.  The pair spent several minutes bowing and posing as they worked their way to the table.
“My, my, what an entrance,” Brianna said when they finally arrived.  “Even Tyler had more humility than to ham it up so much, and he actually did something to deserve it.”
“You’re just jealous,” Jason retorted, poking his sister on the arm.  “It’s not easy to look this good.”
The table of friends broke into laughter.
After a few dances, Matthew followed Tyler to get drinks.  Tyler made a beeline to one of the punch bowls that was surrounded by several of the football team members.
“Hey, Tyler, how’s that MVP crown feeling?” one of the players asked.  Matthew recognized him as Rasheed, the wide receiver who had caught three touchdown passes in the game.
“Pretty good, you have a spot picked out for your game ball?”
“Sure do, my parents cleared off a spot right on the mantel.”
After bumping fists with his friends, Tyler held out a glass to be filled.”
“You want another glass for your date?” Rasheed asked.
“No, I’ll get her some from the other, she likes hers sweeter,” Tyler replied as he turned and walked to the other punch bowl.
Matthew reached for the ladle, “What do you think you’re doing?” Rasheed asked.
“Be cool and give the man some punch,” Tyler said over his shoulder.
“No problem,” Rasheed said.
Matthew filled two glasses and returned to the table.  Brianna took one sip of it and turned her nose up, “This is too sour.”
“Sorry,” Matthew replied,  “I’ll go get you another.”  He swigged the glass down then went to fetch Brianna a fresh glass.
The sextet enjoyed the evening.  Matthew and Jason traded off dancing with Emily during the ballroom numbers since Tyler didn’t dance anything but Rock & Roll or slow dances.  Jason and Alex got another standing ovation after they danced a Tango; Jason had even come up with a rose to clench between his teeth.
“That was totally hot,” Tyler exclaimed, as they came back to the table.  “Maybe I’ll have to take dance lessons after all.”
“Thanks,” Jason said.
Alex was beaming as she sat down.  “That was really a hoot,” she said.  “Did anyone get a picture?”
“Oh yeah,” Brianna said.  “They’ll be posted on everyone’s blog and Facebook page by tomorrow, plus the photographer took a few snaps, too.”
“Great!  Now we’d better go get our pictures taken or we’ll all be dressing up again tomorrow.”
They had just finished having their pictures taken, when the band announced that it would be taking requests for the last set of the night.
“Oh, Matt, ask them to play another Vienna Waltz,” Brianna said.
“I can,” Matthew replied, “but you’ll have a better chance of getting it if you go and bat your eyelashes at them when you ask.  Better yet, get Alex to go with you.”
“Sure thing,” Alex said.  “Come on, Brea, let’s go work our feminine charms on them.  Any other requests?”
“I’d be up for a Salsa dance,” Jason said.
“You got it.”
After the Salsa dance, Matthew was sweating as he walked Brianna back to the table.
“Finally, you’re sweating,” Brianna said.  “I’ve been drowning for hours and you’ve been dancing more than me.”
“I’ve been sweating.”
“Hah, not that one would notice.  I was going to pour punch on you so I wouldn’t look like I was out of shape.”
“You’re in great shape,” Matthew said, as he gave Brianna a hug.  “I’m going to get some more punch.”
Matthew walked over to the punch bowl.  Rasheed was standing by it.  He handed Matthew a full glass as he walked up.  “Man, you’ve been sucking this stuff down like there’s no tomorrow.”
Matthew drank the glass in one long swallow, “Dancing is thirsty work,” he gasped, as he held his glass out for a refill.
“Your funeral,” Rasheed said, as he filled Matthew’s glass.
Matthew picked up a glass of the sweet punch for Brianna and returned to the table.  She was off dancing with Alex when he got back.
“Man, you should pace yourself on that stuff,” Tyler said.
“What for?” Matthew asked.
“Whatever,” Tyler replied.
Emily gave Tyler a harsh look.  “Why should he pace himself?”
“No reason,” Tyler said.
Emily reached over, took Matthew’s glass, and took a drink.
“It’s spiked, isn’t it?”
Tyler just gave her a dumb look.
“You’ve been drinking and you plan to drive me home?” Emily demanded.
“I’ve only had a few,” Tyler pled his case.  “Matt’s the one drinking it like a pro.”
“He doesn’t know it’s spiked.”
“What do you mean?” Matthew asked.
“The punch is spiked,” Emily said.
“No way,” Matthew replied, looking at Tyler.
“Sorry, I thought you knew.”
“It can’t be, watch,” Matthew said.  He picked up Jason’s cane and balanced on the tip of his right index finger.  Then he stood up keeping it balanced, tossed it into the air and caught it on the tip of his left index finger.
“See,” he said.
“Wow, I couldn’t do that stone-cold sober,” Tyler said.  “Look, his eyes aren’t even dilated.”
“It doesn’t make any difference,” Emily said.  “I’ll find myself another ride home.  Matt quit drinking that stuff, who knows what it’ll do to you.”
“Okay,” Matthew said.  “We can give you a ride if you want.”
“No thanks,” Emily said.  She stood up, grabbed her purse and started for the door.  Tyler tried to follow her, but she slapped him and stormed out of the room.
“What happened?” Alex asked, as she and Brianna returned to the table.
“Emily found out the punch is spiked,” Matthew said.
“Oh no,” Alex said.  “Her cousin was killed by a drunk driver a couple of years ago.  I’d better go to her.  Tell Jason I’ll see him tomorrow.”  Alex hurried out to find Emily.
“Crap,” Tyler said.
“Sorry,” Matthew added.  “I didn’t . . .”
“Not your fault,” Tyler interrupted.  “I thought I was doing good pacing myself, but I guess she’s got a zero-tolerance policy.”
“I’m going to find Jason,” Brianna said, “then we should go.”
“Sorry, Matt,” Tyler said,  “I guess I ruined a perfectly good evening.”
Matthew couldn’t think of anything to say.  He’d never seen Emily so mad, and felt that somehow it was his fault.  He focused on Emily; he wanted to make sure she would be okay.  She came into view through his portal.  Alex and she were holding each other beside the Country Club’s guard shack.  “Good, Alex will take care of her,” he thought.




Home for Christmas

“Are you okay?” Matthew asked Emily when he saw her in French class.
“I’m fine, don’t worry about me.”
“Tyler was really sorry.”
“Don’t defend him,” Emily hissed.
“Sorry.”
“It’s my problem, I’ll deal with it,” Emily said.
“Okay.”
“I’m sorry I snapped at you,” Emily said.  “Anyway, what are you doing for Christmas?”
“We’re staying here.”
“Daddy’s letting me go to London with Alex,” Emily said.
“That’s nice.”
“I was going to go skiing with Tyler, but I’m not talking to him now.”
“Well, Christmas in London with Alex should be fun.”
“We’re taking the jet, so if you guys want, we’ll give you a ride to New York.  We’re already going to give the Winthrops a ride.”
“Are you sure?”
“Why not, the jet holds sixteen, so we’ve got room.  We’re going to fly out Wednesday and we’ll pick the Winthrops up on the 28th on our way back.”
“I’ll have to ask my mom.”
“We’re stopping at Jackson Hole for five days of skiing.  Does your mom ski?”
“She used to,” Matthew said.
“We’ll be home on Saturday before school starts.  You guys could catch a train to Connecticut.”
“I’ll call my mom right after class,” Matthew said.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Mom, do you need any help packing?” Matthew called out.
“I’m fine.  Just get the ski boots & skis and I’ll take care of Jessie and me.”
“Okay!”
“Matt, do you know what the Stevensons are doing?”
“Oh, they were going to Australia and New Zealand for a golf tour next month, so they’re going to leave early and do Christmas in Singapore since it’s on the way.  I hear there’s some great shopping there.”
“That’s nice.  What about Sonja?”
“They’re dropping her off in San Francisco to stay with Mrs. Stevenson’s mother.”
“That’s good, they’ll really be able to have a nice vacation then.  It’s so nice of them to let us have a ride on their plane.”
“They are nice.  It’ll be great to see Grandma Brandt,” Matthew said.
“Yes, Granny will make me cookies,” Jessica yelled.
“Uncle George and Aunt Lynn will be coming for Christmas day,” Mrs. Brandt said.
◆ ◆ ◆
The flight to New York was amazingly easy.  Mrs. Brandt couldn’t have imagined the luxury of flying direct from Palomar Airport to Republic Airport in Farmingdale on Long Island.  No security to pass through, no waiting or delays, it was just heaven.  Jason’s grandparents had a couple of vehicles delivered to the airport for them.
“Margaret,” Mr. Winthrop said,  “we’re going to loan you the Expedition.  I’ve programmed the navigation system for Port Jefferson.  You can catch the ferry from there to Bridgeport.  If you’re lucky you’ll catch the 4:00 ferry, otherwise you’ll have to wait for the 5:00.”
“I can’t thank you enough,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “We’ll make it in time for dinner either way.”
“Don’t mention it; Jack has your bags loaded, so anytime you’re ready.”
“Girls, have a good flight to London,” Mrs. Brandt said, giving Emily and Alex a wave.  “We’ll see you all in a week.”
“See you guys,” Matthew said, waving at Emily and Alex.  He gave Brianna a last hug and a kiss, and then got into the Expedition with his mother and Jessica.
“Oh boy, we get to see Grandma!”
They just caught the 4:00 ferry, the traffic four days before Christmas was still light in the early afternoon.  An uneventful ferry ride and by 6:00 they were pulling into the Brandts’ home outside Bridgeport.
“Granny,” Jessica yelled, as she saw her grandmother come out the front door.  She immediately struggled her way out of her seatbelt and booster seat.
“Jessie,” Grandma Brandt cried, as she stooped down to allow Jessica to jump into her arms.
“Hi, Mom,” Mrs. Brandt said as she gave her mother-in-law a hug.  “I’m so glad you could take us in on such short notice.”
“I got my Christmas wish.  All I wanted for Christmas was to see my grandchildren, and now I have.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Matty,” Jessica whispered urgently, “Matty!”
“What, what’s the matter?” Matthew muttered as he tried to wake himself up.
“It snowed and Santa Clause came.”
“Of course Santa Clause came,” Matthew said, sitting up in his bed and pulling Jessica to him; the clock beside his bed showed 4:30 A.M.  “What are you doing here?”
“Mommy told me to go back to sleep,” Jessica said, “but I can’t.”
Matthew felt sorry for his mother having to sleep with Jessica.  The five year old was just a horrible bunkmate.  She would nest like a cat, pulling all the covers to herself and kicking and flailing her arms.  Any attempt to keep the distribution of covers equitable or to get her to settle quietly would result in grouchy moaning and incessant whining.  And she would repeat that process every few hours.  He’d heard that most young children would sleep like the dead when they finally slept, but not Jessica.  He was happy that he had his own room at Grandma Brandt’s, so he thought the least he could do was entertain Jessica for a few hours until everyone else finally got up.
“Want me to tell you a story?”
“Yes,” Jessica said with a yawn.
“Okay, Twas the night before Christmas and all through the house,” Matthew recited from memory.  By the time he had finished it, Jessica had fallen back to sleep.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Oh, there she is,” Mrs. Brandt said as she peaked into Matthew’s room.
“Hi, Mom,” Matthew said.  “She sneaked in around 4:30.  Said you kicked her out of bed.”
“I did not!”
“Told her to go back to sleep, same difference to her,” Matthew smiled.  “I recited ‘The Night Before Christmas’ for her and she went back to sleep.”
“Well, thank you,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “I was so tired; she was waking up every two hours wanting to know if Santa Clause had come.”
“Well she informed me that he has and that it has snowed, too.”

“Yes, it did snow.  It is 7:30, so come on down any time you want, and let her wake up on her own.”
Matthew eased himself out of the bed and left Jessica sleeping.  Pulling on some sweats he left the room.  After a short stop in the bathroom, he headed downstairs to join his mom and grandmother for some OJ.
“Hi, Granny,” he gave his grandmother a kiss on the cheek.  “I love your outfit.”
She was wearing pajamas with a candy cane pattern.
“Why thank you.  As you recall, Jessie gave these to me two years ago.”
“Yes I do.”
Matthew remembered.  It was a bittersweet memory.  It was the last Christmas with his father.  They had been resigned to the reality that he would die within months and had come home for that last Christmas.  His father had made light of his bald head and sickness, keeping everyone focused on the Christmas season.  It’d been a fun time despite that reality.  His father had died five weeks later.
His grandmother obviously realized what memory Matthew was experiencing, and came over and gave him a hug.  “I miss him, too.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Matthew watched as his mother poured herself and his grandmother another glass of wine.  It’d been a long Christmas day.  He could tell that his mother wanted to talk about his father.
“Mom, I’ll take Jessie tonight.  She and I are ready for bed now.”
“I am not!”  Jessica shouted.
“Come on, Jessie, I’ll tell you a story.”  Matthew took his sister by the hand and led her up the stairs.
“Thank you,” his mother whispered as they walked by.
“What story do you want me to tell you?” Matthew asked Jessica as they went up the stairs.  She was hugging her new dolly to her chest.
“Cinderella,” she said.
“Okay,” Matthew said.
He told her the story from memory.  She actually stayed still throughout the entire story.
“So she lived happily ever after,” Jessica said.
“Yes, she did.”
“How can you live ever after?”
“It means she lived happy for the rest of her life,”
“What happens when you die?”
“You go to heaven,” Matthew said.
“Like Daddy?”
Matthew realized the adults weren’t the only ones remembering that Christmas.
“Yes, like Daddy.”
“What’s heaven like?”
“Heaven is like whatever you want it to be,” Matthew said.  “If you want snow, then heaven is snowy.  If you want sunshine, then it’s the beach on a sunny day.”
“Really?” Jessica asked.
“Sure,” Matthew said.
“What do you think it’s like today for Daddy?”
“It’s Christmas, so Daddy would want it to be Christmassy.  There would be singing like at church today.”
“Really?”
“Yes, singing and a snowy day high above the clouds,” Matthew said.
“Tell me more.”
Matthew took his portal to the Saint Bernard Monastery in the Alps.  He had checked it out for a report in European History.  It was a bright moonlit night, you could see the tops of the clouds below the monastery, and the hills coming out of them were covered in snow.  He could hear the monks chanting in the background, it made it an exceptionally peaceful scene.
“What could it hurt,” he thought, as he continued to describe the scene to Jessica.
“Now, Jessie, sometimes if you close your eyes and think real hard about the person in heaven, really, really hard, then open your eyes you can see where they are.”
“Could I see Daddy?”
“No, but he can see you.  Do you want to try?”
“Yes,” Jessica said.
“Okay, now think really, really hard.”
Jessica scrunched her eyes up and gritted her teeth as she thought about her father.
“Are you thinking really hard about Daddy?”
“Yes,” Jessica whispered.
Matthew widened the portal up and pushed it out so it was in front of him and Jessica.  He picked the most peaceful scene.
“I can hear music.”
“Chanting?”
“Yes.”
“It’s really peaceful, isn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“Now open your eyes.”
Jessica opened her eyes, “I can see it,” she whispered.
“Is it nice?”
“Yes,” she said.  “It’s all fluffy in the clouds.  And the music is really nice.”  Jessica yawned.
“Matthew held the portal open and let the chanting of the monks lull Jessica to sleep.
The next morning at breakfast, Mrs. Brandt was very quiet and sullen.  She’d obviously had a very difficult night.
“Mommy, are you sad?”
“Just a little, honey,” Mrs. Brandt said, “but I’ll be okay.”
“I saw Daddy’s heaven,” Jessica announced.
“You did, honey?” Mrs. Brandt asked.
“Yes I did.  Last night, I thought about him real hard and there it was.  It was pretty, and there was nice music.”
Mrs. Brandt looked at Matthew, confused.
“The power of suggestion,” he said.  “She wanted to know where he was.”
“I know he’s happy.  He likes snow,” Jessica said matter-of-factly, then she took a big drink of her orange juice.
“Yes he does, honey,” Mrs. Brandt said, patting her daughter on the cheek.
◆ ◆ ◆
“The roads are so slick,” Grandma Brandt said as they loaded themselves into the Expedition.  “Maybe you should just wait.”
“They always have the main roads sanded by now,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “It’s just the side streets that will be so slick.”
“Okay, Margaret, but if it doesn’t look safe, I want you to come right back.”
“Don’t worry, Mom; I still remember how to drive on slick roads.”
After another round of kisses and goodbyes, the Brandts set off on their way back to Long Island.  The drive into Bridgeport went without incident; as Mrs. Brandt had predicted, all the main roads were sanded and passable.  As they turned down the street toward the ferry landing the traffic was backed up.
“The storm must have knocked the traffic light out; it’ll only take about ten minutes to get through this.  The ferry landing is just a few minutes after that.”
Matthew looked out the side window, the cross streets were mostly deserted this early in the morning; everyone was headed to the ferry.  The traffic moved along in short spurts, three or four car lengths every few minutes.  The person in front of them had stopped short, trapping them in the intersection.  Matthew saw the garbage truck coming down the hill toward them.  It was on one of the smaller side streets that didn’t have any sand on it.
“Oh, no!”
“What, Matty?” Mrs. Brandt asked.
“That garbage truck is coming down the hill, and the street looks like ice.”
Just then the garbage truck turned on its left-turn signal and applied its brakes to prepare to turn.  Matthew could tell that the driver had been going too fast when he started the turn.  The truck didn’t even change direction; it just started to slide down the hill.  It began to pick up speed, sliding on the ice like skis.  As he watched this unfold, Matthew’s mind was racing, could he use his portal to stop the truck?  Matthew threw his portal out in front of them to block the truck, putting his end against the street below the car.  He set it at an angle hoping it would turn the truck into the parking lot the driver had been trying to turn into.  The truck hit the portal with its left bumper where Matthew had set it up.  The bumper crumpled, but the truck rotated around the portal and was sliding down the hill sideways.
“Shit!”
“Matthew David Brandt!”
“Sorry,” Matthew said, as he desperately tried to concentrate on his next move.
Jessica screamed.
“Oh my!” Mrs. Brandt called out as she finally noticed the danger.
Matthew reset the portal to the top middle of the truck, and just for good measure he adjusted his end to be in a different location on the road.  The truck continued to tilt for a second until it hit the portal, and then it paused, balanced on the downhill tires.  Matthew was afraid that its rotational energy would just keep it spinning, sliding the tires uphill until it was on its side.
“Well, at least that would probably stop it,” he thought.  He saw the side of the truck where he had placed the portal crumpled in, but the tires found just enough traction on the icy road to slow down the slide, and the truck settled back onto all it wheels.  It wobbled back and forth as the driver gunned it toward the parking lot.  It jumped the curb and crashed against a couple of cars before it finally stopped.
“Oh my,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “I thought it was going to crush us.”
“The tires must have found a dry spot on the road,” Matthew said.  “Boy, it sure turned that corner sharp.”
“Yes, it did,” Mrs. Brandt said, her voice shaking.
“I was scared!”  Jessica screamed.
“It’s okay, sweetie,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “The garbage truck just had some trouble turning into a parking lot.”
Mrs. Brandt eased the car ahead to catch up with the traffic, “Well, Grandma Brandt got her Christmas wish and I got my prayers answered,” she whispered under her breath.
“What, Mom?” Matthew asked.
“Oh, nothing.  Let’s just get to the ferry.”
◆ ◆ ◆
As they made their way west on 25A, Matthew was amazed at how rural everything was looking.  “I thought Long Island would be wall-to-wall houses.”
“Some of the communities are,” Mrs. Brandt said, “but much of the island is still very rural.  Only it’s more estates than farms these days, especially in the area where we’re going.”
As they turned north onto Cove Road, it soon became apparent what she meant.  As Matthew looked to the side, he could see enormous houses a few hundred yards from the road.  They seemed to all be on multi-acre lots.
“Wow, these are some big mansions.”
“Yes they are,” Mrs. Brandt agreed.
“Turn right onto Cove Neck Road in two miles,” the navigation system announced.
A few miles later they were turning into the Winthrop estate.  The driveway was bordered by a low stone wall and curved in front of the house circling back on itself.  There was a parking area off to the side that could accommodate ten or more cars.  Mrs. Brandt pulled the Expedition into one of the spots just as Jason and Mr. Winthrop came out of the garage.
“Hello, how was the drive over?”
“It was fine, although for a minute there I thought we might have an accident.”
“What happened?” Mr. Winthrop asked
“The roads were icy; a garbage truck seemed to lose control and was sliding toward us,  but the driver finally got it turned.”
“Yeah, it almost tipped over,” Jessica said “then it bounced.”
Matthew hugged his sister’s head into his leg.  “But we weren’t scared were we?”
“Yes I was!  I screamed,” Jessica said.  “Matty said a bad word.”
“That’s okay,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “Let’s get our stuff into the house.  Leave the presents; we’d just have to load them up again tomorrow.”
Jason and Matthew each grabbed a suitcase and followed their parents into the house.
“You’ll be staying in this room,” Mr. Winthrop said, as Jason deposited Mrs. Brandt’s suitcase on the bed.  “If she wants to, Jessie can sleep with Hanna tonight.”
“Yay!”  Jessica yelled.
“Yay,” Mrs. Brandt whispered under her breath.  She’d been sharing a bed with Jessica for four nights and was looking forward to an uninterrupted night of sleep.
“Matt, you’re bunking with me,” Jason said.  “By the way, Emily and Alex are here.”
“Great, where are they?”
“Emily’s playing chess with Grandfather, Alex and Brea are out shopping with Mom and Grandmother.”
“Hi, Emily,” Matthew said as he wandered over to the two playing chess.  “Hello Mr. Winthrop,” he added, extending his hand.
The senior Mr. Winthrop shook Matthew’s hand without taking his attention away from the chessboard.  “We’ll do proper introductions as soon as I finish beating this young lady,” he said.
Matthew studied the board, “I’m sorry to tell you this, but she has Mate in six moves.”
“Really,” Emily said.  “He’s a much better player than Daddy and he’s already beaten me once.”
“No coaching,” Mr. Winthrop said.
“Yes, sir.”
Matthew watched the inevitable play out.  Once Mr. Winthrop moved his queen out of danger, Emily made the only logical move and took his bishop.
“I see it,” Emily called out two moves later.  “Mate in three.”  She hugged Matthew’s arm.  “How could you see that so early?”
“It’s chess,” Matthew said, “six moves isn’t that far ahead.”
“I concede,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “Hmm where did you learn to play?”
“My father taught me,” Matthew said.  “He was pretty highly rated.”
“How high?”
“He was an Expert, but only a few points shy of Master before he got sick.”
“Oh, that’s right, Jason told me about your father,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “Sorry about that.  We’ll have to play a game later on.”
“I’d love to, sir,” Matthew replied.
“I didn’t know you played chess,” Emily said.
“Never came up,” Matthew replied.  “I usually just play online.  It’s easier to fit it into my schedule that way.”
“How does that work?”
“You log onto a chess web site and select who you want to play.”
“How do you know how good they are?”
“There’s a rating system.  You decide how challenging a game you want by how much higher a rating the player you choose has.”
“Does anyone have a higher rating than you?” Emily asked.
“Geez of course,” Matthew replied.  “There are Masters and even a few Grandmasters who play online.  They all make pretty short work of me.”
After introductions and a tour of the house and grounds, Mr. Winthrop had Matthew sitting down to play a game.  They were twenty moves into the game when the shoppers all came home.
“Hi, everyone,” Brianna called out, as she and Alex came in loaded with shopping bags.
“Hi, Brea,” Matthew answered, getting up and giving Brianna a quick kiss.  “Hi, Alex.”
“You’re playing chess!”  Brianna complained.
“We’ll be through pretty soon,” Matthew said.
“Don’t be so sure of yourself,” Mr. Winthrop said.
“Sorry, sir, just trying to appease her,” Matthew said, as he watched Mr. Winthrop make the move he was expecting.  “Five minutes,” he whispered to Brianna.  He reached over and made his move.
“Don’t you want to think about it?” Mr. Winthrop asked.
“I’ve been thinking about it, sir,” Matthew said.
Mr. Winthrop spent a few minutes pondering the board, then started to move his bishop to take Matthew’s pawn.  He glanced at Matthew, then put the bishop back and moved his rook instead.  “I’m in trouble aren’t I?” he asked.
“Yes, you are,” Matthew said.  “Mate in seven moves.”
“What happened?”
“About five moves ago, I backed you into the Danish Gambit.  After that, good play dictates that you play the gambit script out to Mate.”
“Why couldn’t he make another move?” Brianna asked.
“He could, but they all put him in a weaker position,” Matthew said.  “Your grandfather is too good a player to make the weaker move.”
“Not good enough,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “Can you set the board back to where I stepped into it?”
“Sure, but you didn’t really have another choice.”
“Okay, how about setting it back to where I had a choice.”
Matthew smiled and reset the board back ten moves.
“Okay,” Mr. Winthrop said,  “let me study this for a while.”
“Okay, Grandfather,” Brianna said.  She gave him a kiss on the cheek, then pulled Matthew away.  “Let’s go.”
“We’re going sailing,” Jason informed everyone.  “We’ll be back by 5:00.”
“Don’t be late,” Mrs. Winthrop said.
“Don’t worry, Cara,” Alex said.  “It’ll be freezing by 4:00, so we’ll make him bring us home.”
“Okay, kids,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “Have fun, but save some energy, we’re leaving early tomorrow and I’m sure you guys will want to ski in the morning.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“God, this is early,” Alex moaned, when they dragged her out of bed at 7:00.
“Yes, but if we get wheels up by 8:00, we’ll be in Jackson Hole by 10:00.  Then we can hit the slopes by 10:30,” Jason said.  “Come on, it’ll be worth the pain.”
“Okay, but you owe me.”
Everyone followed much the same routine they had when they’d flown to Vail, but this time the flight was over four hours.  It didn’t take the girls much time to get back to sleep, but Matthew was trapped in front with his seat facing his mother.
“This has certainly been a busy break for you, Matty,” Mrs. Brandt said.
“Yes it has,” Matthew replied.
“Do you ever spend time with your old friends?” she asked.
“Mom!”
“You might as well talk, you’re trapped for four hours and I’m not giving up,” Mrs. Brandt said.
“Okay,” Matthew acquiesced.  “I didn’t really have that many friends before.  Jackson and I still play chess online and in the morning at school once in awhile.”
“What about Lance?”
“We weren’t that good of friends,” Matthew said.  “He’s started hanging out with some other kids; they’re kind of the bad crowd, so being the nerd I am, I’ve been avoiding him and his new friends.”
“What about the other kids in the chess club?”
“I never hung out with them before, and when I was working at Web Masters I didn’t really have any time.”
“I see.  How about Simone?  Have you seen her since you stopped working at Web Masters?”
“I went by after school on Monday to take care of some things,” Matthew said.  “We talked.  She’s doing great.  She’s still amped about the college fund she was able to start up for Jalin.”
“That’s good.  You and Brianna seem to be getting along well.”
“Mom!”  Matthew looked behind him to make sure that nobody was listening.  The seating there had been made into a bunk for Jessica and Hanna.  Mr. and Mrs. Winthrop were deep in conversation across the aisle.
“That’s right, I’m your mother.”
“We’re doing okay,” Matthew squirmed.  “We really like each other.”
“That’s good.  She’s a nice girl,” Mrs. Brandt said.  “Now while we’re skiing, you’re going to have to help take care of Jessica,” Mrs. Brandt said.
“We had to help with the tots last time,” Matthew replied.  “It wasn’t a big deal.”
“Well last time you had a lot more help.  The Stevensons had their nanny with them to watch after the girls.”
“Oh man,” Matthew groaned, “I didn’t think about that.”
“It won’t be that bad,” Mrs. Brandt tried to reassure Matthew.
“Sorry to overhear,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “but I didn’t get a chance to tell you.  We had Estella fly up yesterday.  She’ll be able to watch the girls most of the time.”
“Whew,” Matthew said.
“You shouldn’t have,” Mrs. Brandt said.
“Oh yes I should have,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “I want to get some skiing in and some relaxation, and watching two girls won’t be much harder than watching one for Estella, in fact it’ll probably be easier.
When they arrived at Jackson Hole, they drove to the house the Winthrops had rented.  Mrs. Winthrop handed out assignments like she did at Thanksgiving.  The kids raced to the slopes at 11:00, looking to get as much skiing in as they could before it turned dark at 4:30.
When the teenagers got back to the house at 5:00, Estella gave them a note from their parents saying that the adults had left for dinner at the lodge with some friends.  Estella had fed the two girls, so the teenagers decided they’d just order pizza and watch a movie, the heck with cooking.
◆ ◆ ◆
The next morning everyone was up early to get ready for the slopes.  The Winthrops agreed to take the girls skiing, and Mrs. Brandt had decided to take a lesson that morning to brush up on her skiing after almost two years off.  Matthew borrowed Jason’s double-tip skis so he could work on his backward skiing.  And after a quick breakfast, the teenagers headed for the lift.
“Matt, how well does your mother ski?”
“She’s an expert, I don’t know why she thinks she need a lesson.”
“Maybe she met a cute ski instructor last night,” Emily suggested.
“What!”  Matthew yelled, almost hitting a tree when he turned to look at Emily.
“Come on, dude,” Jason said.  “Don’t you think your mom might like to date again?”
“I guess so; I just never thought about it.  It’s kinda weird.”
“Well, you should hope she does, you want her to be happy, don’t you?” Alex said.
“Sure I do.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Everyone kicked off their skis and lined up for the gondola, jostling with the others in lines to keep together.
“You guys want to go down Ranger?” Jason asked.
“I’m going to do Lupine Way,” Matthew answered.  “I want to work on skiing backwards.”
“I’ll keep watch for you,” Brianna said, “I’d like to take an easy run to start the day.”
“Me too,” Emily and Alex added together.
“Wimps.”
“It’s your funeral.”
By the time they got the top, Jason had isolated himself in the corner of the gondola and was scowling at his friends.  As they worked their way off, he looked back.
“Last chance to man up.”
“We girls are going to ignore that.”
“Come on, Jason, we’ll do a diamond run with you later.”
“I’m outta here, see you wimps at the bottom.”
Matthew could tell that Brianna was beside herself, not wanting to let her brother get away with challenging her.  “Brea, go ahead.  Show him what’s what.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, meet us back here; we’re going to take Amphitheater down then come back up on Marmot lift.”
“All right!”  Brea yelled, and raced off after Jason.  “You and your big mouth are toast!”
Matthew, Alex and Emily skied over to Lupine Way.  “It’s almost deserted.”
“I was hoping that it would be.  Why come all the way to the top this early in the morning and ski on a blue run?”
“Smart thinking.  You want Alex and me to escort you?”
“That would be nice.  I want to try a few things, so having someone spot traffic would be a help.”
“Okay, we’ll shadow you on each side.”
By the time they got to the lift at the bottom of Amphitheater, Matthew was getting a good pace going backwards.
“I’m going to make a quick stop in the loo,” Alex said as they reached the bottom.  “You coming, Emily?”
“I’m good, we’ll hold a spot for you in the lift line.  Now, Matthew, how did you manage to go so fast, you were hardly looking over your shoulder?”
“You guys were spotting, so I trusted you.  In the middle there, I opened my portal up and used it.  It took a while to get used to seeing things that way, but you can really open up when you’re not having to turn and look over your shoulder.”
“That’s so cool.  You’d better be careful that a ski patrol doesn’t see you not looking.  They’ll yank your lift ticket.”
“I know, that’s why having you and Alex spotting was so perfect.  Will you guys do another run with me?  I should be able to go pretty fast the whole way.”
“Hi, guys, good you’re at the front of the queue,” Alex said as she skied up.
“That was fast,” Matthew said.
“Not fast enough.  Some bugger tried to corner me while he gave me a bunch of bollocks about how pretty I was.”
“Well, you are pretty!”
“Yeah, but I don’t need some prat I don’t know trying to hit on me.”
“Chair’s coming!  Matthew, can you pair up with him? Alex and I’ll pair on the next chair.”
“Sure,” Matthew said.  The ride back to the top was quick.  Jason and Brianna were waiting for them as they jumped off the lift.
“Brea, how did your little sibling squabble go?” Emily asked.
“Just fine! Mr. Smarty Britches fell, so I beat him,” Brianna chortled.
“Well, I was beating you before then, I just turned to check on you and missed the mogul.”
“Likely story, you probably turned to gloat and got what you deserved,” Alex laughed.
“Okay, Alex and I are doing Ranger, who’s with us?”
“I’m going down the easy way again,” Matthew said, “another practice run.”
“I’ll spot for him this time, Emily, if you want to do Ranger,” Brianna said.
“Thanks.”
Matthew and Brianna made a couple of practice runs down Lupine to Amphitheater before Brianna persuaded Matthew he’d had enough practice.  They took a run down Cascade for a bigger challenge, and then took Gros Ventre all the way down to the lodge to meet the others for lunch.
“How did you guys score a table?” Matthew asked.  “This place is swamped.”
“The parents had it.  They ate an early lunch and called me to see if we wanted the table,” Jason said.  “We just have to pay their tab.”
“All’s fair in lift lines and tables lines, right?”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Oh geez!”  Alex exclaimed.  “Can you believe that prat is back again?”
“Who?” Matthew asked.
“The guy who hit on me at the bathrooms earlier.  Once he saw that I was with Jason, he started hitting on Emily and has been after her all morning.”
“Damn,” Emily said.  “We keep losing him on the runs. He’s not that great a snowboarder, but somehow he keeps showing up.”
“He looks like a complete doofus,” Brianna said.  “I can’t imagine you even giving him the time of day.”
“I haven’t and I won’t.  Brea, can I borrow Matt for a bit?  Maybe if I parade out a boyfriend, he’ll give up and go find someone else to bother.”
“Sure, why not?”
“What do you mean, ‘borrow’ me?”
“Don’t worry!  It’s just temporary.”
“Don’t I get a say?”
“Not really.  Emily, switch seats with me, that way you can snuggle with Matthew while Doofus is watching.”
“Okay.”  Emily and Brianna switched seats, and Emily gave Matthew a kiss as she sat down.”
After a long lunch where Emily doted on Matthew keeping his ears red from embarrassment, the teens headed back to the slopes.  Emily’s unwanted admirer was still in line for a table as they left the lodge.
“I hope that does it,” Emily said.  “That guy gives me the creeps.”
“Well if he shows up again, you can borrow Matthew to ward him off.”
“Thanks, Brea, you’re a true friend.”
“Guys, let’s take the Ariel Tram up to Rendezvous Mountain.  There are lots of diamond runs off of it, and maybe it’s out of Doofus’s comfort zone.”
“You’ve got it.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“This is a great run,” Matthew said.
“Love it,” Brianna replied.  “Not too many people to compete with.”
“Shadow me!”
“What, you’re going too fast!”  Matthew did a fast turn and was skiing backwards, waving at Briana.  “Matt, you’re crazy!”
Matthew did a couple of quick slaloms and then turned back around.  “That was way cool!”
“You scared me to death.  Don’t do that again!”  Brianna slugged Matthew on the shoulder as she skied by him.
“What a move, Matt,” Jason yelled, as he raced by.  “See you at Sublette Chair.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Matt, you’re insane, skiing switch on a black diamond,” Emily yelled as she skied up to Matthew in the chair line.
“But you looked awesome doing it,” Alex said.
“Thanks, it was a rush.”
“I’m going to the restroom; anyone?” Brianna said.
“I’m with you,” Alex said.
“I’m good for another run or two,” Emily said.  “See you here in a few?”
“We’ll be waiting.  Radio if anything comes up.”
“Where’s Jason?”
“I’ll bet he’s already at the top.  He was really scorching when we turned down Bivouac.”
“Matt, then it’s just us two for this run, race you to the chair,” Emily said as she skated off.
◆ ◆ ◆
“Now tell me, did you use the portal when you were skiing switch?”
“Of course, way too much going on to try to see what’s up over my shoulders.”
“What a nut.”
◆ ◆ ◆
“Oh no!”
“What?”
“That doofus is back again.”
“How did he find us?”
“I don’t know, but he must be getting some help.  See, he’s just waiting at the top of the lift with his two friends.”
“We’ll deal with it.  Now get ready to get off.”
“Hey, beautiful, fancy meeting you here.”
“Well you and your friends can just take a hike, we’re not giving ski lessons,” Emily retorted.
“Ooh, mean.  I like ‘em mean.”
“Can you just let us be?” Matthew said.
“Hey, the mountain is for everyone.  We’re just here to have a little fun.”
“Come on, Emily.  We can just leave them in our dust on the way down.  If they want to stay here until we get back on the chair, they’re welcome to freeze their asses off.”
“No way you’re out-skiing us,” Doofus said.
“Well, just watch us,” Matthew retorted.  “I can probably ski faster than you backwards.”
“Wanna put your money where your mouth is?”
“Sure we will,” Emily said.  “He can make it down to the bottom going backwards before you.  Ski Dog Face all the way to Pepi's Run.  How much do you have?”
“Emily!”  Matthew hissed.
“Don’t worry, he can’t do a diamond without falling, you’ll beat him by a mile.”
“Come on guys, how much do we have?”
“I’ve got $500 here,” Doofus said.
“Are you nuts!  That’s our food money!”
“Come on, you know I can beat him.  Backwards, and just look at him.”
“Is that all you have?” Emily asked.  “I thought you guys were players.”
“Jack, pony up.”
“Not the money for our lift tickets, if we lose we’ll have to go home.”
“Fork it over.”
“You’d better win, that’s over $2000 of our money you’re betting.”
“Don’t sweat it.  Now, honey, can you cover it?”
“Let me call my banker,” Emily said.  She keyed the radio, “Alex, come in.”
“Emily, is there something wrong?”
“No, where are you?”
“We’re by the lift waiting for you.”
“Well come on up.  The prat is back and he wants to lay some money down.  I’m a bit short, so I need you to loan me some.”
“We’ll be right there, cash in hand.”
“Emily, are you sure?”
“Don’t worry.  If we win, they won’t be on the slopes tomorrow.  So it’s worth it.  If we lose, they’ll probably be partying tomorrow, so we win anyway.”
“Okay.”
“Money will be here in ten minutes.  Let’s lay down some rules.”
“Sure.”
“We get the lift guy to hold the money.”
“Fine.”
“Matt gets one hundred yards before he has to turn around.”
“Fine!”
“He gets the right side, you have to stay on the left.”
“Sure, sure.”
“And each skier has two blockers to clear the course.”
“Whatever.”
“And here’s the rest of my money,” Emily said, as Alex and Brea hopped off the lift.
“How much do you need?” Alex asked, pulling a small purse out of her pocket.
“How much are you guys putting up?” Emily asked.  “We’ve got $1500 plus $1000.”
“What’s going on?” Brianna asked.
“We’re betting these bozos that Matt can ski to the bottom of Pepi’s run faster than their snowboarding leader.”
“My name is Zach,” Doofus said.
“Can I get in on it?” Brianna asked, pulling her money out.  “I’ve got $800 here.”
“Come on guys, let’s max it out, they’ve got $3300 they want to give us.”  The snowboarders gathered what they could out of their pockets.  “We can cover $3200, that’s all.”
“Okay.  You count ours, and we’ll count yours,” Emily handed Doofus the money while she took their stack and counted.
“You’ve got $3160 here,” Emily said.
“Come on, Jack, cough up another $40.”
“Okay, but we’re going to have to beg for gas money if you lose.”
“I told you not to sweat it.  I’m not going to have a problem beating that guy down on my board.”
“Okay, money’s good.  Alex, will you ride the lift down with the lift manager and keep tabs on the money?”
“What are you going to do?”
“Brea and I will block for Matt, keep things clear while he burns up the course.”
◆ ◆ ◆
The two boys lined up at the beginning of the top of Dog Face.  The course was mostly clear.
“Alex, you call the start.  Blockers go on ready,” Emily called out.
“Ready!”
“Come on, Brea!”
“Set!”
“Go!”
Matthew got a better start than Zach since he could skate at the start.  He was 30 yards ahead when he switched over.  Leaning back to pick up more speed, he watched Zach working to gather speed and catch up.  Matthew kept his line almost straight, just a bit of side to side to keep his speed under control; he had his portal up and was watching Brea and Emily clearing the course.
Zach started waving his arms like Matthew was going to run into something, but Matthew ignored him.  The big turn onto Pepi’s Run was fast approaching; it ran through a blue run so there was a bit of a crowd to navigate.  Matthew did a couple of slaloms to take off a bit of speed as he entered the blue run, Laramie Traverse.  Brea and Emily had done their best to clear skiers out of his way, but he had to make a few really hard turns to get around a few.  As Matthew turned onto Pepi’s Run, Zach had taken the lead.
Matthew set his line up straight downslope, and started to really gather speed.  Checking ahead, he planned out how he was going to take the first big turn.  Skiers along the slope were now lined up along the edge to watch the race.  They were even cheering the two boys on.  This turn was an advantage for Matthew since he could use the banked edge of the course to help make the turn.  As Matthew leaned into the turn, he spilled a little speed; suddenly Zach’s board broke loose and he slid across Matthew’s path.  To Matthew it looked like Zach was trying to stay in the path instead of letting just sliding across, so he dug his edge in hard and swung across to the far left of the slope before easing himself back on line.  Then he eased his speed, and focused on not falling for the rest of the way down.
◆ ◆ ◆
“All right!”  Brianna shouted as Matthew skied up to the lift line at the bottom of Pepi’s Run.  “Where’s Alex and our money?”
Emily pounded Matthew on the back.  “Way to avoid the sliding prat!  I didn’t think you could pull that turn out with him using his board to slow down and stay in your way.”
“I expected that as soon as I saw him fall.”
“Man, what a wipe out!”  Zach said as he pulled up next to Matthew.  “Gnarly turn you pulled off there.”
“Zach, what are you so happy about, you just lost all of our money!”
“Yeah, but you gotta admit that was a showcase for skiing switch.”
“Maybe, but what are we going to do for meals and gas on the way home?”
“I’ll tell you what.  We’ll give you back $500, if you guys head out tonight,” Emily said.
“Really?  That’s cool.”
“I’m cool with that.”
◆ ◆ ◆
That night it snowed ten inches, so in the morning everything was covered with fresh snow.
“Wow, this is going to be a great day to ski,” Alex said.
“And we won’t have to try and hide from those idiots either,” Emily added.
“I’m going to do snowboarding,” Jason said.  “There are some nice runs here for that.  I might even try out the Half Pipe.”
“Well, you’ll have to go alone,” Brianna said.  “I didn’t bring my board, and I don’t think anyone else snowboards.”
“Not me!”
“Not me either.”
“Can’t afford it,” Matthew added.
“Oh man, Matt, what are you going to do?  You’re going to have to escort three beautiful women all day.”
“I’m sure I’ll suffer through it.”
Alex, Brianna and Emily giggled.  “Don’t worry, Matt, we won’t pick on you too much.”




Terror’s Night Out

“Achoo,” Brianna sneezed.
“Bless you,” Matthew replied, handing her a Kleenex.  “Are you okay?”
“I think I’m coming down with a cold,” Brianna said.  “You should go home so you don’t catch it.”
“Don’t worry, I never catch colds.  Jessie gets one a month during the winter, but I never do.”
“You’re lucky.  I can’t believe I’m going to mess up our night out.”
“So, you don’t think you’ll be better in four hours?” Matthew jested.
“Are you kidding?”
“Brea, are you ready for a game?” Emily asked as she came down the stairs.
“Oh no, I should have called you.  I have a cold,” Brianna said.
“What? I can’t believe it.”
“I’m sorry,” Brianna said.
“No, not the game, the play,” Emily said.  “Can you believe my supposed boyfriend begged out at the last minute to go watch the Lakers play, and now you have a cold.  What a waste.”
“I can probably sell them,” Matthew said.  He’d had to ask Mr. Stevenson to help him get the tickets.  Opening night had sold out the first day, but it was the only day that Brianna had been free to go to a play.  Then Emily had decided to take Tyler.
“No, you should go,” Brianna said.  “Maybe Jason will go with you.”
“No way,” Jason hollered from the hallway.  “I’m not getting dressed up for some play.”
“It’s okay; we can stay in and watch a movie.”
“No!  I know you really want to see the play.  Why don’t you and Emily go?  She needs cheering up after Tyler chose basketball over her.”
“That’s okay,” Matthew said.  “We’ll try and catch it later.”
“You know I’m booked with tennis for the next month.  I’m not going to make it, but that shouldn’t stop you.”
“Don’t worry, Brea,” Emily said.  “I’m just fine.”
“But I’m not, I’ll feel a lot better lying around tonight if you guys go to the play.”
“Are you sure?”
“Don’t worry,” Brianna coughed.  “I’ll collect later when I’m feeling better.”
◆ ◆ ◆
Emily picked Matthew up at seven, driving the family’s big Mercedes 500SL
“Hi, is something wrong with your car?” Matthew asked.
“I thought this one would be a little more convenient, with the long dress and everything,” Emily replied.  “You look nice.”
Matthew had rented a tuxedo like he’d worn to the Winter Ball, but this time he had a bright blue cummerbund and bowtie. “I feel like we’re going to the prom.”
“It’s a snazzy affair, one of the hottest tickets in town, and a virtual who’s who of San Diego.  You should know, you’re the one who got the tickets.”
“I know, but I was only thinking about the night, I didn’t think about the party.”
Emily put the car into gear and backed out of the driveway.  “We don’t have to stay the whole time; we can just see if we get a chance to talk to any of the stars, especially Chaz and Caroline.”
“Big stars like that, they’ll probably be hanging around the big shots,” Matthew said.
“They’re kids, too, I’m sure they get tired of talking with big shots.  We’re as close to normal kids as they’ll probably get to meet.”
“We’ll see.”
When they arrived at the La Jolla Playhouse, Emily pulled the car up to the valet parking stand.
“You’re going to valet park?” Matthew asked.
“Definitely,” Emily said.  “I’m not walking across the parking lot in heels and a long gown.”
Matthew extended his arm to escort her to the door.
“Why, thank you,” Emily said.
◆ ◆ ◆
About fifteen minutes into the play, an English-accented voice came over the loudspeaker.
“Ladies and gentlemen, please stay seated.  My men are guarding each exit and they will shoot anyone who tries to leave.”
“What’s going on?” Matthew whispered to Emily.  “This is not funny.”
Matthew and Emily looked around.  There was a man holding a machine gun at each of the exit doors along the aisle on each side of the theater.
“Don’t bother to try and use your cell phones, we have a jammer in place so there will be no service available.  Not to worry, we’ll be contacting the authorities shortly,” the man continued.  “And we are placing bombs alongside each exit as I speak, so please just settle down, we’re going to have a long night.”
“Oh my God,” Emily cried,  “they’re going to kill us.”
Matthew pulled his cell phone from his pocket and turned it on.  “No signal.”
“They said they’re jamming them.”
“Well, I’m thinking I can get around their jamming with my friendly portal,” Matthew replied.  “But let’s put this thing on silent mode before someone calls me.”  He clicked through the menu and set the phone to silent mode.
“Here, use my headset,” Emily offered as she started digging through her purse.
“Don’t bother, it won’t work.”
“Why?”
“It’s Bluetooth, wireless, so the jammer will block it.  We’ll have to use old-fashioned wired technology,” Matthew said as he pulled his earpiece out of his pocket.
“Be careful,” Emily whispered.
“I will,” Matthew replied, as he hooked up the headset and turned the phone on.
Matthew focused his mind and brought up his portal putting the other end over downtown La Jolla, far from the theater and the jammer.  The cell phone screen showed four bars for reception.  “Okay, now 911.”
“911 operator, what’s your emergency?” came the voice through his headset.
“My name is Matthew Brandt.  Terrorists have taken control of the La Jolla Playhouse.  They’ve got automatic weapons and they say they’ve got bombs.”
“One moment please,” came the incongruous reply.
“She’s put me on hold,” Matthew whispered to Emily while stifling a nervous laugh.  “Can you believe that?”
“Now we’re going to have everyone join me up here on the stage,” the man said.  “Please have your cell phones and any weapons out for our collection.”
“He’s a real comedian,” Matthew whispered.
“Yes, you’ve got to put that thing away before someone sees you.”
“We’re in the middle of the aisle, we’ve got plenty of time.”
“Young man, it is a criminal offense to call in a false alarm,” another voice said into Matthew’s earpiece.
“I know.  This is not a joke; they’re forcing everyone onto the stage.  I suggest you call Agent Caruthers at the FBI.”  Matthew recited the phone number from memory.  “Now, listen to this.”
Matthew held the mouthpiece out as the terrorist leader continued.  “As you come up on the stage, please stay away from the small drums you’ll find up there.  They’re bombs and we wouldn’t want you to set them off.”
“Now, please call Agent Caruthers,” Matthew hissed into the phone and then he hung up.
“Who’s Agent Caruthers?” Emily asked.
“She’s the FBI agent who nailed Alex and me back in December.  She’s the head of the terrorism task force.  You’ve seen her on TV.”
“Oh, and you know her number?”
“Sure, I snagged one of her cards, thought it might come in handy if Alex kept up her James Bond number.”
While they continued to shuffle forward toward the stage, Matthew decided to do some recon work.  He calmed his nerves and opened his portal in the theater lobby.  Then using it like a virtual camera, he surveyed the scene.  There were four terrorists in the lobby standing guard.  They were pacing around with their AK-47s, chatting with each other in Arabic.
Outside was a different story.  There weren’t any terrorists visible, but the security guard was lying dead beside the concession booth.  The tent that had been set up to host the Cast Party was a grisly scene; there were dead bodies lying everywhere, across the tables and on the ground.  The driver of the catering truck was slumped over the wheel, and there were several waiters lying dead in the back of the truck.
Matthew sucked in his breath as he scanned the carnage.  Emily shivered, as she imagined what Matthew must be seeing.  “What are you seeing?” She asked.
“Lots of dead bodies,” Matthew whispered.
He continued the surveillance.  He found a couple of security guards dead in the adjoining theater.  The other two theaters on the site were silent tonight, “Thank God,” Matthew thought.  He found the valet attendants lying dead beside their key booth and a young couple was dead in the parking lot.  There was a news van from Channel 10; Matthew recognized the reporter.  She, the cameraman and the driver were all lying beside the van.  Gunshot wounds to their heads.
As he moved out toward Torrey Pines road, he found another security guard lying dead beside the Playhouse sign.  Moving his virtual camera over to the road, he looked toward the south.  He pushed his camera south, looking to see if the police were on their way.  There was a car racing north; it wasn’t marked like a police car, but it was moving through traffic with a purpose.  He matched speed with the car and focused on the car’s interior.  There was a shotgun standing up to the right of the driver, and both men looked like cops.  The chattering radio cinched it.
The passenger keyed his mic, “Control, we’re approaching the campus entrance, should be there in one minute.”
Matthew turned his cam off, “Let me slide up a little.”
“Why?”
“The cops are almost here, I want to signal them before they get too close.  I’m going to use that light.”  Matthew indicated one of the house lights on the wall of the theater.
He slid past Emily and positioned himself so that the light was shining over his shoulder.  Then he opened his portal.  The light acted as a spotlight shining out toward Torrey Pines road.  When the police car turned the corner, Matthew used his hand to block his side of the portal, making the light flash on and off.
“Are they here?” Emily asked.
“Almost.”
Matthew flashed the light a few more times then rotated his portal so light wouldn’t shine through anymore.  He and Emily hurried to close the gap that had developed in the minute that Matthew had been standing in front of the light.  He watched and listened as the car pulled up and stopped beside the sign.  The two men got out with their guns drawn.
“The light’s gone.”
“Just be careful.  I’ve got you covered.”
The first man inched his way up to the sign.  “I’ve got a dead security guard here.”  Stepping over the dead guard, he continued to survey the area around the sign.
“Call it in; this isn’t a false alarm.”
The first man went back to the car.  “Control, this is Sgt. Wallman.  We’ve got a dead security guard at the road.  I think this is the real deal.  Over.”
“Hold your position, seal off the area.  We have a unit coming up the back road.  They’ll block access from there.”
“What about the theater?”
“The FBI antiterrorism team and the SWAT team are on their way.  You’re to hold your position.”
“They’re here,” Matthew whispered.  “FBI and SWAT are on their way.”
In another ten minutes they reached first row of seating before the stage.
“Now what do I do with the phone?”
“What do you mean, you have to give it to them,” Emily said.
“No, we’re going to need communication with the outside if we’re going to get out of this,” Matthew said.
“You’re crazy; you can just use your portal.”
“I’m not interested in having the FBI, the police and everyone in San Diego knowing my little secret.”
“Do you really think we’ll get out of this?” Emily asked.
“Of course,” Matthew said with false bravado.  “The FBI antiterrorism unit will figure out how to get us out.”
“I hope so.”
Matthew wrapped the hands-free set around the cell phone and put it under his jacket.
“What are you going to do?” Emily asked.
“When we get close to the stage, I’m going to set it on the portal and slide it to the back of the stage,” Matthew whispered.  “The side curtains should hide it so we can retrieve it later.”
“They’re using a wand on everyone,” Emily whispered.
“These guys are prepared, aren’t they?  They’ve even raised the orchestra platform to half height.”
“Well, it’s not helping all that much,” Emily said as they watched one of the women struggling to make the 18-inch step in her long gown.  Finally her companion just lifted her up and sat her on the platform.  When she stood up you could see where the dust from the platform had stained the seat of her gown.
“Ugh,” Emily groaned.  “Her date could have at least wiped the spot with his handkerchief.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of you.”
Emily cupped her hand on Matthews shoulder and leaned in, “My hero.”
“Now stay close to the seats as you come across the stage, anyone getting too close to the stage might be shot,” the voice droned on.
Matthew and Emily inched along with the other members of the audience.  As they did, they surveyed the scene on the stage.  There was a terrorist at each corner of the stage holding an AK-47.  And there were four blue drums, about 20-gallon size, two on each side of the stage.  The hostages who were up on the stage were quietly milling around, keeping a respectable distance from the drums.  Most of them looked like they were in shock.
Matthew readied his phone, “Let me know when it’s clear.”
“This is nuts.”
“Yes, but what have we got to lose?” Matthew added.
“I guess if they’re going to kill us anyway, might as well gamble a little,” Emily whispered as she looked around.  “It looks like once we pass the guy at the bottom of the aisle, you’re clear until you get to the center where they’re running the wand over everyone.”
“Good.”
They quietly followed the line as it inched around the corner and snaked along the edge of the seats.
“Okay, I’ll let you know when he looks away,” Emily sneaked a peak around the room to make sure none of the other terrorists were looking at them.
“Say when.”
“When.”
Matthew set the phone on his portal, and then gave it a little push toward the stage.  It traveled silently along at the same height as the stage, floating in the air. Then Matthew closed the portal and let the cell phone settle onto the stage; it was so close to the floor that it didn’t make a sound when it dropped.
“That’s pretty good,” Emily said, “how did you get the height just right?”
“I opened it on the stage then slid it back to me.  That end always stays at the same level, no change in potential energy.”
“Clever.”
Matthew and Emily waited as the line progressed.  There were two terrorists passing wands over people, one taking care of the line coming from stage left and the other for the line from stage right.  It took about twenty to thirty seconds per person so the progress was extremely slow.  You could hear the sounds of people whispering, some crying and an occasional curse word as they all worked their way along.  When they reached the front of the line, Emily handed her cell phone and purse to the terrorist who was collecting them, and he tossed them both into a box.  Emily stood stoically while they ran the wand over her body.
When it was Matthew’s turn, he handed them his watch and wallet.
“Where’s your cell phone?” the terrorist asked.
“In the car,” Matthew replied.  “We’re together and we only need one,” he added pointing to Emily.
The terrorist spent extra time running the wand over Matthew, then pushed him toward the riser.  Emily was standing at the edge of the platform.  Matthew crouched down putting his hand on the platform to brace himself and made a step with the calf of his right leg.  “Here use my leg as a step.”
“Won’t I hurt you?”
“Not unless I get stuck with an extra cleaning charge for the tux.”
Emily giggled a little as she put her hand on Matthew’s shoulders, used her other hand to hike her gown up a little then stepped onto his calf just below the knee.  Splitting the difference in the height of the platform made all the difference as she easily made the two steps up onto it.
“Thank you,” Emily said.  “It’s nice to maintain some dignity.”
“Least I could do after bringing you on this great date,” Matthew replied as he hopped up onto the platform.
“It’s not your fault,” Emily replied.  “There’s no way anyone could have known.”
They repeated the process to get onto the stage, then worked their way toward the back of the stage.  They turned to watch as the rest of the audience members worked their way onto the stage.  Most of the men were following Matthew’s example and allowing their companions to gracefully step onto the stage. Several of the younger men paused to help the more elderly couples behind them.  While they were watching this, two of the terrorists set up a large machine gun in the center of the seating area.
“Great, as if blowing us up isn’t enough,” Emily said.
“I guess they want to make sure we’re subdued,” Matthew said.
“Well, they’ve got everyone scared to death.”
“I’m going to check out that guy in the control booth,” Matthew whispered into Emily’s ear.  “Poke me if anything happens.
Matthew opened his portal in the control booth.  The man had just picked up the phone.  He dialed a number and put the phone on speaker.
“Channel 3 News, how may I help you?”
“I need to speak with Jane Collins.”
Matthew groaned silently, “Oh God, not her.”
“May I ask what it’s about?”
“It about an important news story she’s working on.”
A little later the reporter came on the line, “Jane Collins.”
“Ms. Collins, I’m Mohammad Abbas.  I’m at the La Jolla Playhouse.”
“How are you doing?  I’m just getting ready to head over there right now.”
“That’s good, because I’m holding everyone hostage and I think it’s important that the American public hears my demands.”
Matthew could hear a lot of buzzing on the other end of the line as Ms. Collins shouted out various orders.
“Ms. Collins.”
“Yes.”
“If you call the police I will start killing hostages.  You should come quickly.”
“Don’t worry, I want the story.  I’ll be there as soon as I can.  Here’s my cell number if you need to contact me again.”
Mohammad wrote the number down.
“Good, I’ll be expecting you,” Mohammad said, then he hung up the phone.
“Great, he called the press,” Matthew said.
“That’s good, maybe they want to negotiate,” Emily said.
“Or they want an audience,” Matthew whispered.  “Let’s go get the phone.”
“Won’t they notice us?” Emily asked.
“With all the milling around and crying up here, I don’t think so,” Matthew said.  “They don’t look like they’re paying much attention to the stage.”
Once they retrieved the phone, Matthew and Emily worked their way toward the back of the stage, careful to avoid the attention of the terrorists standing along each side of the stage.
“Help me mask my cell phone use.”
“Sure, why don’t you hug me from behind and put your chin on my shoulder.  That way the spaced-out look you get on your face won’t draw attention.”
Matthew used his and Emily’s bodies to shield the phone from the rest of the hostages and the terrorists and programmed a number into the speed dial.
“Agent Caruthers’ number?”
“Yeah, guess we may be talking to her a bunch tonight.”
“Great.”
“Okay, now let’s assume the position,” he said smiling, as he stepped behind her.  He slid the phone into the inside pocket of his tux and ran the earpiece up between him and Emily so it would be hidden from view. Matthew moved closer to Emily and hugged her.  With her high heels, his chin barely cleared her shoulder.  “There, there don’t cry,” he teased.
“I just might,” Emily replied.  “Now get to it.”
“Here goes nothing,” he said, as he opened the portal and pressed the speed dial.
The phone rang once before it was answered, “Agent Caruthers,” came the commanding voice of the FBI Agent.
“Hello, I’m Matthew Brandt,” Matthew whispered.  “I’m at the La Jolla Playhouse.”
“You’re the kid from Solana Beach; I thought I recognized the name.  You’d better not be playing games.”
“I’m not playing games; did the cops get here?”
“Yes, they found a dead security guard.  We’re securing the area and will be there shortly.  How come you’re the only one who called?”
“They said they were jamming the cell phones, but I just tried it anyway.”
“Okay, okay, just tell me the situation.”
“First, you should know that he just called a reporter, Jane Collins from Channel 3.  He told her to not call the police and to come out here.”
“Great.”  There was a brief pause then she came back on the line.  “What else?”
“It looks like they’re all inside the theater now; I’m guessing fifteen to twenty of them.  They’ve got bombs placed at all the doorways and four of them on the stage which is where they put all of us.”
“Go on.”
“They’ve got a big machine gun mounted in the middle of the theater, pointed at the stage.  That’s all I know right now.”
“Thank you, now keep this line open.”
“I can’t, my battery won’t last that long and I don’t want to get caught,” Matthew replied.  “I’ll call you back when I’ve got more.”
Matthew hung up the phone.
“Well?” Emily asked.
“I guess we wait and see,” Matthew replied.  “I’m going to do a little more recon.”
Matthew switched his portal on and did a quick survey of the theater again.  Nothing really had changed; he made a quick pass below the stage.  It was a huge space, mostly empty, with four terrorists standing guard.  There were also three of the small drums that Mohammad had identified as bombs.
“Let’s get lined up with one of these stage lights,” Matthew whispered to Emily, “I want to see what’s inside the bombs.
Once they had the light over Matthew’s shoulder, he opened his portal up one end directly over the barrel that was in the middle of the stage with the other pushed far enough away from his eye that the light could shine into it.
The barrel had a block of what Matthew assumed was C4 in the center with the nails filled in around it.  The detonator was wired to a small radio receiver.  Then he checked out the small boxes mounted against each of the doors.  They had blocks of C4 with the detonator wired to a small radio and also what looked like a mercury switch wired in.  There weren’t as many nails since the box was smaller than the barrels.
Then he did a quick tour around the outside again.  A large van with FBI command center on the side coming up Torrey Pines road.  It was followed by another van with SWAT on the side, then a caravan of cars that drove past Revelle Drive, jumped the curb and entered the parking lot from Torrey Pines Road.
“They’re staying out of view of anyone in the Playhouse,” Matthew thought.  A helicopter circled overhead.
Agent Caruthers got out of one of the cars and started pointing.
“Set the command center up over there.  Ops van right here.  And let’s cover up the signage; we don’t need to get the locals worked up.”
Three men dragged some kind of vinyl material out of a locker under the van and covered the signs on the two vans.
Caruthers went to the FBI van.  The antennas were raised and agents were pouring into the van, taking up seats at the different consoles.
“Jones, I want this whole area cordoned off as a no-fly zone; you should be expecting the TV news teams to be sending choppers out anytime now.  Once they find they can’t get into the area by car, they’ll be trying to fly over.”
“Yes, ma’am.  The Marines have sent choppers to help out.  They’re just setting up,” one of the men said.  He immediately keyed his mike.  “This is Command One, we want a no-fly zone.”
“This is base, roger that.  No-fly zone it is.”
Caruthers:  “Can we get someone on the roof of the theater?”
Matthew shut the portal down, “The Cavalry’s here.”
“Now what?” Emily asked.
“We’ll have to wait and see.  Where’s the head dude?”
“I think he’s still up front in the control room.”
Matthew looked up; he could see Mohammad sitting in the control room, as Emily had said.  Suddenly a man burst into the room.  “What’s the excitement?” Matthew asked.
“I don’t know,” Emily said.  “He was over there by the back corner when he got all excited.”
Matthew turned his portal on and zoomed into Mohammad.  He was dialing the phone again.
“Ms. Collins.”
“Yes.”
“I told you not to call the police.”
“I didn’t; they were here before I even got here.  They’ve sealed the campus and won’t let anyone in.”
“I see.  Well don’t go anywhere; I’m sure we’ll be doing that interview soon.”  Mohammad hung up the phone.
Matthew did a quick scan by the corner Emily had pointed out then dialed Agent Caruthers again.
“Caruthers.”
“Matthew; they know you’re here.  They just called the reporter.”
“How do you know?”
“I read his lips,” Matthew said.
“So how do they know we’re here?”
“I’m not sure, but there’s some guy on a headset in the southwest corner of the theater.”
Matthew switched the portal over to see what was happening with the FBI.
“Seems they’re getting communication from the outside,” Agent Caruthers said to another agent, Fauget, according to his badge.
“Let’s check it out,” he replied.
“Command to Red One, status, over.”
“Red One, no activity here, out.”
“Command to Red Two, status, over.”
“Red Two, I can hear a lot of talking and scrambling around in there, but no outside activity, over.”
Fauget looked at Caruthers to see if she wanted to ask anything else.  Caruthers just shrugged her shoulders.
“Command to Red Three, status.”
“Red Three, everything’s quiet, out.”
“Garcia,” Fauget said to one of the agents in the van.
An agent wearing camo looked up, “Yes, Sir.”
“They said it looked like something was going on in the southwest corner, go check it out.”
Garcia grabbed a small bag, yelled, “Yes, Sir,” and headed out.
“Garcia likes to sneak up on people,” Fauget said to Agent Caruthers.
“Good.  Jones do we have a list of all the patrons yet?”
“Yes ma’am, we were able to get it from the theater manager.  This hasn’t affected the main office.  Here it is.”  Jones handed the list over.  “They’ve highlighted all the interesting names.”
Fauget scanned the list over Caruthers’ shoulder.
“God must be smiling on us. Can you believe this? We’ve got the commander of the Seal Team Training Facility in there and a couple of Marine Colonels from Special Ops, too.  I know Walker and Reese, they’re hard-core bad asses. Maybe we should just sit back and let them handle the situation.”
“I don’t think we’re going to see “Under Siege” play out here.”
Matthew moved his camera over to the clipboard in Agent Fauget’s hand.  Colonel Howard Marshall, Captain Jamal Walker and Colonel James Reese were highlighted.
“We should tell the kid to find them.  Walker should be easy, he’s 6-4 and black.”
Agent Caruthers dialed Matthew’s cell, “It says the cell phone is not in service.”
“Maybe the jammers have kicked in,” Fauget said.
“I hope not, maybe the kid just switched the phone off to save the battery.”
Matthew dialed his phone, “I’m back.  Do you need me to do anything?”
“We need you to find a Captain Jamal Walker, He’s six feet four inches, black.  Navy.”
“Got it,” Matthew switched his portal off.  “Emily, we need to find a Captain Jamal Walker.  He’s in the Navy, but don’t let on.”
“That’s going to be kind of difficult; do we just ask everyone here?”
“I don’t think so.  He’s six-four and black, I think he’ll stand out.”
“Okay, what do we say when we find him?”
“Tell him Fauget says hello,” Matthew replied.  “Let me check out everyone first.”
Matthew turned the portal on and did a quick round of the stage.  There were only three men that fit the description.
“Okay, there are three guys that might be him.  Two are over on that side and one over here,” Matthew said.  “I’ll check this guy out and you check the other two out, they’re talking to each other.”
“Okay,” Emily said, and headed out.
When he got a good look at his guy it was obvious that he was too young to be a Captain in the Navy, so he turned and moved back toward Emily.
He ran his portal out in front to see what was happening.
Emily had just reached the two men.  She tapped one of them on the arm.  “Do you know a Jamal Walker?”
“I’m Jamal Walker,” he replied.  “Who are you?”
“I’m Emily.  A guy named Fauget would like to have a chat with you.”
Captain Walker looked shocked.  “How would he know I’m here, we didn’t see each other?”
“He’s not in here, but he’d still like to talk with you,” Emily said.  “If you’ll follow me?”  She turned and headed back toward Matthew and the back of the stage.
Captain Walker took a couple of quick strides to get alongside Emily.  “Young lady, what’s going on?”
“My friend has a cell phone and they’d like to talk to you,” Emily replied in a whisper.
Captain Walker grabbed her arm.  “You’ve got a cell phone?  How is it working?”
“Don’t know, but it works,” Emily replied.
“How did you get it back here?”
“I hid it, and don’t bother to ask where,” Emily said as they finally reached Matthew.
Walker took one look at Matthew then looked back at Emily.  “Aren’t you the kids that broke up that kidnapping ring in October?”
“Yes,” Matthew replied, as he put the cell phone in Captain Walker’s inside pocket.  “Here’s the headset, they’re on speed dial number one, you just have to hold the key down and it’ll dial.”
Matthew turned his portal on and placed the other end in the trailer so he could hear both sides of the conversation.
“Caruthers here.”
“I hear my friend Fauget would like a chat,” Captain Walker whispered.
Caruthers handed the phone to Fauget.
“Hey, Jamal, I hear you’ve got a party going on in there.”
“We might have to call it a wake.”
“Not good?”
Captain Walker gave them a run down of the situation.
Caruthers was listening in; when he finished she looked at Fauget, “We got more from the kid.”
Fauget shrugged, “How many?”
“I don’t know, I’ve seen at least ten.”
“The kid says he thinks there are fifteen to twenty; you think he’s exaggerating?”
“Doesn’t seem the type,” Walker replied.  “Give me a second.”
He turned to Matthew, “Where did you come up with fifteen or more?”
“Well there’s eight you can see, plus the guy in the booth.  There are two kind of lying down in the corner back there, and I’ve seen at least three others in the control booth, so that’s fourteen.  They must have guards posted at the entrance, so two more.  Then there’s activity down below the stage.  I hear someone cough once in awhile, so eighteen.”
“The kid’s numbers add up for me,” Captain Walker said.  “I think you should count on them being close.  What’s your read out there?”
“Well, they called the media; got that from the kid, too.  We’ve got them blocked at the gates right now, but it looks like he wants some press coverage before his next move.”
“It doesn’t necessarily mean good news.”
“No it doesn’t.  We’ve got twenty-two dead bodies out here, I assume there are a few more inside, so they’re looking more like suicide Jihadists.”
“Likely, none that I’ve seen have shaved.”
“Jim Reese and Howard Marshall both show up on the guest list; you should look them up.”
“Roger.”
“All right, let’s get our signals straight.  I’m Bravo, Caruthers is Juliet.  You’re Ranger One, Marshall Ranger Two, Reese Ranger Three and we’ll give the kid Ranger Four.  The lead terrorist is Charlie One, the rest are Whiskies.  Standard communication protocol going forward.”
“Bastard,” Captain Walker whispered.
“Call back if anything changes in there, and check back in twenty either way.  Bravo out,” Fauget said.
“You’ve got it, Ranger One out,” Captain Walker replied and hung up the phone.
“You’ve got a sick sense of humor,” Matthew heard Agent Caruthers say to Fauget.
“Got to get your laughs where you can,” he replied.
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“What’s the matter?” Matthew asked.
“Nothing, inside joke,” Captain Walker replied.
“Huh?”
“Our friend Fauget’s an ex-Army Ranger, so he’s saddled us with Ranger as a call sign.  Not exactly what the Navy would choose.”
Captain Walker put one of his large arms around Emily and the other around Matthew and pulled them close to him.
“Hell of a situation,” he said.
“Yes,” Emily replied nervously.  “Do you think there’s a way to get out of this?”
“As long as you’re breathing there’s hope,” Captain Walker replied.  “You guys have really kept your cool.  What you’ve done is amazing, getting a cell phone back here, calling the FBI and finding me.”
“What else could we do?” Matthew said.
“Most people would have shut down.  If you look around, most of the people on this stage are almost frozen by fear; it takes something special to keep your head.  Now are you guys going to be able to keep it together a little longer?”
“Until we’re out of here,” Matthew said.
Emily nodded her head in agreement.
“Okay, now we need to find two buddies of mine.”
“Sure, just tell us what they look like,” Emily said.
“Howard Marshall, he’s a tall, six-three skinny guy, gray hair; and James Reese, not quite so tall, about five-ten, bald and looks like a linebacker.”
Matthew did a quick loop around the stage with the portal.
“I think I saw the tall skinny guy over by the far wall, kind of looks like a Marine,” Matthew said.  “And there’s a bald linebacker over there at the front of the stage.”
“That’s him,” Captain Walker said.  “You two go find Marshall, I’ll get Reese.”
Matthew and Emily headed across the stage to find Howard Marshall.
“Matthew, you should tell Captain Walker about your gift.“
“Only if I have to,” Matthew said.
“How will you know when you have to?  You can’t know what kind of plan he could come up with if he knew everything.”
“Just trust me,” Matthew said, “okay?”
They approached Colonel Marshall, working their way around so they would approach him from the front.  He was holding hands with a pregnant woman, but his gaze was fixed toward the front of the theater.”
“Hi,” Matthew said.
Colonel Marshall shifted his gaze from the front of the theater to Matthew.  “How’d you kids get caught in this?”
“Dumb luck,” Matthew said.  “Are you Howard Marshall?”
“Yes, how did you know?”
The woman next to him turned, squeezing his hand tighter.
“Jamal Walker and James Reese are waiting for us at the back of the stage.”
“That’s a motley crew,” Colonel Marshall said.  He turned to his companion.  “Honey, I’ve got to go talk to Jamal.  Will you be okay?”
“Yes, we will,” she patted her stomach.  “You go figure out how to get us out of this.”  She gave him a kiss.
“My wife, Sarah.”
“Honey, do you want to stay with me?” Sarah said to Emily.
“If you need me, but I should stay with Matthew,” Emily replied.
“I understand, if you need someone, you know where I am.”
Emily, Matthew and Colonel Marshall turned and headed off.
“So what hat did our three names come out of?”
“Guy named Fauget,” Matthew replied.
“What?” Colonel Marshall hissed.
“Wait until we get to Captain Walker,” Matthew whispered back.
The three continued in silence working their way through the dense rows on the stage.
When they approached Captain Walker and Colonel Reese, Colonel Marshall took two big strides and grabbed his hand.  “Jamal, you old dog; where is Phylicia?”
“Flu,” Captain Walker replied, obviously relieved his wife was at home.
“Never thought I’d be jealous of someone with the flu, but I think we’re all going to wish we’d had the flu before this is over,” Colonel Reese said.
“Is Sarah with you?”
“Unfortunately; how about you, Reese, you bring a date?”
“Yes, Amanda Jackson, you remember her from the Christmas party?” Colonel Reese replied.
“Yes I do; I have no clue what that woman sees in you.”
“I’m sure she’s wondering the same thing right now.”
“Emily, that’s Amanda standing over there,” Captain Walker said, “could you take her over to Sarah?”
“Sure,” Emily said, “but then I’m coming back.”
“Up to you, I’m not trying to get rid of you.”
Amanda Jackson was a beautiful, tall blond.  With her heels on she was easily five inches taller than Colonel Reese.  Emily went over to her, and after a brief chat they headed off toward Sarah Marshall.
“Okay, now that we’ve exchanged pleasantries,” Captain Walker whispered, “let’s get down to business.”
“What’ve you got working?”
“Thanks to Emily and Matt here, we’ve got a line to the outside.  We’re talking with the FBI terrorism response team.  Agent in charge is Caruthers.  Fauget is on tactical.”
“I know Caruthers,” Colonel Reese said, “worked with her in Afghanistan.  She’s good.  And we all know how lethal Fauget is.”
“Good to hear we can trust Caruthers,” Captain Walker said.  “I’m going to check in right now.”
“Just how the hell is that phone working with the jammer, or was that a bluff?”
“No bluff, I tried mine before they herded us up here.”
“Me too, so I don’t know why this one works, but I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth; let’s just hope it keeps working.”
Matthew opened his portal so the cell phone could work.
Captain Walker fished the earpiece out of his pocket, and pressed One.
“Juliet here.”
“Ranger One checking in, we’ve assembled the team.  How’s it going out there?”
“Good.  Charlie finally called us with a list of demands.  The usual, leave the Middle East, release prisoners at Guantanamo, turn over any prisoners we have, etc.  He also wants an interview with a reporter.”
“I thought he was talking to the reporter already.”
“Yes, but we’ve got control of the telephone lines now, he doesn’t talk to anyone we don’t want him to.  He’s threatening to start killing hostages.  We’re stalling him a little, but we’re going to have to bring the reporter in soon.”
“I understand.”
“My fear is that once he’s got a camera crew, he’s going to take the place down.”
“That’s my guess, too.”
“Hold it; Charlie’s dragging two people out right now.”
Matthew moved his portal so that he could see what was happening.  One terrorist was dragging a woman by the hair, another was dragging a man.  They put both of them on their knees on the Playhouse patio.
“If you attack us or harm any of my men, I will blow this place up, Mohammad yelled.  “Now, I told you I wanted to talk to a reporter.”
He pulled out a handgun and strode over to the woman.  Matthew knew what was coming next.  He zoomed his portal over to where Mohammad was and expanded it to about three inches and put his end at an angle by the floor.  Mohammad pulled the trigger.  Matthew saw the muzzle flash reflected off the stage floor.  He rotated the portal up. The woman had fainted.  “Thank God for that,” Matthew whispered to himself as he zoomed the portal over to the man.
Mohammed turned, took two steps and fired.  Matthew barely had time to get the portal in place.  He’d left his end of the portal at a slight angle near the floor.  He softened it and kicked the man in the head.  Bringing it up so he could look around, he saw that both the man and woman were lying unconscious.  Matthew hoped he hadn’t hurt them and that nobody would notice that there wasn’t any blood.
“You may come and collect your trash,” Mohammad yelled.  “I want to talk to the reporter in fifteen minutes.”
Mohammad and the other two terrorists turned and went back inside the theater.  Matthew watched as two FBI Agents in flack jackets rushed in.  They each grabbed one of the hostages and started dragging them off the patio.
“There no blood,” the first agent said.
“Shit, she’s alive,” the second agent whispered.
“What kind of game is he playing?  Did he shoot them with blanks?”
Matthew turned and shifted his portal back to Caruthers, and looked at Captain Walker.
“What happened?”
“I don’t know.  Lost the connection,” Captain Walker replied as he redialed.
Emily walked up, took one look at the ashen expression on Matthew’s face and rushed over to him.
“Are you okay?” she whispered in his ear.
“Yes,” Matthew gulped.  “I’ll explain later.”
“Ranger One here, what happened out there?” Captain Walker asked as Caruthers came back on the line.
“Charlie just executed two hostages.  Guess he wants to show us how serious he is.”
“Damn,” Captain Walker exclaimed.  “They just killed two hostages,” he whispered to the other four.
Tears welled up in Emily’s eyes and she grabbed Matthew in a hug, “Oh no!”
“They’re, okay,” Matthew whispered to her.
“How?”
“Later.”
“If he’s killing hostages, it won’t be long now,” Colonel Reese said.
“Here’s Bravo,” Caruthers said, “He can give you a rundown on the tactical options.”
“Bravo here.”
“So do you have a plan yet?”
“Our options are severely limited.  We’ve got free access outside here; they’ve got a spy up in a tree, but we know about him, thanks to the kid.  Anyway, he’s not a problem.”
“Glad to know you’re getting something right.”
“Har Har, We’ve got the plans for the theater here.  We could cut a hole in the back wall or take over the space below the stage, but those bombs would make a mess of things.”
“Open the door,” came a loud yell from outside the Command Center van.
“What the…,” Fauget said.  He turned toward the door as one of the agents opened it.  The two agents had the hostages in a fireman carry as they were running toward the trailer.
“Hold on a sec,” Fauget said.
The first agent hit the steps of the van at a full run.  He turned sideways just as he hit the stairs then bounded upwards.  The second agent came in right behind him.
“What’s the hell is going on here?” Fauget bellowed.
“They’re alive!”
“What!”
“They’re alive; we wanted them in the van before anyone else noticed,” the agent gasped, fighting for breath between words.
“How can they be, I saw it on the monitor, it was point blank.”
“I don’t know; blanks?  The guy’s got a knot on his head, but I can’t tell if they were knocked out or passed out.”
“Well get them in the back and keep this under wraps,” Fauget said.
“Ranger One, apparently Charlie doesn’t know how to use a gun, both these hostages are alive, no gunshot wounds.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” Captain Walker said.  “We don’t have time to figure it out, let’s just thank God for miracles and get back to the tactical situation.”
“Like I was saying, our options are limited.  We could probably get quite a few out of there before the bombs go off, but there’s no way we get everyone out.”
“Okay, we’ll try to get a better assessment in here, Ranger One out.”  Captain Walker hung up the phone.
“Well?” Colonel Marshall asked.
“By some miracle the two hostages survived the execution.”
“What!”
“Don’t know, and right now we’ve got more serious things to worry about.  Let’s get the protocol lined out in case things change.  Fauget is Bravo, Caruthers is Juliet, the guy in the booth is Charlie, and the rest of them are Whiskies.”
“And apparently that bastard has pinned Ranger on us,” Reese said.
“Yeah, I’m one; Marshall, you’re two; Reese three and Matthew here is four.”
Emily gave Captain Walker a look.
“And you’re five,” he said to her, giving her a smile.
“So what’s the tactical situation?” Reese asked.
“Bravo, says they’ve got control of the outside perimeter; they could open a hole in the wall or take the area below the stage, but with these bombs they don’t have many options.”
“We could try to disarm them if they’re not booby trapped.  These two guards wouldn’t be too much trouble,” Colonel Reese said.  “They’re standing at the front of the stage so the lights are blinding them, and they don’t seem too concerned about what’s going on here.”
“I don’t like those odds.”
“Sir,” Matthew said.
“Yes, son?”
“I saw one of the bombs.”
“We all see the bombs,” Colonel Reese said.
“No, I mean I saw one of them open.”
“What?”
Matthew squeezed Emily’s hand.  “Emily and I were among the first on the stage.  They were still setting them up.  There was some problem and they had one open.”
Emily nodded her head in agreement with Matthew.
“And?”
“Well, I’m no expert, but it looked like a block of C4 pushed down into a bunch of nails.  The detonator was wired to an attached cell phone.”
“What else did you see?” Captain Walker asked.
“That’s just it,” Matthew said.  “I didn’t see anything else, just the cell phone.  I don’t think they’re booby-trapped, at least the ones up here on the stage.  Maybe the ones on the doors are, but not the ones in the barrels.”
“How sure are you?”
“I’m absolutely sure.”
Captain Walker looked at Emily.
“I trust him,” she said.  “If he says there wasn’t anything else, then there wasn’t.”
“That’s good; when the time comes we might be able to disarm these.”
“One other thing,” Matthew added.
“What?” Colonel Walker asked, somewhat annoyed.
“I was thinking since the triggers are cell-phone operated, the jammer is probably blocking any detonation signal.”
“Sure, but they just have to turn it off,” Colonel Marshall said.
“I know, but if the FBI could start up their own jammer?”
Captain Walker got out the headset and pressed the speed dial, “This kid’s making us professionals look like amateurs.  Call didn’t go through.”
Matthew opened his portal, “Try again; I had to try several times, once.”
Captain Walker dialed again, “Ranger One.”
“Juliet, over.”
“One of us managed a peek inside the bombs when they were setting up.  Looks like they’re radio detonated.”
“So,” Matthew heard Caruthers say.
“Well, at least we’re not the only idiots,” Captain Walker said.  “We suggest you set up a jammer of your own.  If things go south, it might block the detonation.”
“What about communication.  We don’t know why your phone is working, but another jammer might shut you off.”
“Sure, we’ll test it, if it does, we’ll set up a schedule.”
“Right, we’ll have one going in five minutes.  Give me a call in ten so we can see if you’ve still got access.”
“Will do, Ranger One out.”  Captain Walker hung up the phone.  “Now what other options do we see?  Matthew, you have anything else?”
“Not really.”
“Also, these guys have machine guns,” Colonel Reese said.  “So even if we take out the bombs up here, we need to take those into consideration, and then of course, there’s that M60 sitting out there.”
“Yes, but I think Charlie’s getting ready to make his big move.  They’re going to have to let the reporter in.”
“Well the way I see it,” Colonel Marshall said, “this back wall is designed to come out.  It should be pretty easy to cut a hole in it; so we take out the four Whiskies on the stage, then we start moving people out of here before anyone notices.”
“Yes, we’ll have to rock and roll.  We’ll have the machine guns from these guys, and once the wall’s opened, the strike team can bring whatever they want in here.”
“So the key will be that window of time between when they figure out we’re moving and when they can set off the bombs or grenades,” Captain Walker said, “and we’ve got no clue what’s below us in the basement.”
“Yes, but once we start we can just bust in on them.  There’s a set of stairs leading down there back in the corner,” Colonel Reese said.  “We’ll just have to play the odds.”
“Right,” Captain Walker said.  “We’re going to need some help here.  Can you two find out who’s here that’ll keep their heads when this starts going down?  Spread them out along the front of the stage and have them get everybody behind the curtain line, that way we can drop it if we need to.  We need to get everyone here on the same page, can’t afford having anyone panic.  Then we’ll need some crowd control back here, ten on each side of the stage.”
“We’re on it,” Colonel Marshall said.
Aye, Aye,” Colonel Reese said with a smile.  “I just love it when a plan comes together.”
“You and George Peppard,” Colonel Marshall laughed.  “Let’s go find all the military and ex-military personnel in here.”
When Colonels Reese and Marshall left, Emily grabbed Matt’s arm, “There’s no time.”
“Okay, okay.”
“Captain Walker, we need to talk.”
“Sure, Matt, what’s up?”
“There’s something I haven’t told you.  But I need your promise that you won’t tell anyone.”
Captain Walker got visibly angry.  “Matt, I can’t believe you’ve been holding something back.  Our lives are on the line here.”
“I know, but it’s a big secret and I can’t let anyone know.  I need you to promise.”
“I can’t make a promise like that.  But I can promise not to tell anyone unless I absolutely have to,” Captain Walker said.  “What could possibly be that big a secret?”
“It’ll be easier if I show you.  I didn’t exactly tell the truth about seeing the bomb open.”
“Are you crazy, you could get us killed.”
“No I told the truth about how the bomb is constructed, just not about how I saw it.  Now if you’ll stand here I’ll show you.”
Matthew positioned Captain Walker with the light shining over his shoulder.  Then he opened the portal inside the bomb barrel and the other end in front of Captain Walker’s eyes.
Matthew brought the portal up.  The four-inch image of the bomb’s inner workings was hovering in the air.
“Look.”
“What the…, how is this possible?” Captain Walker stuttered.
“That’s my secret.  Now if you want to see what’s down below, I can show you that, too.”
Matthew moved the portal into the basement below the stage and panned the room for Captain Walker.
“My God.”
“That’s why the cell phone works, also.  If I open it up to the outside with the opening away from the jammer, then the phone signal gets out.”
“I can’t believe this,” Captain Walker said, as he struggled to comprehend the impossible.
“It’s real,” Emily said.  “We’ve done experiments to prove it.”
“So you’re in on this, too?”
“She’s the only other person who knows,” Matthew said.
“We’ll talk about what’s real later, but for now we use whatever we have.  I can see why you want to keep it a secret.  What else can you do?”
“This is the reason the hostages didn’t die.”
“What?”
“I can bring it up anywhere, and whatever energy hits one end goes to the other.  So I just opened my end next to the stage floor; look, you can see where the bullets gouged the floor.”  Matthew pointed to the spot where he’d set the portal.
“Amazing,” is all Captain Walker said.
Matthew moved the portal away from Captain Walker’s eyes and made it about as big as a saucer.  He put his hand on it and pushed.  “See, push on it.”
Captain Walker put his hand against the portal and pushed.  The portal didn’t move.
“I’ve got the other end on the floor,” Matthew said.
“We’ve tried to drive a nail through it,” Emily said, “and it’s one way, see,” Emily passed her hand through the portal from the back.
“So you were able to block the bullets?”
“Yes, I had to knock them out myself; otherwise he’d have figured it out.  I hope I didn’t hurt them.
“You couldn’t have hurt them as much as a bullet would have, so I expect they’ll be happy to be alive,” Captain Walker said.  “So this portal, it’s like a force field?”
“Yes.”
“How big can you make it?”
“Only about ten inches now.”
“Now?”
“I keep getting better and I find other things it can do.”
“So this presents some other options.  You can use it to block the M60 when we go live.  If you can block it at the barrel, it’ll explode on the second round.”
“But if it’s moving, I won’t be able to keep it in place.”
“Damn.  What else could we do?”
“I can transfer heat through it.  Does that help?”
“Hmm, how much heat?”
“I don’t think there’s a limit, but I haven’t tested it fully.”
“Okay, we’ll see if we can disable the firing pin.”
“How?”
“Heat should break the spring or at least disable it.  I’ll get a torch in here, then we’ll see.”
“Okay,” Matthew said.  “Another thing, the barrels in the basement aren’t booby trapped, neither are the ones in the lobby.  The ones along the doors have mercury switches in them.”
“What else?”
“You saw the two guys in the basement; there are two more in the lobby right now; Charlie and two others in the control room.
“There’s another limitation, I can only get this end of it a few feet away from me.”
“And the other end?”
“Anywhere in the world as far as I can tell, but I have to have been there, or someone I know has to be there, or I have to kind of drive it there.”
“Well, if we get out of this, I’ve got a job for you anytime you want it,” Captain Walker said.  “But let’s figure out what our next move is.”
“Okay,” Matthew said.
“Let me call Fauget first.  I’m assuming there won’t be any problems with their jammer.”
“I wouldn’t think so.”
“Juliet.”
“This is Ranger One, give me Bravo.”
“Bravo here; the reporter is going to do the interview in five minutes.  So the clock is ticking.”
“Well, our team in here is ready to rock.”
“You are? Well that’s a nice surprise.  Our plans keep coming up with over 50% casualties, what have you come up with?”
“We need you to cut a small hole in the back corner of the stage, about eight feet in from the left side.  The side panels here should shield any activity from the guys out front.  It needs to be very quiet and dark.  I want handguns with silencers, some flash bangs, knives, and a mini torch.”
“What are you going to do with a torch?”
“Just get it.  I’ll probably come up with some other stuff we need later.”
“All right.  We’ll take care of it.”
“Then we need you ready to cut a bigger hole so we can feed you hostages.  It has to be done as fast and quietly as possible; also needs to stay dark.  We’re going to try and lighten the head count in here before things get exciting, move anyone who’s slowed down a little so we’ll be quick and agile.”
“Okay, when it gets exciting we cut the lights.  We’ll pull the entire back wall off, so the rest of you should be able to get out quickly.  But how do you propose to keep the terrorists from noticing?”
“I’m hoping the interview draws the attention of the terrorist up top.  We’ll just spread everyone out so it’s not too obvious.  The back left corner of the stage isn’t visible from up front.  Then we’ll take the four on the stage out with the silencers.  Once we’ve lightened the load, the gloves come off.”
“Right, you take out as many as you can with the handguns, we cut the power and come in guns blazing.”
“Something like that; we’ll drop the curtain just as you cut the power.  Then everyone ducks and runs out the back.”
“We can drill a hole in the basement wall and take out the targets down there.”
“Good, that simplifies things.”
“Now, the bombs on the doors all have vibration triggers.  I’d sure like to avoid having those go off, the shrapnel would really cause some injuries.  You can come in the front, they’re not booby trapped; neither are the ones in the basement, so the risk is whether the jammer keeps them from triggering them.”
“How can you possibly know that much about the bombs?” Fauget asked.
“I’ve got an asset in here, let’s call him Ranger Zero, he can walk through walls,” Captain Walker said, smiling at Matthew as he did.
“What kind of asset?”
“Not important.  What about their spy out there?”
“We tapped that line right after you guys pointed it out.  We’ve had someone practicing his voice, good Arabic.  So before we move, Garcia will take him out and our guy will continue to give the all clear.”
“Good, I think we’re about ready.”
“What about the M60?”
“Ranger Zero tells me it has a busted firing pin spring.”
“That’s some asset.  We’ll have to talk about him when this is over.”
“Yeah, yeah.  How long before you cut the hole?”
“We’ll be ready in one minute.”
“Then we’re set, Ranger One out.”  Captain Walker hung up the phone and turned to Matthew.  “Now why don’t you give me a quick look at the vibration triggers on those bombs out there?  I want to assess how touchy they are.”
“Sure.”  Matthew brought up his portal and they positioned themselves so the light was behind them.
“Pretty crude device, but effective,” Captain Walker said.  “It will take a lot to trigger them, so as long as nobody opens one of the doors or bumps them, they’re good.”
“I could push the detonator out of the C4 if that would be safe,” Matthew said.
“You can?”
“It’s slow, but yes, I can make the portal flexible so I can push my finger through, or Emily could, hers are smaller.
“Would that work?” Emily asked.
“Yes,” Captain Walker said.  “All the energy goes into the air.  You have to constrain the blasting cap with the C4 or there’s not enough of a shock wave to set it off.”
“Good, we’ll go do it,” Matthew said.
“Wait, let’s look at it again.  I want to make sure the mercury switches are isolated from the wires,” Captain Walker said.
They examined the bomb trigger mechanism again, “Looks good, why don’t you two take care of them now.  The sooner the better.”
“You won’t be able to use the phone while we’re doing that.”
“Okay, let’s make a call, then we’ll tell them we’ll be off for a bit.  If I need to talk I’ll come get you,” Captain Walker said.
“Phone’s good to go.”
“Ranger One to Bravo, over.”
“Bravo here.”
“We’ll be busy in here, so off communication for awhile.  We’ll check back in ten.  And Fauget, if you’ve got two guys who can look like these terrorists, you’ve seen what they’re wearing, we should bring them in as soon as you open up the wall.”
“Roger that, I’ve got some boys who would love to join the party.”
Emily had been standing by patiently as Matthew and Captain Walker were working.  She’d been keeping an eye out for Colonel Marshall and Colonel Reese.
“Here come Colonel Marshall and Colonel Reese,” she said.
“Good, we’re about ready to start.”
“What’s the plan?” Colonel Reese asked as they reached the trio.
“We’re bringing a gift bag in through the back corner there,” Captain Walker said nodding toward the corner.  “Why don’t you take someone and collect our toys?”
“Emily, let’s go,” Colonel Marshall said.
“Use someone else, I’ve got another job for her and Matthew.
“Got it,” Colonel Marshall said.  He turned and headed out.
Colonel Reese walked up, “Okay, Captain,” he said.  “We’ve got about fifteen personnel we can rely on; they’re getting the crowd lined up right now.”
“Clock’s ticking,” Captain Walker said.  “I’ll Let you guys know when we’ll be making a move, should be in a few minutes.”
Matthew and Emily moved to the side a bit,  “Assume the position,” Matthew quipped.
Matthew and Emily hugged so Matthew could work the portal without being too obvious.
“How are you going to do this?” Emily asked.
“Just like the phone.  I’ll put the end on the blasting cap then I can reopen it the length of the cap down.  Here we go.  I hope there’s a big enough air pocket for the portal to open.”
“Oh no, you mean it might not work?”
“They must have trapped some air when they pushed them in.  Or made an air pocket when they fiddled with them.  Let’s just try, something will work.”
“Okay, tell me when you ready.”
“First one’s ready.”
Emily saw the portal open up in front of her eyes, “Can you lower it?”
“Sure.”
The portal moved down, and when it was about to her waist she told Matthew to stop.  Taking her finger she pushed in the center of the portal.
“I’m pushing, it’s hard to move.”
“You can push with your hand.  I’ll lock them together, the other end is small, smaller than the diameter of the blasting cap.”
“Okay, then why did you say you wanted me to do it because I’ve got smaller fingers?”
“I forgot, or I just needed a hug,” Matthew quipped.
“Ha, ha.  Got it, I think,” Emily said.
“Let me check, I guess I can do the others.”
Matthew checked to make sure the detonator was out of the C4, and then he quickly moved to take care of the rest of the bombs on the doors.
“Done,” Matthew said.  He and Emily disengaged and walked back to Captain Walker.
Matthew gave Captain Walker a thumbs-up, “Didn’t take as long as I thought.”
“Good, then we’re good to go,” Captain Walker said.
Amanda and Colonel Reese came back right then carrying a small bag.  “Here you go,” Amanda said, handing Captain Walker the bag.
“Thanks, any problems?”
“Not really.”
“Our boys back here aren’t particularly attentive,” Colonel Reese said.
“Good.  Reese here’s your gun and Amanda’s unless you have found someone else you trust more.”  Captain Walker handed two small handguns with silencers to Colonel Reese and Amanda.
Amanda gave Captain Walker a withering stare.
“No, Amanda’s like ice, I’d rather trust her than someone else,” Colonel Reese said.
“Marshall, you take the guy in the back there,” Captain Walker said, indicating the back of the stage.
“As soon as we take these guys out, the back wall opens up, we get two new terrorists with FBI credentials.  Fauget will handle the guys in the basement.”
“This is feeling pretty good right now,” Colonel Reese said.
Sarah and a couple of the crowd-control people Colonel Marshall had recruited came up.  “What can we do to help?” Sarah asked
“A few of you can start policing the older hostages toward the back.
“Once we’ve got our guys down, they’re going to open the wall, we need you to start getting them out of here.  When the lights go out, everyone in here has to be able to move fast.  The rest of you need to create a buffer between us and the terrorists, especially along the side.  We don’t need the crowd to get excited and give the game away.”
“Got it,” Sarah said.
“Everyone cover their targets in case something spooks them.  I’ll give the go signal in about two minutes; after that you take your target out as soon as you can.  Remember stealth is the key here.”
“Why two minutes?”
“Two minutes,” Captain Walker said.  His face was expressionless, but his voice said, ‘don’t ask questions.’
“Marshall, tell our comm guy over there that it’s time to start prepping that interview Charlie’s been asking for.”
“Got it,” Colonel Marshall headed to the back.
Captain Walker reached into the bag and palmed the small torch.  “Here, Matt, take this.  You know what to do.”
Matthew and Emily headed to the back corner.  Matthew took his jacket off, “Emily, can you hold this and try to cover me so nobody can see the flame?”
“Sure, as long as you’re against the wall, it should be easy.”
Matthew bent down and clicked the torch on.  He brought his portal up and zoomed over to the M60.  When he and Emily had been working on the bombs, Matthew had located the firing pin based on where Captain Walker said to look; so it just took a second to get things located correctly.  He turned the torch up to full power and held it to the portal, the other end against the firing pin spring.  Using the torch as a light to check his work, he could tell that the spring had melted and deformed.
“Okay, I hope that’s good enough,” he said.  Turning the torch off, he left it on the floor as he stood up.  He and Emily walked back over to Captain Walker.
“I think I’ve got it.  But just in case, I’ll block the M60 until we know for sure, then I can try and help out with the other guns.
“You’ve got it, Matt,” Captain Walker nodded to Matthew as he brought the cell phone out of his pocket.  He gave Matt a few seconds and then pressed the speed dial.
“Bravo.”
“Ranger One, so Juliet finally gave you the cell phone?”
“Yes, she knows the story; we’re down to the tactical assault, so I’m lead.”
“Give us thirty seconds then take the wall out.  You’ve got something to block any light, right?”
“Yes, you let me take care of my end.  We’ll be bringing men with body armor and shields in as soon as we can.”
“All right, thirty seconds, and my asset took care of the bombs on the doors.  So come in fast on all sides.”
“Are you sure?”
“Betting my life on it.”
“Good to know.”
The recruits fanned out and started chatting with the people close to the walls, letting them know to stay calm and drawing their attention away from the impending action along the wall.
Captain Walker nodded to Matthew, “I’m going to give everyone a 5-second count-down.”
“Okay.”
Captain Walker checked to see that everyone had eye contact with him, and then he held up his hand.  Curling his finger in one at a time,  ‘five, four, three, two, go’.
Captain Walker crossed his arms with the gun cradled in the crook of his arm.  He walked over to his target.  He made a quick move with his head toward the back of the stage; his target’s head turned to follow the motion.  Captain Walker turned so the gun was pointed at the target and with a cough, shot him in the head.  He took a quick step forward, catching the machine gun as the man slumped against the wall.  It had only taken a couple of seconds and hadn’t drawn any attention.  Colonel Marshall had dispatched his man just as efficiently.
A few seconds later, two men strode up quickly and picked up the machine guns, they dropped a blanket over each body.  One of them handed Captain Walker a bag.  “Compliments of Bravo.”
With a nod at the FBI men, Captain Walker and Matthew went to the back of the stage.  “Okay, Matt, you’re on the M60, we’re t-5 minutes.”
“Right, five minutes.”
Captain Walker then signaled an agent with a headset, giving the go signal.  Matthew prepared to set up his portal to protect against the M60 in case he hadn’t disabled it.  He took a quick look around.  The hostages were spaced out to keep the stage looking full.  Amanda and Emily were tapping people on the shoulder and pointing them toward the back where someone was waiting to usher them outside.
Time seemed to crawl as he watched the crowd thin one by one.  In ten minutes it looked like they had about half the 450 theater patrons out.  Suddenly one of the hostages seemed to realize that in just a minute it was going to be obvious that the stage was not full, and panicked.  He turned and started forcing his way toward the back.  “Let me out of…”
Before he could finish, one of Sarah’s men knocked him out with a vicious blow to the head.  But it was too late.
Arabic shouting rang out.
Captain Walker yelled, “Drop the curtain!” as he pulled his gun out and started shooting.  Matthew put his portal up just as the M60 fired.  It only fired one round then it stopped.  Matthew quickly shifted his focus to one of the terrorists with a machine gun.  That terrorist fired off a burst toward the stage, but Matthew’s portal blocked it.  Then the terrorist was down.  Matthew looked for another one, but the lights went out.  The glass in the control booth was shot out as Charlie screamed in Arabic and started to fire toward the stage.  Matthew used the flash of his machine gun to block the bullets, and then Charlie was down, too.
There was a loud explosion in the front of the theater, then flash bangs started going off in the seating area.
The FBI Agents at the back of the stage rushed forward with their machine guns and fanned the theater seating area with fire.
It was deafening.  Then suddenly all went quiet.
“Lobby clear!”
“Stage clear!”
“Right aisle clear!”
“Left aisle clear!”
As the shouts rang out through the smoke, the lights came back on.
As Matthew looked around, he saw Captain Walker propped against the side wall at the front of the stage.  He was sitting in a pool of blood with his hand clamped on his leg.  Matthew rushed to help him, reaching him about the same time as Colonel Reese.
“Femoral artery,” Captain Walker gasped.
Colonel Marshall immediately knelt down and replaced Captain Walker’s hand with his, using his thumb to apply pressure to stem the flow of blood.  Captain Walker immediately slumped back against the wall.
“Medic!  Matt, give me your cummerbund.”
“I’m sorry, I should have…”
Captain Walker cut Matthew off.  “Matt, we did good.  One thing you have to learn is no plan goes off without a hitch.  You just take what God gives you.”
“Jamal, save your strength,” Colonel Marshall said as he used Matthew’s cummerbund to apply a tourniquet to Captain Walker’s leg.
“How’s Reese?”
“He looks fine, cussing about getting nicked in the arm.  Now take it easy.  Medic!”
The EMT rushed up.  “What’s the story?”
“Femoral artery,” Colonel Marshall said.  “We need to get some fluids in him.”
“Marshall, you tell my wife and kids that I love them.”
“You’ll tell them yourself.”
“And take care of Matt; he’s part of the club now.  He’s special, so if you ever need a miracle.”
The gurney arrived and Colonel Marshall and the EMT got Captain Walker onto it while Matthew held the IV.
Tears were streaming down Matthew’s face as he watched them wheel Captain Walker out the back.
“He’s a tough old dog,” Colonel Marshall said, putting his arm around Matthew’s shoulder.  “If anyone can pull through it, he will.




After The Storm

Matthew looked around for Emily.  He’d seen her when the lights came on but had lost her when he rushed to Captain Walker.
“Matt,” Emily gasped, as she worked her way across the mostly deserted stage, “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, but Captain Walker is hurt bad.”
“Will he be okay?” The two friends grabbed each other into a hug.
“I don’t know,” Matthew replied.  “I’m going to check.”
He opened his portal up; he couldn’t sense Captain Walker, but he hadn’t been sure he would be able to.  So he zoomed the portal out back and found the ambulances.  He saw the EMT who had taken Captain Walker outside sitting in the back of one of them.  He just got the portal over to it when the EMT covered Captain Walker’s face.  He looked at the other attendant, “He bled out, there must have been another ruptured artery or something.”
Matthew closed his portal.  “He died.”
“Oh no!”  Emily started to cry on Matthew’s shoulder.
“I can’t believe some idiot panicked and gave us away,” Matthew said through his clenched teeth.  “He’s the one that should have gotten shot.”
“Not everybody can keep their cool,” Colonel Marshall said as he walked over to the two friends.  “We have no idea how it would have gone down.  Any second someone would have noticed there were hostages missing.”
“But things were going so smoothly,” Emily said.
“It was going to get ugly; it was just a matter of time.  The guy may have given it away a minute early but no more than that.  Once we started shooting, they were going to start shooting back.  We saved a lot of lives tonight, and now that it’s over, let’s go find our loved ones.  I’m walking out the front of this thing, same way I came in.”
Matthew looked at Emily, she nodded, and the two followed Colonel Marshall off the stage and up the aisle.  When they got to the lobby they saw pandemonium outside.  There were several news camera crews, reporters and photographers outside walled off by a row of FBI Agents.  The lights from the TV cameras were almost blinding, and they could hear the continuous clicking of cameras as the photographers seemed to be taking pictures continuously.  As they walked outside, Matthew saw his mom, the Winthrops and Stevensons standing with a few other families inside the space that had been walled off from the reporters.
As soon as they saw Matthew and Emily they all rushed forward.
“Matty, I was so frightened,” his mother cried out as she grabbed him in a fierce hug.
“I’m okay,” Matthew replied weakly.
Mr. and Mrs. Stevenson were hugging Emily, all three were crying.
Brianna came up beside Matthew and his mother.  “Matt, I was so scared when I heard about it on the radio.  We came as fast as we could.”
“Thanks,” Matthew said, inviting Brianna into the hug with his mother.  “How’s your cold?”
“I should have been with you,” Brianna cried and sniffled.
“No, I’m glad you weren’t here.  I wish nobody had been here,” Matthew said.
Colonel Reese was hugging Amanda.  Matthew noticed that she was a good five inches taller than him; it made him laugh a little.
Sarah came up to the group and hugged her husband.
“Hi, I’m glad to see Sarah made it out okay,” Colonel Reese said.  “I was a little worried that she’d go into labor once it got crazy.”
“No, I’m doing just fine.  The doctor checked me out already,” Sarah said.
“Hate to tell you, but Jamal didn’t make it,” Colonel Reese said.
Colonel Marshall just nodded his head.  “You folks have two amazing kids here,” he said to Mrs. Brandt and the Stevensons.  “They did one hell of a job in there.  I wouldn’t have expected any more from any of my Marines.”
“Thank you,” Mrs. Brandt said.  Then looking at Matthew she asked, “Just what did you do in there?”
“Nothing, Mom, just did what Captain Walker told us to.”
Agent Caruthers walked up.  “We need to talk to your children,” she said.  “It won’t take too long.”
“I think you can talk to them tomorrow,” Colonel Marshall said.  “Reese and I can give you a run down tonight.”
“Yes, let them go home with their families,” Colonel Reese said.  “They’ve done enough for one night.”
Agent Caruthers looked like she was going to argue.
“It’s been enough, Jane,” Colonel Marshall said.
“Okay, James,” Agent Caruthers said.  “If you and Colonel Reese will stick around for an hour, we can let everyone else go home.”
“Is Captain Walker’s family here?” Colonel Reese asked.
“They’re over in the car there,” Agent Caruthers said.  “They’re taking it pretty hard.”
“Give me a few minutes,” Colonel Marshall said as he kissed Sarah.  Then he walked toward the car with the Walker family inside.
“The rest of you should go.  I’ll have my men keep the press cornered until you get to your cars.”
“You’re mom came with us,” Brianna said, as they walked toward the parking lot.
“Are you okay, Matt, it must have been crazy in there,” Jason said.
“Let the boy be,” Mr. Winthrop said.  “You’ll have plenty of time to talk about it later.  Right now we need to get him home.”




Obligations

On Saturday morning they held Captain Walker’s funeral.  Most of the hostages were at the service.
Colonel Reese got up to say a few words.
“I’ve known Jamal for over ten years.  We were friends and served together on a few missions.  If he were here today I think he would express his love and pride in his son who is going to the Naval Academy next year; his love to his daughter who is turning into a fine young woman and his intense love and admiration for his wife, Phylicia, who has been there for him throughout their marriage and has been the main force in raising their two children.
“But then he would want you to know his intense pride and love for his country that he dedicated his life to serving.  He would ask each and every person to look at themselves and ask, ‘How am I serving my country?’  He wouldn’t have expected everyone to join the military service, but he would look for each and every American to step up when the opportunity arises -- like the men and women on 9/11 stepped up to help each other.  Many of us would not be standing here today if a young man and a young lady hadn’t stepped up and risked their lives to sneak a cell phone onto that stage and call for help last week.  This is a country of freedom, but with that freedom comes an obligation to serve, a lifetime obligation to reach your hand out when it is needed.
“Jamal gave his life to protect this country.  He would have been the first to say, don’t take my death as an excuse to be angry at the people in whose name this tragedy was done.  Be angry at the intolerance that led these men to kill indiscriminately.  It is the terrorists whom we should be angry at, whether they are misguided Muslims or Christians, whether they are intolerant of your religion or the color of your skin, whether they do it to influence international opinion or to influence national policy.  When they use guns and bombs to argue their point, when they use fear to get their way, they’re terrorists and we’ve declared war on them.
“We all loved Jamal deeply and will miss him.  God Bless.”
Matthew and his mother rode to Fort Rosecrans National Cemetery in a limousine with the Stevensons.  There wasn’t much room for words as they all sniffed back tears.  At the graveside, they all stood solemnly while the Navy Chaplin committed Captain Walker’s body to the ground.  They stood at attention while the honor guard fired a twenty-one-gun salute, and then watched as the pallbearers folded the flag and presented it to his wife, Phylicia.  Then the bugler played taps as Phylicia Walker hugged her two children.
When Matthew expressed his condolences to Mrs. Walker, he was shocked at the icy reception he and Emily got from Captain Walker’s son, Jamal Jr.
“He acts like it’s our fault,” Matthew said to Emily.
“I don’t think he knows how to deal with the fact that we were the last two to really talk with his father before he was killed.  If it were me, I’d feel a little cheated.”
“I guess that makes sense.”
Agent Caruthers walked up, “How are you two holding up?”
“We’re doing fine,” Matthew said.
“That was a fine speech Colonel Reese gave, I especially liked the part about obligations.”
“I did too,” Matthew said with Emily nodding her head in agreement.
“What’s going to happen to his family?” Emily asked.
“A trust fund was set up for them.  I hear that it’s received over a million in donations, mostly from the hostages.”
“That’s good, but no amount of money can bring your father back,” Matthew eyes welled up with tears again.  “I know.”
“Yes, I understand that,” Agent Caruthers said.
Jamal Walker Jr. came up behind Matthew and Emily.  Nodding at Agent Caruthers, he said, “Hey, man, I was kind of cold back there.”
“No problem,” Matthew said, “you’ve lost a lot.”
“I know.  Colonel Reese was telling me you lost your father a while back.”
“Yes, almost two years now.”
“Do you still remember him?”
“I can see his face and hear his voice anytime I close my eyes,” Matthew said, “but it took me months before I stopped being angry.”
“I don’t know if I’ll ever stop being angry,” Jamal Jr. said.  “I feel like I should just join the Navy now.”
“Don’t let it change the plans you and your father had,” Matthew said.  “He would want you to go on.”
“That’s right, son,” Colonel Reese said as he walked up and put his arm around Jamal Jr.  “This war is going to be going on for a long time.  You shouldn’t get in a hurry.  Your mom needs to know you’ll be safe, at least for now.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“If you need someone to talk to, or to hang with, give me a call,” Matthew said.
“Me, too,” Emily added.
“Thanks; I just wanted to say hello the right way,” Jamal Jr. said.  “I’ve got to get back to Mom and Andy.  Bye.”
“That boy will make a fine officer,” Colonel Reese said, as everyone watched Jamal Jr. walk away.
“I don’t believe we’ve shaken hands yet,” Colonel Reese said, as he extended his hand to Matthew.
“No, I guess not.”  Matthew took Colonel Reese’s hand and shook it.  Colonel Reese really bore down on his grip, but Matthew didn’t have any trouble returning the affection.
“Is Agent Caruthers here giving you a hard time?” Colonel Reese asked.
“No, we were just commenting on how much we liked your speech.”
“That’s nice of you; I stole most of it from a speech Jamal gave after 9/11.  I thought it would be fitting.”
“It was.”
“Did you know that Agent Caruthers was a CIA operative?”
“No.”
“Yeah; she transferred to the FBI, but I don’t think they’ve ruined her yet.”  Colonel Reese gave Agent Caruthers a big smile.  “Marshall and I have always said you were the best of the team we worked with in Afghanistan.”
“Why thanks, I don’t remember such praise when we were working together,” Agent Caruthers smiled back.  “In fact what I mostly remember are words that I can’t repeat in polite company.”
“Heat of battle,” Colonel Reese said.  “We didn’t want you thinking you were in charge; but at least we could trust you and you knew how to do your job.”
“Thanks.”
“You thinking about recruiting these two?” he teased.
“I’m trying to decide between that and arresting them,” Agent Caruthers said with a smile.  “But I think we’ll need to wait a few years.”
“Where’s Fauget?”
“He hates funerals, he’ll be by later to pay his respects.”
“Probably at midnight,” Reese said.  “Thanks for getting us out of there.”
“You’re the ones who got it done,” Agent Caruthers said.
“Well, we made a good team.  That idiot you report to would have probably gotten us all killed.”
“I’m sure he would have handled the situation correctly.”
“Don’t go politically correct on me; you know he couldn’t find his ass with both hands, but he’s your problem.  Bye kids,” Colonel Reese gave Emily a hug and nodded to Matthew before heading off.
Agent Caruthers looked at Matthew and Emily, “I hope we don’t meet again.”
“So do we,” Matthew and Emily replied in unison.
As she walked off after Colonel Reese, Matthew turned to Emily, “Maybe I should tell her.”
“I don’t know.  What would they do to you, lock you up and make you their secret weapon?”
“You heard what Colonel Reese said about obligations.”
“And you heard what he said about not getting in a hurry.”
Matthew and Emily turned and looked at the big flag flying at half-mast over the cemetery.  They stood there for a long time, arm in arm, watching the flag as it fluttered in the breeze.
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