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Chapter 30

Runaway Train, Part 2

Continued from previous chapter ...(a week later), Wednesday, May 26th, 2010, 8am, UC Sunnydale, Espenson Auditorium:

 

Buffy handed the clipboard with Bess’ completed GED class registration form back to the woman behind the table as she and Bess sat down opposite her.

 

“Elizabeth Anne Weckerly…” the woman began reading, “eighteen…” the woman paused and looked back up at Bess and then at Buffy and back to Bess. “Do you have a photo id?”

 

“Yeah …sure,” Buffy answered, pulling Bess’ passport out and handing to the woman.

 

The woman, whose name tag read ‘Mrs. Baxter’, looked back up at the two women. “And you are her … mother?” she asked Buffy skeptically.

 

“Yes … Buffy Weckerly,” Buffy replied nodding.

 

The woman furrowed her brow then shrugged. 

 

“Is there a problem?” Buffy wondered, thinking maybe she filled the form out wrong.

 

“No … no … it’s just that she doesn’t look eighteen and you don’t look old enough to have a daughter that’s eighteen…” the woman explained.



 



“Oh, well … our whole family’s like that … good genes,” Buffy explained giving the woman her most sincere smile.

 

“Lucky…” Mrs. Baxter murmured as she looked back down at the form. “You didn’t fill out what grade she’d last attended …”

 

“Well, I really don’t know … she’s been living overseas with … uhhhh … relatives and it was kind of a home-school situation.  They were pretty cut-off from civilization,” Buffy explained.

 

“Missionaries, huh?” Mrs. Baxter guessed.

 

Buffy smiled and nodded. “Yeah, something like that…”

 

Mrs. Baxter’s brow furrowed as she flipped the empty pages of Bess’ passport … only two stamps … an exit stamp from the UK and an entry stamp into the USA. “I didn’t realize there was a big demand for missionaries in England… or that there were lots of places in the UK that were cut-off from civilization,” the woman observed, looking back up at Buffy.

 

“Oh … well … you’ve obviously never been to Wales. I mean, all those … uhhh … shepherds … they need all the help they can get … what with the itchy, wool sweaters and the rocks and the rain and ... did I mention the rocks? It's very dire ... and rocky,” Buffy stammered.



 



The woman looked a little skeptical, but shrugged. “Ok, well then, since you aren’t sure what grade level she is, I’ll sign her up for the full assessment test and we can go from there …” the woman summarized. “It will be three, two hour sessions and there are thirty minute breaks between each session.  The testing starts at nine, so she’ll be done at four this afternoon…”

 

“Does she need anything? Number two pencils? A slide rule?” Buffy wondered.

 

“No … just some money for lunch or sodas – we provide everything else. We do need a check for the tuition now … and there will be a fee for the actual GED exam at the end of the class,” Mrs. Baxter told Buffy.

 

“Right …” Buffy tried not to moan as she pulled her beleaguered checkbook out of her purse and wrote a check for the tuition.

 

As Buffy was writing the check, the woman looked at Bess, who was looking more than a little worried. “There’s nothing to worry about, dear,” Mrs. Baxter assured her. “You can’t fail … it’s just an assessment.  If you don’t know the answer, it’s perfectly alright, don’t guess, just skip it and go on to the next question. If you have time, you can come back to the ones you skipped and see if you can figure them out, but it’s best to not guess, if you guess right, that could skew the results and get placed in the wrong program.”

 

Bess nodded, wringing her hands in her lap and trying to think of a way to escape …

 

“You can wait over there,” the woman pointed off to one side of the auditorium, “…for your name to be called when they’re ready for you.”

 

Buffy put her hand on Bess’s shoulder, making the nervous girl jump. “C’mon …” Buffy cajoled as she stood up and Bess followed her to some seats to join the other lambs that were waiting for slaughter.

 

“I don’t think I can do this…” Bess admitted when they sat down, nearing a full blown panic attack.



 



“Honey, it’s just an assessment test. You heard her … you can’t fail it.  Those are my kinda tests! I wish we had those when I was in school…” Buffy assured her.

 

Bess took a deep breath and nodded, but the butterflies in her stomach remained unconvinced.

 

**~**

 

(Same day), 9:00am:

 

Bess had listened closely to the man overseeing the exams when he explained how to fill out the little dots completely on the computer-readable answer sheet with the number two pencils they’d been provided.  They can write in the test booklet to figure out their answers if they like, but the thing that matters for the score is the little dot being filled in fully.

 



Bess looked around her at the other students when the examiner instructed them to ‘open their tests and begin’ and she copied what they did, breaking the seal on the test and opening it to the first page.  The first exam was math … of all subjects, math was Bess’ worst, but she told herself to just try.  The first few pages weren’t bad … basic addition and subtraction, multiplication and division … she actually started feeling pretty good about this. Maybe she was smarter than she thought … then she came to the math word problems, the first couple weren’t too bad, but the further she went, the harder they got…

 

Three men go to stay at a motel and the clerk charges them $30.00 for the room. 

They split the cost ten dollars each. Later the manager tells the clerk that he over-charged the men and that the actual cost should have been $25.00. 

He gives the clerk $5.00 and tells him to give it to the men. But he decides to cheat them and pockets $2.00. He then gives each man a dollar. 

Now each man has paid $9.00 to stay in the room and 3 X $9.00 = $27.00. The clerk pocketed $2.00.  $27.00 + $2.00 = $29.00.  So where is the other $1.00?

 

a.  The motel manager kept it

b.  The clerk kept it

c.  The guests kept it

d.  There is no extra $1 to locate



  {The answer to this question, which yes, is a trick question, is at the very end of the chapter} 



Bess read it again and again, looking around at the other students who seemed to be still marking answers on their answer sheets.  She blew out a long breath and read it again … shaking her head and chewing on her bottom lip.  She started to just pick one answer, but remembered the woman saying she shouldn’t guess, so she left it blank and went on.

 

Bess chewed on her pencil with nervous frustration as she continued reading the word problems, skipping one after another.  She sighed in relief when she got to the end of that section, but her relief was short-lived and replaced with utter confusion when she turned the page …

 

1. 26 = 8 + v

 

2. m + 4 = -12

 

3. -20 = -4x – 6x





 

Bess stared at the page, blinking her eyes and shaking her head a bit to try and make the equations make sense … but they never changed.  When did they start using the alphabet in math?

 

Bess flipped further through the rest of test booklet … it only got worse, with more letters mixed in with the numbers and more symbols she didn’t recognize.  She blew out a long breath and looked around the room again … everyone was still busy scribbling on their test booklets and marking answers on the answer sheets.  She looked at her sheet … she’d only filled in about a quarter of the possible answers.  Bess’ shoulders sagged … she knew this was a bad idea before it ever started. What did she think, that she was somehow gonna get smarter in the dungeon? Somehow develop an actual brain? Why did she let Buffy and Spike talk her into this?  It’s completely ludicrous and … embarrassing and … crushing.  Bess clenched her jaw and blinked back her tears; she swallowed hard as she looked around the room again … everyone was still working … everyone but her.

 

Bess suddenly felt an overwhelming urge to run … to escape this humiliation, get away from these people, and get out of this place where she obviously didn’t belong.  Bess hurriedly gathered up her test booklet and answer sheet and pencils and headed for the door.

 

“I’m sorry miss … you can’t take that out of the room,” the man sitting at the desk near the door informed her.

 

Bess looked down at the papers in her hand and bit her bottom lip before dropping them all on the desk in front of the examiner.  When he saw so few answers filled in, he told her, “There’s more time…”

 

“Not for me,” Bess retorted as she ran out of the building and into the bright sunlight in the quad … and just kept running.

 

She stopped running when she got to a street that bisected the campus. She paused on the sidewalk and looked up and down the road, trying to decide which way to go, when a beautiful blue motorcycle parked next to the curb caught her eye.  Bess walked over to it and ran a hand over the handlebars, across the cerulean blue gas tank and along the padded seat as she admired it.



 



“She’s a beaut, ain’t she?” a male voice asked from right behind her and Bess jumped and turned quickly, pulling her hand away from the motorcycle and trying to look innocent.

 

A tall, well built young man of about twenty-one stood behind her. He was at least six foot two inches tall, had long black hair that hung past his shoulders in tight, soft waves, the muscles of his arms and chest bulged against the fabric of his ‘Pittsburgh Steeler’s’ t-shirt, and his legs looked like denim covered tree-trunks. His dark bronze skin was flawless, the color of a Mocha Frappuccino, and his bright eyes sparkled against it like bright, bottomless jewels of aquamarine behind a soft veil of long, dark lashes.



 



Bess nervously pulled her eyes away from his and looked back at the motorcycle. “Yes … it’s beautiful. Is it yours?” she asked.

 

“Mine and the bank’s,” the young man informed her. “I’m Troy, by the way … Troy Malu,” he offered, extending his right hand.

 

“Oh … uhhh, Bess, Bess Weatherford,” Bess replied, taking his hand and shaking it firmly as Spike had taught her after her hesitancy to shake JJ’s hand when she first arrived.

 

“Whoa! Gotta grip on ya! That’s rad! Most girls are like …” Troy waved his hand back and forth, letting his fingers wag like a wet noodle. 

 

“Sorry … I … I didn’t hurt you did I?” Bess apologized.

 

 “A little girl like you?  Not likely …” Troy snorted a laugh. “So … I haven’t seen you around before, you new?”

 

“Yeah … uhhh … new,” Bess agreed. “Are you … from Pittsburgh?”

 

“Huh? Oh … the shirt … no,” Troy told her, looking down at his t-shirt. “Hawai’i actually … I just like Steelers football.

 

“Sooo… you like motorcycles or just like blue?” Troy asked her, cocking a brow at his bike.

 

“Oh … both,” Bess gushed, looking back at the motorcycle.

 

“You wanna ride?” he asked, giving her a dazzling white smile.

 

Bess’ eyes went wide. “Oh, yes!” she exclaimed, turning her excited eyes back to look at him.

 

“I’m warning ya, I go fast … and it can get rough,” Troy’s voice rumbled deeply, making Bess wonder if they were still talking about the motorcycle.

 

Bess bit her bottom lip and gave him a shy smile. “I like fast… and rough.”

 

Troy squealed out a donut in the middle of the road before speeding away towards the coast with his eager passenger. Bess held on to him tightly and laughed in delight as the wind whipped around her body and the powerful machine thundered under her.   This was waaaay better than any stupid test … she felt like she belonged here, she fit in, and she knew what to do.

 

After about half an hour of riding along the Coast Highway, Troy pulled off onto a dirt track and rode it up to a high cliff that overlooked the highway and the ocean beyond.  Bess’ whole body felt like it was thrumming with energy from the reckless, wild ride he’d taken her on coming north on the winding ribbon of road.  She jumped off the bike when he cut the engine and took in the view of the Pacific Ocean which was laid out before her like a sparkling blue magic carpet.  She almost felt like she could glide down from the cliff and fly out over it – skim the waves and soar with the sea gulls … And it seemed to go on forever … meeting the equally blue sky on the horizon and melding with it, like the two had been forged from the same heavenly spirit.



 



“Only thing bluer than that is the North Shore of Oahu … or maybe your eyes,” Troy whispered as he walked up behind her and wrapped his arms around her shoulders.

 

Bess smiled and leaned back against him … yeah … this she knew … there were no alphabet soup math problems here; this was where she belonged, not in some florescent lit, musty building with number two pencils and impossible questions that had no bearing on real life.  This was real; the tang of the sea, the feel of the cool breeze on her face, the warm sun on her skin, a man’s strong arms around her … this made her feel alive.

 

Bess turned in Troy’s arms and lifted up on her tiptoes as she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.  If she played her cards right, she was sure she could get Troy to teach her how to drive a motorbike … even if Spike wouldn’t.

 

**~** 

 

(later that same day), 4:15 pm: 

 

Buffy pulled up to the curb in front of the auditorium … she hadn’t even gotten the minivan into park yet when Bess seemingly showed up from out of nowhere and jumped into the passenger’s seat next to her.

 

“So … how did it go?” Buffy asked expectantly.

 

“Great!” Bess replied with a wide smile. “It wasn’t as bad as I thought…”



 



Buffy smiled and patted a hand down on Bess’ shoulder. “I told you … you’re gonna be a high school graduate before you know it!”

 

Bess nodded and looked out the window … just catching a glimpse of Troy and his pretty blue motorcycle as he turned the corner and sped away in the opposite direction.  A shadow of guilt passed over Bess’ features … she didn’t want to lie to Buffy, but she was sure Spike and Buffy would never understand that school just wasn’t where she belonged, she just didn't have the brains for that … what they didn’t know, wouldn’t hurt them.

 

**~**

 

Buffy signed Bess up for a beginners Driver’s Ed course, per Spike’s adamant request … it was over $800 for twelve hours!  Buffy argued that it was crazy to pay that much for a driver’s ed class when they could teach her just as well … but Spike would not be swayed.  It wasn’t until he told her what Bess did with Buffy’s minivan that Buffy finally agreed … let her tear up someone else’s car.

 

The company giving the lessons came and picked Bess up at the mansion three days a week for two weeks for her lessons and, at the end of the six sessions they let her use one of their cars to take her driving test. She passed. Despite all that, she still wasn’t allowed to drive the minivan without either Spike or Buffy in the car with her and never if any of the other kids were in the car. At least, not until they were certain that her Evel Knievel phase was past. To say Bess was disappointed would be an understatement…

 

“But that’s not fair!” Bess argued when Spike and Buffy told her the rules after she’d gotten her license. “It’s not a learner’s permit, it’s a real license! I didn’t wreck any cars … ask the teacher … I did fine!”



 



“Bess, you’re still learning your way around … still getting used to everything, to the area …” Buffy tried to explain. “I think Spike’s right … it would be best this way for a while.”

 

“It’s not fair,” Bess repeated, crossing her arms over her chest as her bottom lip protruded in a classic Summers pout. “You wouldn’t do this if it was Annie or Dani …”

 

Buffy shrugged. “Maybe … maybe not … they grew up here, they know their way around, they know places to avoid and, when they’re sixteen, they’ll have a lot more experience in a car than you have right now …they’ll have had a year with a learner’s permit; you had never even ridden in a car before a month ago …” Buffy pointed out.

 

“Fine …” Bess hissed before stomping up the stairs to her room in a huff.

 

Buffy rolled her eyes and sighed heavily, looking at Spike. “You weren’t much help…”

 

Spike shrugged. “I made sure the back door was closed so the bloody cat couldn’t escape…”

 

**~**

 

(3 ½ weeks later), Saturday, June 19th, 2010:

 

Buffy was starting to feel like a taxi service … running kids here and there and everywhere. Dropping them off, picking them up … just remembering where they were supposed to be and when was starting to be a problem.

 

She looked at the clock on the dashboard, 3:49pm … she was nearly twenty minutes late picking Bess up from the YMCA Lifeguard Certification Class that started today.  Buffy pulled up at the curb, expecting Bess to bound into the minivan from out of nowhere like she often did … but after waiting for five minutes with the motor running, it was apparent that wasn’t happening.

 

Buffy cut the engine and went inside, walking through the gym area to the pool at the back of the complex and found Bess hadn’t even gotten changed yet … in fact, she was still swimming laps!



 



“Bess! C’mon! We gotta go! We’re gonna be late picking up Annie!” Buffy yelled, but Bess didn’t seem to hear her.  Buffy sighed and walked up to the end of the pool and waited for Bess to make it to her.

 

“BESS!” Buffy yelled before the girl went completely under the water for a flip-turn. Bess pulled up short and lifted her head out of the water when she heard her name.

 

“Buffy!” Bess exclaimed, looking at the clock on the wall. “Oh … sorry, I was just gonna swim a little bit more before you got here…”

 

“We need to go … c’mon … you can swim more next time,” Buffy prodded, going over and grabbing Bess’ towel off a chair.  Despite being a little upset that Bess wasn’t ready to go, Buffy was happy that the girl seemed to be enjoying it, at least.

 

“Ok,” Bess agreed, lifting herself up out of the water and taking the towel from Buffy’s hand.  “Guess what!” Bess started excitedly as she dried off. “They want me to be on their swim team! Isn’t that amazing!? Coach Sumner said I was the best swimmer she’s seen in ten years! They have swim meets and compete against other clubs and we could go to state or even national championships … even the Olympics!” Bess gushed as she dried her hair.



 



Buffy’s brow furrowed and she pursed her lips together in thought.  “Bess … I’m not sure that’s such a good idea…” Buffy began gently. “First of all, you’re a Slayer … you can’t use your abilities for things that aren’t … well … that aren’t for the greater good. And second of all, you’re a vampire … you’ll never pass the physical to compete in things like that…”

 

Bess sobered as a dark shroud of disappointment descended over her features. “You’re saying I can’t be on the team? But … but I told them I would … I … I want to,” Bess begged, on the verge of tears.

 

“Oh, honey … I’m sorry,” Buffy apologized. “But … you can’t – even if we could get around the physical, you can’t use your strength and Slayer abilities for things that aren’t … well … they’re for fighting evil, helping people, not winning swim meets and going to the Olympics.  It really wouldn’t be fair for the other swimmers, would it?”

 

Bess crossed her arms over her chest and rolled her glistening eyes skyward, trying hard not to let the tears fall. She’d finally found something that both she and Buffy and Spike thought was good for her, and now they were pulling the rug out from under her feet again. 

 

“Bess … I’m sorry,” Buffy offered gently, reaching a hand out to touch her arm.

 

Bess jerked away from her and headed towards the locker room to change. “Whatever…” she groaned out as she walked away … using another expression she’d picked up from the kids.

 

Buffy blew out a long breath and closed her eyes. This sucked. It totally sucked. It sucked to the power of ten… but Buffy couldn’t let Bess compete on a swim team, no matter how much she wanted to. It simply wasn’t fair to the other competitors and it wasn’t what Slayer power was meant to be used for.

 

Back at the car, Buffy waited in the passenger’s seat … she’d let Bess drive to the dance studio to pick up Annie. But, when Bess came out after changing, she climbed into the back of the minivan and went to the last row of seats and plopped down – as far away from Buffy as she could get.  Buffy sighed and transferred over to the driver’s seat … she couldn’t see Bess in the rearview mirror, but anytime she glanced back, Bess’ eyes were glued out the side window, a dour frown on her face … she wouldn’t even look at Buffy.

 

**~**

 

(4 days later), Wednesday, June 23rd, 2010, 4:30pm:



 



“So, you haven’t found anything?” Buffy questioned as she sat in her office talking on the phone with Willow.

 

“Well, a little bit,” Willow divulged. “I found another copy of the Sanctus Mica Sanguis, the book that led Spike to the Gem in the first place, but I’m still working on translating it, and … it’s not in the best condition, pages are missing … some of the ink’s smeared…”

 

“Soooo … you have found something?” Buffy prodded.

 

“Maybe,” Willow hedged. “I’d rather make sure before …”

 

“Will! Please, tell me what you found out … I need to know if we’re going to need to talk Spike into playing ‘musical Gem’ or if you can duplicate it so they can both have it,” Buffy pled with her friend. 

 

Willow sighed. “There might be more than one ring…”

 

“What?! Where!?” Buffy exclaimed excitedly, sitting up straighter in her chair.

 

“That’s the thing … I’m not even sure I’m translating it right and it’s smudged and …”

 

“Willow … how do we find the other ring?” Buffy questioned.

 

“I don’t know… obviously Marcus didn’t find it in the crypt … and you and Spike didn’t find it and we don’t know of any other vampires walking around in the sun all un-dusty,” Willow explained. “I’m still working on it …”

 

“What can I do to help?” Buffy wondered.

 

Willow shook her head. “I dunno … how’s your ancient Latin?”

 

Buffy snorted a laugh. “Oesday igpay atinlay ountcay?”

 

“Onay…” Willow replied with an eye roll. “Sorry, Buffy … I’m working on it as hard as I can,” she apologized.

 

“I know you are … it’s ok, I really appreciate it,” Buffy sighed, leaning back again. “Can Annie help? I don’t think they’ve tackled dead languages, but she picks that stuff up fast…”

 

Willow sighed. “Actually, it’s not so much the translation as trying to fill in the missing parts that’s the problem,” Willow told her. “But … maybe I’ll email her some of the pages, just to see if she has any ideas.”

 

“Ok … I’ll let her know to watch for it,” Buffy agreed. 

 

“So … how are things there?” Willow asked, changing the subject. “How’s Bess?”

 

“Bess is … she’s fine … she’s a century old teenager, and a Slayer, and a vampire … it’s not the easiest thing in the world to be…” Buffy admitted.  

 

“Yeah … I seem to vaguely recall just being a teenager was hard enough,” Willow agreed. 

 

“But I love having her here … and the other kids love her too … she’s really fitting in. I think everything’s gonna be alright … just some growing pains, but I think she’s adjusting and finding herself,” Buffy told her friend sincerely. “She’s learned to drive and she’s shown she can be responsible behind the wheel … I’ll probably let her start driving on her own soon, even with the kids in the car.  That’ll really be a big help to have someone who can help taxi everyone around and I know she’ll love doing it.”

 

“What about … you know…” Willow asked, changing the subject.

 

Buffy rolled her eyes, picked up the stack of bills off her desk, and flipped through them idly. “We now officially have more money going out than we do coming in…”

 

“What about what the Council is paying you guys?”

 

Buffy snorted a sarcastic laugh. “They’re so cheap! I mean, I know Giles is doing his best, but they're just squeaking by, trying to keep everything afloat. What they pay barely covers the extra blood and chocolate Bess eats,” Buffy exaggerated, rolling her eyes. “… And she’s totally hooked on Frappachinos … do you know how much those cost? Of course, I can't blame her ... I'm pretty hooked on them too. I’ve been working at the Magic Box helping Anya while Giles is in London, and that’s helped a little, but I’ve got to find some kind of a permanent job that pays decent money. Spike doesn’t want me to … I really don’t want to, either, but…”

 

“Maybe Tara and I could, you know, help …”



 



“No … don’t even go there, Wills.  Spike would have a coronary, possibly an embolism ... or just a good old fashioned holy hissy fit.  I got him to take that other money as a re-payment, but he already warned me that we weren’t taking any more … he said he’d take care of it. I don’t know how … He’s talking about working double-shifts at The Fish Bowl, but, even with overtime, that’s still nothing compared to what we’re spending on just normal stuff every week.

 

“Add to that the fact that I have to buy all new baby furniture and clothes since I gave all Billy and Dani’s stuff away ‘cos I was so sure I’d never do that again! And I promised them they could decorate their new rooms however they wanted, so I have to buy stuff for that … I promised bunk beds and Star Wars and bookcases … and these doctors want a small fortune every time you step foot in their office…” Buffy grumbled, still flipping through the unpaid credit card and doctor bills on her desk. “And don’t even get me started on dentists!”

 

“Do you still have any of the money left?” Willow wondered.

 

“Some … I’m trying to save it to pay the hospital and doctors when I have the baby … from what Giles told me your insurance paid for Eddie, I’ll just barely have enough, if there’re no complications and they don’t have to do a C-section…” Buffy explained to her friend.

 

“Then what are you gonna do, Buffy?”

 

Buffy shook her head and rubbed her eyes. “I have no idea … I’ve still got about half the mandrake, if I can keep the demon bunnies out of it … that’s about my only plan right now.”

 

**~**

 

Bess backed away from Buffy’s door after hearing only a small part of the conversation. She slipped back down the hall to her own room, Buffy’s words still ringing in her ears, “What they pay barely covers the extra blood and chocolate Bess eats … and she’s totally hooked on Frappachinos … do you know how much those cost!?”  The girl hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, she was going to ask if it would be alright if she and Dani went to the park … but now she didn’t really feel like it.

 

Bess plopped down heavily onto her bed and curled up in a ball. She’d been trying so hard to help out … she babysat the kids when Buffy had to work late at the Magic Box or do stuff for Giles or run errands or go shopping, she was super careful with her driving – she never did donuts or even squealed the tires anymore, she cleaned up behind herself at home, didn’t leave wet towels on the floor, she even did the dishes most nights before going on patrol with Faith … sometimes she patrolled on her own when they thought she was in that stupid GED class three nights a week … of course, that depended on if she saw Troy on campus or not.  But none of that really seemed to matter … she ate too much, she cost too much money … she didn’t belong here.  Everything had been so much simpler before … she thought life outside the dungeon walls would be happy and easy, full of sunshine and laughter and freedom, but it wasn’t, and now she was just a burden to the people that had gotten her out. 

 

Spike’s words to her when they’d first gotten free of the dungeon echoed in her mind after she told him she didn’t know how to not be alone. ‘No one knows how when they first start out, pet.  That’s what your mum and me are here for … to show you how – to help you crawl, then stand, then walk, then run like the wind …  We love you, Bess, and we’re so proud of you … we know you can do it.’ 

 

She guessed that was what they were trying to do with the GED thing … and the swimming and the driving lessons … but it felt like for every small step forward she made, she took two huge leaps backwards.  She’d tried the GED test … she really, really had … but that was useless; she’d tried the Lifeguard class, but never went back after that first day, after Buffy told her she couldn’t join the swimming team, she just didn’t know what to say to them; she’d gone through all the driving classes and gotten her license, only to be told she still wasn’t ready to drive alone … she’d made one mistake and now she couldn’t be trusted.  Bess was starting to feel like that square peg once again getting whittled down so she could fit into the round hole … just like she had in the dungeon.  

 

**~**

 

(later that evening) 7:00pm

 

“Bess… time for dinner,” Buffy called through the closed door of Bess’ room later.

 

“I’m not hungry,” Bess replied solemnly from the other side.

 

“Not hungry? Are you sick?” Buffy questioned, before rolling her eyes as she remembered that vampires don’t get sick.

 

“No. I’m just not hungry.”

 

“Well, please come down anyway …” Buffy insisted. She and Spike had worked hard to make sure there was at least one meal they could both be at with all the kids … where everyone could talk about their days. “You don’t have to eat if you don’t want to.”



 



Bess sighed and rolled her eyes as she got up from the bed and opened her door.  Buffy gave her a little smile and brushed some of her curls away from her face. “You ok?” Buffy asked.

 

“Fine…” Bess replied dryly as she slid by her and headed down the hall.

 

Bess barely said two words all through dinner, even when directly spoken to.  She gave short answers: yes, no, fine … as she sipped on a glass of water and nothing else.

 

During a lull in the conversation, Spike looked at Bess and asked, “What’s on your mind?”

 

“Nothing …” Bess answered with a shrug.

 

“Well, I’ve seen empty minds ‘fore … but yours ain’t one of ‘em,” Spike prodded.

 

Bess rolled her eyes and sighed and Buffy thought that was what her own mom must’ve seen at least a million times. How many times had she answered with one syllable responses when her mom had wanted to talk? How many eye rolls? How many dramatic sighs? But Buffy couldn’t talk to her mom about being the Slayer … well, she thought she couldn’t, anyway … Bess didn’t have any epic secret to keep…

 

“Whatever it is, you can tell us, Bess,” Buffy assured her.

 

Bess sighed again, then looked at Buffy. “I want to get a job … I want to earn my own money – maybe buy my own car and clothes and stuff. Or is that against the rules, too?”

 

Buffy’s eyes met Spike’s across the table and he shrugged.  Buffy looked back at Bess. “That’s … fine … yeah, if you want to get a job … but you need to work it around your classes and patrols,” Buffy agreed. “And, when Giles gets here, we’ll need you on the Council Governing Committee …”

 

Bess nodded. “That’s fine.”





"You know ... you have the money coming in from the Council. It's yours, you can have that if you want to buy..." Buffy began to offer.





"No – you can keep that for ... stuff," Bess declined, interrupting her.



 



“What kinda job you figure you’re gonna get, pet?” Spike wondered, hoping she didn’t think she was going to be able to get any kind of high paying … or even medium paying job with no GED and no work experience. She’d be lucky to find a job sweeping floors…

 

And the one word replies commenced again. “Dunno …” At least it was two syllables.

 

**~**

 

(a week later), Friday, July 2nd, 2010, 10:30am:

 

“Yes … yes, this will be splendid,” Giles agreed as he looked around the warehouse that Buffy and Faith had leased for the new home of the Watcher’s Council in Sunnydale.

 

The auction house back in London had, as promised, sold all the furnishings that had been in the headquarters in London and Giles and Wes had finally gotten the whole of the Council library, including what had been stored in the underground tunnels and at the castle, loaded into freight containers – it was all on the way to Sunnydale via cargo ship.  There were also three, forty-foot cargo containers full of miscellany … boxes that contained magical supplies, talismans, orbs, medallions, and other trinkets that Giles and Wes would need to research before selling.  They’d listed both the castle and the headquarters building with a real estate agent but, in the meantime, they still had the upkeep on both places, as well as mortgages to pay, out of the proceeds of the auction.  They’d also settled with the debtors that Travers had neglected to pay, and all the accounts had been un-frozen.  Giles and Wes agreed that they shouldn’t give anyone any raises until the CGC (Council Governing Committee), which still had yet to be completely staffed, was actually governing the Council and an alternate source of ongoing funding could be secured for the Council to pay the Watchers and Slayers with.



 



The warehouse Buffy and Faith had chosen was perfect … there was some office space and room to build a training center, along with plenty of space to house the cargo containers until they could all be sorted through. There was even an area upstairs for further expansion later if need be.

 

“The phone company hooked up phones in all the offices …. here’s the number,” Buffy offered, handing Giles and Wes a paper with the new phone number on it. “And the cable company’s coming Monday to install internet connections and Willow’s sending six computers and three scanners … we figured part of the training of new Slayers could be scanning and indexing the books a couple of hours a day…” Buffy related.

 

“Oh … indeed … very good,” Giles agreed, happy that they didn’t think he was going to scan books into the computer. 



 



“I believe we should formulate a plan for interviewing more Slayers and Watchers for the Apocalypse Leadership Team as well as the Council Governing Committee,” Wes suggested. “I thought you and Faith were going to begin that when you got back…”

 

Buffy sighed and rolled her eyes. “We were … life just got in the way; Faith has a the list of applicants, but we just haven't ... you know, gotten them here yet.  You’re right, we need to get on that… you never know when an apocalypse will pop up.”

 

“Quite right … perhaps we could have our first sub-group meeting of the CGC this evening and come up with a plan to get moving on those issues…” Giles suggested.

 

“Sure… Oh – by the way, I commandeered one of the offices as a play room …” Buffy informed them, “…so we don’t have to hunt down a babysitter all the time.”

 

“Well, it certainly sounds like you’ve been asserting your authority…” Giles observed.

 

“Yeah … I’m really starting to like authority … as long as I’m the authority,” Buffy agreed with a smirk.

 

**~** 

 

(later that evening), 9:00pm:

 

Bess had been doing a sweep through the cemeteries between UC Sunnydale, where her GED classes were, and Crawford Street for the last couple of weeks since the night classes started, often not getting home on those nights she had class until well after midnight.  Since Giles wanted to have a CGC meeting this evening and Bess was on the CGC with Buffy, Wes, Giles, and Faith, Buffy drove out to the campus to pick Bess up after class.  Buffy waited in the Blue Bomber just outside the doors Bess would have to come out … she watched the other students file out just after 9:00pm … but no Bess.  Finally, at a quarter after, Buffy went into the classroom to find her daughter.

 

“Can I help you?” the instructor asked, looking up from her desk where she had been organizing some papers and putting them in her briefcase.

 

“Ummm … I was looking for Bess … Bess Weckerly,” Buffy told her, looking around the empty room.

 

“I’m afraid I don’t know anyone by that name…”



 



“She was … ummmm … This is the GED prep class, right?” Buffy wondered, thinking maybe she had the wrong room.

 

“Yes, but there’s no one by that name in it … Oh! Wait, do you mean Elizabeth?” the teacher asked, digging in her case for the class roster.

 

“Yes, Elizabeth Weckerly,” Buffy agreed, walking up to her desk.

 

“Right … no, she’s registered, but she’s never made it to class,” the teacher informed her, looking up from the attendance record.

 

Buffy let out a heavy sigh and shook her head. “Ok … thanks,” she offered as she turned and headed back out to the car.

 

“Bess … what are you doing?” Buffy muttered to herself as she put the minivan in gear and started driving the route Bess would walk if she were doing a patrol on the way home from the college campus.  Needless to say, Buffy didn’t find Bess anywhere on that route, so she headed for the Bronze … the place that she always went when she was playing hooky from patrolling.

 

As Buffy drove past the alley behind the Bronze, she caught a glimpse of a thin blonde getting out of the passenger’s side of a car.  Buffy stopped and backed up … she watched as Bess leaned back in the window, laughing at something the driver said, then stood up and backed away from the car, stuffing something into her purse.

 

“She’s doing drugs?!” Buffy exclaimed to herself, completely exasperated.

 

Buffy put the van in drive and turned off the main street into the alley, flooring the accelerator and pulling up beside Bess just as the other car vacated the spot.

 

“GET IN!” Buffy demanded through the open passenger’s window.

 

Bess stood there for a moment dumbfounded. “Why? I was just patrolling…” she lied.

 





“Bess … I may have been born at night, but I wasn’t born last night … you weren’t patrolling, and you haven’t been to the GED classes at all. Get in – we’re going home,” Buffy informed her tersely.

 

Bess stomped a foot down and folded her arms over her chest, but finally acquiesced and got in the van.  Buffy didn’t say anything the whole way home … she was trying to calm down so she could talk to the girl rationally without completely losing her temper.

 

The mansion was empty when they got there. Spike had taken the DeSoto to work this night so he could drop the kids off at the new Council headquarters, where Buffy and Bess were supposed to be, before heading to The Fish Bowl to start his shift early, trying to rack up overtime pay.

 

“Sit,” Buffy instructed, pointing at the research table.  

 

Bess plopped down heavily in one of the chairs, laying her purse on the table.

 

Buffy grabbed her purse and began pulling stuff out. “Hey! That’s mine!” Bess argued, jumping up.

 

“Sit. Down,” Buffy commanded, pushing Bess on the shoulder. Bess pushed back against her momentarily, but she finally gave in and dropped back onto her seat, folding her arms over her chest angrily.

 

“I can deal with a lot of things, but I won’t have you doing drugs. That’s not gonna fly around here …” Buffy began as she emptied the contents of Bess’ purse onto the table.

 

“I’m not doing drugs…” Bess defended, reaching for her wallet.

 

Buffy grabbed it off the table before Bess could get it and opened it ... but she didn’t find drugs, she found money … quite a bit of money.  Buffy’s brows furrowed in confusion as she pulled wadded and crumpled hundreds and fifties out of Bess’ wallet and dropped them on the table.



 



“See? I told you I wasn’t doing drugs. Can I go now?” Bess questioned, gathering the money up.

 

“Bess … what … where did all that …” Buffy started when realization struck her. “Oh my God … Bess, you aren’t! You didn’t!”

 

“I got a job … you said I could,” Bess justified tersely as she stood up and began stuffing the money into the pockets of her jeans and gathering up the other things off the table that Buffy had pulled out and putting them back in her purse.



 



“Bess … that’s not a job! A job is ... is legal … a job is something you can be proud of ... tell your parents about … not hide in the alley and do while you lie about patrolling and going to class!” Buffy explained, still half in shock.

 

“I made five hundred and fifty dollars just tonight, would’ve been more by now if you hadn’t come along … how much did you make working at the Magic Box all week?” Bess rationalized to Buffy.

 

“Bess … that’s sooo not the point! This isn’t about money! This is about … self-respect! We didn’t risk our lives to get you out of that dungeon just so you can turn right around and sell yourself! We did it because we love you and want you to have a good life and that is not a good life! Spike didn’t give you the Gem so you could demean yourself by sneaking around in the dark, doing God knows what with God knows who!”

 

“Oh, like you’re some lily-white virgin!? You don’t think I can hear you and Spike … smell you two!? Vampire, remember!” Bess shot back, tapping a finger on her nose.

 

Buffy’s jaw dropped open slightly, she hadn’t really thought about what Bess could hear through the sound-proofing in their room … or smell. “That’s different, we’re married!” Buffy defended, a distinct feeling of déjà vu coming over her, hadn’t they had this conversation before? “Do you have any idea how hurt Spike’s gonna be?! How mad he’s gonna be? Do you have any idea what we sacrificed so you didn’t have to be a … a … a whore!” Buffy screamed at her.

 

“Oh, right, everything’s about YOU … you and Spike … la-te-da, well, guess what?! This isn’t about you, it’s about me! It’s my body! It’s my choice who I want to screw … and I’d rather the guy just give me the hundred bucks than spend it on dinner and wine and stupid movies or stinky ol' flowers! 

 

“I’m not hurting anyone,” Bess continued her defensive rant. “Men want me … they like what I can do to them and I like doing it! They’ll pay a lot of money for it … for something I used to give away!  Before I was just a slut … I’d rather be a whore … it pays a lot better!” Bess argued, as she slung her purse over her shoulder and turned away from Buffy, heading for the door.



 



Buffy ran around and got in front of her, blocking her exit. “I don’t understand you! We’ve given you everything you’ve wanted! We’ve tried to give you a normal life, a little bit of a childhood … Bess, we love you! Why would you do that!?”

 

Bess stared at her with a cold gaze and folded her arms over her chest as the humiliation of that GED test and the disappointment about the swim team and the frustration about not being able to drive by herself and all the other little things that she did that weren’t even noticed or weren’t good enough washed over her heart like a black shroud. “Oh … you give … you give alright … you dangle the carrot in front of me then you just yank it away! Well, I’m done having things yanked away from me – I’m tired of living by everyone else’s rules! I’m in charge of me now, not you – not Spike – ME!”

 

Bess sidestepped Buffy and started for the door again.

 

“I’m not done talking to you, young lady … get back here! This is a long way from over!” Buffy demanded.

 

Bess swung back around to face her. “I’m not young and I’m not a lady … I’m a vampire and I’m older than you!”

 

“I’m still your mother and …”

 

“YOU ARE *NOT* MY MOTHER!” Bess screamed at the top of her lungs. “Wanda was my mother! You are not my mother!”

 

“I *AM* YOUR MOTHER!” Buffy screamed back just as adamantly. “Elizabeth Anne Weckerly … I am your mother. Sit down – we are not done here!”

 

“Weatherford! My name is Weatherford and I’m done! I’m done with your rules and I’m done with doing my best only to be told that it’s not good enough and I’m done with you!” Bess continued to scream as tears welled in her eyes and she turned and started for the door again. 

 

“Nothing I do is right, nothing is good enough! You don’t love me … you only love them!” Bess accused as she stormed away, waving her arm toward a photo of Annie, Dani, and Billy as she walked past it towards the door. “I don’t hear you complaining about how much they eat! Annie eats just as much chocolate as I do ... I don't hear you telling her she's costing you too much money! I don’t hear you telling them they can’t do things ‘cos ‘that’s not what their power is for’! I don't see you holding them back ... just me! I don't know why you even came and got me out of there!”



 



“What? I never …” Buffy began but Bess cut her off.

 

“I’m not your daughter, I'm not a child, and I’m not normal. Why don’t you stop pretending!!? Why don’t we all just stop pretending!?”

 

“That’s not true! None of that is true! We do love you!” Buffy defended, moving up behind her quickly. “Bess, stop! I forbid you to leave this house …” Buffy caught Bess’ arm and pulled her back.

 

“You can’t stop me!” Bess screeched, pushing Buffy off with a dangerous growl as gold flashed in her blue eyes, knocking Buffy to the floor before turning back towards the door that led to the garage.



“If you leave this house …” Buffy threatened furiously, as she got back up and started toward Bess.  Suddenly her mother’s voice rang in Buffy’s head and stopped her in her tracks … ‘You walk out of this house, don't even *think* about coming back!’







Buffy shook her head to clear it and started towards the garage where Bess went. “Bess! Come back here!” she called, but before she could even get to the door, Buffy heard the Harley crank up.  

 

By the time Buffy got into the garage, all she could see were the taillights as Bess sped out of the driveway on the motorcycle. “Bess! Damn it! Come back!” Buffy screamed after her, but she was gone.

 

Buffy heaved a deep breath from her lungs and dropped her chin to chest, rubbing her eyes tiredly as tears of anger and frustration and hurt stung them.  

 

“Fuck…” Buffy muttered as she walked back in the house.  She should’ve known … she should’ve known by the way Bess had pulled away from them lately that something was terribly wrong.  When they first got back, she seemed ok … like she was fitting in, but something changed and Buffy was too preoccupied with everything else that was going on to figure it out. She’d let her down … again.

 

Spike? Buffy sent through the bond as she grabbed her own keys off the research table and ran back outside.

 

Yeah, luv?

 

Buffy wiped the tears from her eyes as she put the minivan into gear and headed out of the driveway in the same direction Bess had gone. I totally fucked up … I forgot to close the door and the cat ran away …



 

**~**



{{Click here to hear “Runaway Train” by Soul Asylum on YouTube  }}



 Why you're up in the middle of the night?

Like a firefly without a light

You were there like a blowtorch burning

I was a key that could use a little turning



So tired that I couldn't even sleep

So many secrets I couldn't keep

I promised myself I wouldn't weep

One more promise I couldn't keep



It seems no one can help me now,

I'm in too deep; there's no way out

This time I have really led myself astray



Runaway train, never going back

Wrong way on a one-way track

Seems like I should be getting somewhere

Somehow I'm neither here nor there



Can you help me remember how to smile?

Make it somehow all seem worthwhile

How on earth did I get so jaded?

Life's mystery seems so faded



I can go where no one else can go

I know what no one else knows

Here I am just a-drownin' in the rain

With a ticket for a runaway train



And everything seems cut and dried,

Day and night, earth and sky,

Somehow I just don't believe it



Runaway train, never going back

Wrong way on a one-way track

Seems like I should be getting somewhere

Somehow I'm neither here nor there



Bought a ticket for a runaway train

Like a madman laughing at the rain

A little out of touch, a little insane

It's just easier than dealing with the pain



Runaway train, never going back

Wrong way on a one-way track

Seems like I should be getting somewhere

Somehow I'm neither here nor there



Runaway train, never coming back

Runaway train, tearing up the track

Runaway train, burning in my veins

I run away but it always seems the same



**

Math question answer:



d. There is no extra $1 to locate



The problem is that the question is always cleverly phrased to conceal what is really going on.  



First let's locate all that money.



There are two ways to think about how much money is out there to be found. The way that this question is tricky is that it combines that two ways.



The first way is this:  How much money did the guys pay originally?



The second way is this: How much money did they end up paying?



So if it is the first way, then clearly the total we need to account for is $30.  So let's see what happens to that $30.  The owner keeps $25, the clerk gets $2 and the guys get $3 back.



Hey, that adds up fine.



Now let's look at the second way.



How much money did they end up paying?  Well $27, and $25 of it went to the owner and $2 to the clerk. 



Hey, that adds up too.



The problem with the question is that the $2 that the clerk gets are contained in the $27 that they end up paying so we shouldn't expect them to add to anything meaningful.



**~**
TBC .... How far will Bess run?  And what about the money issues ... how will they handle such a mundane, but still extremely challenging, threat?  More to come.
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