
“Why?” Ciaran wailed. “Why would you do all that for me?”
“Everyone makes mistakes when they are young. Some continue to make them as they get older. And everybody should have a second chance. A clean slate to start again. We are offering you that, but it also means commitment from you. We need you to grow up, and fast. You will be treated as a man, with the responsibilities of a man. We want you to protect us and take care of us. It’s our job to help you grow. Not the spitting image of your father, but towards a good man. One that draws self-assurance from his own actions, his own money, and his own achievements.” 
Sylvia added: “We know we're asking a lot of you right now. Think before you commit. And now I'm going to push those beds together, and Zuz and I are going to catch up on some sleep. If you stay up, it might be better to leave the room, because we're going to make it as dark as we can.”
It didn’t take long for us to fall asleep. I have no idea if he stayed or not while we slept. I don’t care either. We needed it. My phone beeped at 15:30. We took a quick shower. Ciaran looked up from his phone.
“I have booked an appointment for you in the hospital tomorrow morning to have an antibiotic shot, and for Zuzanna to have her eyes checked.”
“That’s very sweet of you, but neither is necessary. My eyes are much better now.”
A stubborn look in Ciaran's eyes. “I don’t care. You are both going to the hospital tomorrow.” 
I nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Lots of questions in the hospital. None of them were we particularly eager to answer. Sylvia got her antibiotic pills. I received eye drops to soothe my still stinging, red eyes. Ciaran accompanied us to the hospital, carrying €120,000 in cash in his backpack. It was heavier than you might think, but he carried it without complaint. I don't think he still couldn't believe he carried this money. 
After our hospital visit, we returned to our hotel room.
“Call your friends and tell them we're coming to bring you money,” I said.
“I don't have those guys' numbers.”
“Then call your bookie and have him make an appointment.”
“I don't know if he has their number.”
I was getting a little impatient. “Of course he has their number, Ciaran. How else could he have contacted them to lend you that money?”
Ciaran contacted his bookie, requesting a call back after the bookie had reached out to them. 
“What is a busy public place in Edinburgh that attracts many people?” Sylvia asked Ciaran.
“The mall. St James Quarter.”
“Okay. So, the food court of St James Quarter tomorrow 15:00 hours. Tell them you have the money. Don’t agree with other more shady places to make the exchange. Tell them it’s now or never.” Sylvia was good at instructions. 
“Let’s go now. It will take us some ten hours to get back to Edinburgh. Staying here would mean a long trip tomorrow; therefore, it’s better to check into a hotel there. I aim to get enough rest so I’m alert for the meeting tomorrow.” I suggested. 
“You are not going in there with me. I will go alone. It’s my fault, you have been through enough.” Ciaran said.
“We have something to settle with those boys as well, tough guy.” Sylvia said. 
We took turns driving back to Edinburgh. Ciaran had got a call in the car and arranged to meet those guys. He'd surprisingly resisted the pressure they put on him to meet somewhere in an industrial estate parking lot. There was still hope. 
“How about we just drive home instead of a hotel?” he asked us mid-trip.
“I'm not even thinking about going back home with the chance of those guys waiting for us there. An anonymous hotel is the best option right now, believe me,” I said. The beautiful scenery wasn’t for us this time; we spent most of our time off the road sleeping. A concrete plan of attack was something we had yet to devise. Our close relationship meant Sylvia and I had enough trust to take on this task confidently. Sylvia called Ciaran's boss and lied to him, saying he was sick and hoped to be back at work tomorrow. Maybe it wasn't a lie after all, because Ciaran looked ill.
We searched for and found a reasonably priced, mid-range hotel near the shopping centre. Even though we'd rested, the need for lots of sleep remained. After a refreshing shower, we went to bed early. Poor Ciaran, who went to bed early as well. The next day at breakfast, he looked even more pathetic when we announced that since we were close to the mall, we could go shopping. We declined his generous offer to do something else. Keeping a close eye on him and his backpack was our priority all day.
We chose two matching skirts, both floor-length and fashioned from a delightfully cosy material. It was only to be expected that Sylvia wore it much better than I did, a reality I had long since accepted. Our “poor blind girl” performance was once again a great success. Sandor called us with the good news that my house had been sold. The property was snapped up for a staggering €6,000 over my asking price, even before it officially hit the market. The housing market was so fiercely competitive then that buyers escalated their offers simply to get noticed for the scarce homes on the market. I hadn’t expected feeling such a pang of longing for my small house, but with the sale now completed, letting go proved surprisingly tough. That surprised me; I’d never been much for houses; they were just a collection of bricks and mortar and nothing much else. The house contained so many memories and Johan’s presence, which made me feel sad about leaving it. Sylvia sensed my melancholy and put her arm around me. We soon discussed all sorts of practical matters that needed to be arranged remotely before the house could be vacated. Sandor and his wives were a tremendous help. I invited him to stay with us as soon as he could make time.
Then came the time for the rapists to join us at our table. We were sitting in an Indian restaurant in the back, which was quiet at this hour. Too late for lunch, too early for dinner. Even though I was calm on the outside, I was seething inside. I had no idea how I would react if I saw them again. Would all that fear return? Would I be able to stand up to them? Only one way to find out. The only way was straight through the fire.
I will not lie, when the three of them walked up, I had chills running down my spine. Sylvia beside me was as imperturbable as ever, looking them straight in the eye, no trace of fear or intimidation. That gave me strength.
“Well, well, well. Couldn't you do it alone, boy? Did you have to bring your mothers?” The leader of the gang sneered.
“We came to give you a choice. Think well before you say something.” I said to him. “Either we go to the police with a full hospital report and show them the camera footage from the bedroom, or you take your money and get out of our lives with the promise that if I will ever see you again, you’d rather take a walk.” The unwavering power of my voice surprised me. Most people said I always spoke so softly and gently. I didn't get angry easily, but once I did, Sylvia always said I was not to be trifled with.
“We have the money with us. 120.000 in small bills.” Ciaran said. I glared at him with dismay. He was there to keep his mouth shut, nothing more.
“120k won’t be enough. With interest, it’s 130.000 now.” The main villain looked triumphant; the debt-increasing profit model was the essence of crime.
“Okay, Let’s go. I hope you find your time in jail as amusing.” I said and stood up. Sylvia followed. 
“Easy now. Have I mentioned this one squirted when I came in her ass?” he bragged to Ciaran, pointing at Sylvia. Ciaran looked even paler than before. “We might settle for 120k if there is real money in that bag. Come to our car so we can properly count it.”
“Hell no. If you want to count it, you can count it here. You!” I said in a raised voice to the boy who had been standing outside when the rape took place. “Come with us.” I grabbed the bag from Ciaran's hands and followed Syl to the accessible toilet. It's bigger than a regular toilet and attracts less attention. Syl and I had already checked it out before those idiots showed up. Without waiting to see if he'd follow us, we were already on our way. I looked back and saw the leader of the group following us. We'd expected that. There was enough anger in us that the two of us could handle that bastard.
“Sit,” I said, pointing at the toilet. I threw the backpack at him. “Count.” Counting took him 25 minutes. Halfway through, someone rattled the door.
"Get lost!" he shouted.
Behind the closed door, a woman also got angry. Imagine being in a wheelchair and the only restroom you can use being occupied by a money-hungry asshole. Finally, he put the money back in the bag. 
“It’s there, but it’s not enough. I’m missing 10000.”
“Stop this nonsense. I'd say we've already more than paid our interest in kind. It's this or jail. And be glad you're getting this, because you know as well as I do you hadn't factored that in. And everything inside us still hurts enough to convince any police doctor to arrest you, along with the footage.”
“I want the footage and to delete it from your phone.” He said.
“Forget it. The phone footage has long been secured abroad. Ever heard of the cloud? You stay away from us and Ciaran. If not, you'll be in jail the next day.” Unexpectedly, I was standing on his left, and Sylvia was simultaneously on his right, the Dyneema chain that could lift tons without breaking, against his throat. 
“Do we have a deal, asshole?” I growled.
“Yes, yes, we have settled the debt.”
“Good. Take your goons with you and get out of our lives, for now and always.” 
We backed away, and without looking back, he opened the door. The one in dire need had apparently found another solution, because no one was waiting outside. When we walked outside, we saw him signalling to the other two idiots. They had Ciaran hemmed in on both sides, preventing him from moving. He'd been the hostage to protect the big man. The hero in his socks.
Within 20 seconds, they were out the door, bag and all. We waited until we were with Ciaran before the release hit. So much pent-up tension came out at once. Sylvia and I hugged tightly and pulled poor Ciaran in. We exchanged high fives, kissed each other and Ciaran on the mouth, and did a ridiculous dance in the Indian restaurant.
Sylvia looked at Ciaran. “We want to get ridiculously drunk tonight. Are you in? You'll regret it terribly tomorrow, but tonight we have something to celebrate.”
Ciaran looked at us as if we were crazy. “You've just lost €120,000. What's to celebrate?” he wondered, flabbergasted.
“Perhaps we can buy some more clothes first? A party dress?” I asked Sylvia.
“Buying clothes is always good,” Sylvia smiled.
“No way, I am going with you to another shop.” Ciaran said. 
We held him between us, our arms around his, the chain dangling on his back. Sylvia looked at him with twinkling eyes. What a difference from the worn-out woman of a few months ago. "Then off to the liquor store. Is there anything you don't like?"
Not since high school have I been this drunk. I remember little about that evening. I remember little about the night either. I do remember waking up in a hotel room that smelled of sex and had sticky semen on my thighs. Sylvia wasn't in much better shape and was also lying in a wet spot. My luck. I'd had sex with a handsome young boy, and I couldn't remember a thing about it. Spooned between us was young Ciaran. He looked more handsome than ever. He had a more than decent-sized cock. Nice and thick. Thicker than Johan, God bless his soul. Crusted semen in his pubic hair, he looked like a regular faun. Except for the horns. 
Some people wake up drunk with a splitting headache. Luckily, I didn't have that problem. I was very thirsty, though, and I really needed to pee. Really badly. And if I got up, Sylvia had to get up too. This was our way, with an unbreakable chain between us. A chain on which Ciaran was lying. So he had to wake up as well when I sat up.
“Come on, Romeo, if you don't want the bed to get even wetter, I really have to get up to pee.” I smiled at him. He just moaned and buried his face into Sylvia’s little titties. 
“What?” He suddenly seemed to realise with whom he was in bed and how many clothes we all had on. None. He groaned and grabbed his head with two hands. 
“Poor boy,” I teased. Waking up after a night of debauchery, only to find out that he fucked two old ladies. 
“WHAT?” He looked at his soiled dick. “Oh, God,” he moaned and buried herself under the covers. Sylvia and I did what we had to do together in the shower, a habit we'd developed to prevent one of us from peeing at her leisure while the other was hopping next to the toilet. We learned the hard way to be efficient. 
“Don’t tease the poor boy so much and stop talking so loud,” grumbled Sylvia. Another one who couldn't handle her drink. So I ordered room service breakfast with painkillers and a couple of bottles of water. Out of respect for my roommates, I kept all my hilarious comments to myself. At 10:30, housekeeping came to kick us out of our room if we didn't want to book an extra day. We refused, loaded up our things, and headed home. For the first time, it occurred to me that now that I no longer owned a house, I might be able to renovate this one into my home. That immediately made me feel better. 
Ciaran in the backseat also came to life.
“What happened last night?”
I almost said, “Don’t you remember we had amazing sex?” but I managed to refrain. Perhaps Sylvia's almost deadly gaze had helped.
“What do you think happened?” Sylvia asked gently.
“Obviously, we must have had sex. Oh, I'm so sorry. I was drunk, which is no excuse, but I can't remember anything about it.”
“That's a shame, because I still remember everything. You were so good and so powerful yesterday, I called you my sex god, remember that?” I lied. 
“No.” The look of horror on his face intensified as if he suddenly remembered something. “What if… What if I made one of you pregnant?”
This time, I really couldn't contain my laughter. Sylvia even erupted in laughter. Every time one of us stopped, we just had to look at each other and burst out laughing again.
“Sorry, that’s not very nice of us. We didn't mean to make fun of you, really, but it came out so funny. Women between 45 and 55 enter menopause and can no longer get pregnant. Rest assured, though your concern is appreciated.” I said. 
I looked at him in the mirror. Relief, shame, and anger fought for priority. “Look, I can only speak for myself, but I find it very flattering that a handsome guy like you still finds a woman my age desirable.” And woman with my looks, I was thinking, but refrained from saying out loud. 
“But you're both beautiful,” he said convincingly.
“That's just the post-coitus talking.” I changed the subject. "Do you really think we're rid of these guys now?"
“Yeah, I think so. When you left, the two people sitting next to me suddenly lost all their toughness. I think they were really upset about that video you had up your sleeve.” Ciaran said.
“No sleeve, Ciaran. No sleeve, no video. But it’s nice that even you thought there was one.”
“Oh, wow, man. Wow! Remind me not to piss you guys off.”
“Don't worry. It will happen someday. But we can count on you. We're counting on your promise to do your utmost to win the bet with your father. You deserve to win.” I said. Sylvia looked at me sideways. Don't tell me I'm going a bit overboard, bitch. I know that myself. It just comes naturally; I haven't had this feeling in a long time. This might be the first time I've felt this way about a man.
We made a stopover in Perth and bought two mattresses that the company could deliver the same day.
Finally, we arrived home. I realised as we pulled into our driveway on the way to our house; I started feeling at home in Scotland. Such nice people all around us, the rugged landscape, the silence, not people everywhere around you, like in my motherland. Not only was the house small, perhaps too small, but its remote location and lack of communication facilities meant that some work still needed to be done. But that didn't matter. We could have an extension built. Our security could be strengthened. We had options.
“Ciaran,” I said after we had settled in again. “I want your advice on safety matters. Could you make a list of things we need to make this house safer, so we will never again have to be afraid something like this happening again?” 
Ciaran instantly grew a few centimetres. No, not there, you perverts. I hoped that if I addressed him as ‘the man of the house’, he would take responsibility. While we were busy airing out the house and sweeping up the broken items, Ciaran was busy drawing up plans for how the house could be made more secure. They delivered the mattresses in the evening. We thanked not only the company, but the Lord himself for this. I couldn't bear the thought of having to sleep on the old ones for another night.
“Ciaran?”
“Yes, Zuz?” He called me Zuz. How cute was that?
“Could you clear a spot where we can burn the mattresses tonight, without setting the woods on fire?”
“Sure, where do you want to do that?”
“Somewhere there,” I waved vaguely to a spot to the right.
“Darling…?” Sylvia whispered.
I walked back to the house. I made a decision. Not a decision I'd thought long about. That wasn't for me. I thought long and hard about everything. Except now.
"I've decided to go for it. For far too long, I've done what others asked of me. This time, I'm being selfish. I'm sorry, Syl. If he wants me, he can have me, body and soul. This is the last time in my life I'll get a chance at love, and I won't let it slip away. Even if it's unwise, even if it might hurt you, I have to do it, Syl. I would never forgive myself if I let this chance slip away too."
“He’s young, Zuz. He's not the kind of man who will stick with you for long. At some point, he'll choose someone his own age and abandon you. I don't want anyone, especially him, to hurt you.”
“What do you mean, ‘surely not him?” I asked indignantly.
“I hate to remind you, but you just paid one-third of the value of your house to a boy that was stupid enough to bet way over his head. Even when you are as young as he is, he should have known better. He’s spoiled rotten.”
“His mother indulged him in everything.” I objected.
“Literally. In Everything.”
You don't need me to remind you he hinted at incest with his mother. That wasn't forgotten. Damn, why did everything have to be so complicated? “That's not what I meant. I meant she provided him with unlimited financial support, so he could rightly assume she would continue paying his debts, just as she always had.” At that, Sylvia shut up. I hate that. I've done it many times myself when I've disagreed with Johan, but that doesn't mean she can do that with me. It's winning an argument by keeping silent. That’s the worst. It drains the fuel from the discussion and ignites my fury.
“I…” Just in time, I shut up. My best friend was trying to protect me, not to attack me. It wouldn’t be fair to lash out at her.
“You can say it, I can take it,” she challenged.
“No, I won’t,” I said, calm again. “I know you mean well, and I shouldn’t say things I don’t mean. I love you, Sylvia, I always have. Let's not bicker about a man. Your friendship is worth more to me.”
We walked inside, and I grabbed a pot of red watercolour paint from the storage room and a large brush, which I set up by the door. I looked at Sylvia, “What do you think? Should we make dinner?”
After a quiet dinner, it was already half dark outside. We walked towards the mattresses. Cian had cleared a circle around them. He had neatly swept branches, leaves, and other forest debris to the side. 
“Well done,” I said. “Tell us to strip naked.”
“What?”
“Humour me.” I said, smiling at him.
“Very well then, strip.”
“No. Command us to strip without a shred of clothing.”
“Strip, you… bitches!”
We did. Sylvia looked at me like a spectator looks at Rembrandt's Night Watch. But she took off her clothes as well. 
I handed over the can of red paint with the brush. “Make a straight line from my forehead to my crotch. Skip nothing. Then do the same with Sylvia.” 
Silently, he dipped the brush into the paint and started at my hairline. Then, down the bridge of my nose. I closed my eyes to keep the paint from getting in there. One can of drops was enough; I didn't need a second. Then, over my pursed lips, down my chin and neck. Between my breasts, across my stomach, straight to my pubic hair. It felt cold in the air. Without delay; he repeated the process with Sylvia. I was pleased to see her hair growing back. That bald head was hideous. It was more erotic to look at than to be the object myself. I stood very still to let the paint dry thoroughly. Ciaran was now certain his mentors had lost their minds. I didn't find that surprising. 
I said to him in a low voice, “You may refuse if you wish, but we would very much appreciate it if you would also undress so that we could paint the ritual paintings on you as well.” 
He hesitated for a year or two, then shrugged and took off his clothes until he was as naked as both of us. I looked at the centre of his being. It was the first time I saw him in my full consciousness. Also, the first time in full erectness. Even without feeling it, it felt good. I took the brush and drew a line from his hair. I giggled like a schoolgirl. Between his eyes, over his stubble. His cheeks matched the red paint well. Down his firm chin. He looked strong. And young. Over his chest and flat stomach towards his penis. I took my time to coat his erect penis well. After a moment's hesitation, I painted his balls as well. The hairs of the brush against his balls caused his dick to dance involuntarily up and down. I kissed the red paint on his lips. 
“Thank you. I can't express how much I appreciate your cooperation. Now could you paint both Sylvia’s and my right breast red. It doesn’t matter if it runs a bit downwards; make it nice and wet.”
He did. It felt nice. I walked towards the bedding; Sylvia followed a step behind me. I pressed my red-painted breast on the mattress. Sylvia followed my lead. It left two round red stains on the pale blue bed. I went to Ciaran and grabbed his right hand in mine; Sylvia took his left hand, making a perfect triangle. 
“Today we burn the mattresses that have caused us so much pain. In the scorching fire, we leave them behind. We let all the memories associated with them burn to ashes. Purified by fire, we will emerge stronger than we were. Let this fire be a bonfire where we celebrate that we are more connected to each other than ever before. Ciaran, would you do us the honour of setting fire to this pile and keeping it burning?”
Ciaran used a jerrycan of gasoline; he poured it over the mattresses. He used a branch to set it on fire, which he lit with a lighter. With a whoosh, the gasoline ignited and quickly spread to the mattresses. Our new mattresses were flame-retardant; these clearly weren't. Flames crackle and leap upward, casting shifting light onto our faces and the surrounding trees. The warmth felt nice now that darkness had chilled the air. I started to dance slowly, swayed my body, lifted my arms, forcing Sylvia to join me. We danced around the fire, faster and faster, our nude bodies lit with orange and gold light. We danced together and around each other, celebrating our freedom from pain and humiliation. The paint on our bodies was a costume; the fire felt healing. We were our own Masters of our universe. If Sylvia wanted pain or humiliation, it was by her choice, and by her choice only. What these guys had done deserved no reward. But Ciaran had voluntarily entered into this obligation, and so the debt had to be repaid. What you owe must be repaid no matter how painful or how high the price may be. It’s called honour and integrity. 
Burning the past also offers opportunities for the future. Perhaps I would create a new home out of these ashes, instead of holding on the distant memories. We stopped dancing after 20 minutes when the fire only smouldered. 
“Can you do us a favour, Ciaran?” I asked. He nodded.
“Can you piss the fire out?” He roared with laughter and did his duty.
“Well done. Would you mind fucking me now? Hard?” I asked him politely. 

