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There should have been a grandfather clock in the house. Tabs didn’t know why she was thinking that. She also didn’t know why she never thought it before. She sat there on the couch. Too anxious to turn on the TV. Too anxious to sleep. She looked over at the chair where the green haired vole was perched. Reclined, yet not at all relaxed. Her eyes scanning over a tablet with a burning focus.


“Shouldn’t you be doing homework?” Tabs asked


“Hmm?” Amy blinked, not really bothering to look up


“Homework. You’re in college, right?”

“Yeah” Amethyst nodded her head slowly. The girl looking up over the rim of the tablet.


“I mean back when I was in college they gave us a ton of books. Tons of homework every god damn day, too. Like people don’t have to work or something.” Tabs sighed almost wistfully as she slumped into the divot her body had forged into the couch.  “It was seriously worse than high school. I’m pretty sure at least some of that shit was still in the back of my old car for years until I traded it in.”

Amy said nothing. Instead simply giving her tablet a little wave in the air.


Tabs blinked. “Oh, right.” she nodded. Naturally all the books were digital now. Why wouldn’t they be? Not that some dumb ass gym teacher would really know that.


Again things fell quiet. Tabs shifting and shuffling every now and then as she tried to get comfortable and maybe sleep again. Every once in a while her eyes went to her phone. Kathoey had texted her far too many times. It was beyond worrying at this point. A small sliver of her wondered if she should text back. Not that she should. Not that it was good for the poor sissy. She was already wasting other people’s time at Helga’s behest. Her whole life had been a waste of time and resources from others. But the way the wah was acting? The way the poor thing had fawned over his ‘Mistress’ and was now breaking down trying to scream for her attention? 


“The fuck did I do.” Tabs muttered to herself. She set the phone back down and started to grab around for her remote. 


Amethyst snorted the air but said nothing. She continued to go over the tablet. Only barely hiding her growing resentment the longer things went on. Tabs turned to the TV and tried to find something that would help distract her. Each show only seemed to make the vole more agitated. The scrawny punk girl didn’t say anything. But each time Tabs clicked she could see the consternation building on the girls face.


Part of the wolverine wondered if she should stop. The other part, the one she was apparently listening to, took a small bit of sadistic pleasure in the annoyance she forced on the vole.


That elation ended as Amethyst looked to her again. A hateful, rueful glare though narrowed eyes. “I don’t want to be here.” She said firmly. “Mistress needs sleep, and I’m calling in a huge favor from my boss. Normally if you try to call in this quick they can your ass.”

Tabs deflated. The submissive girl having somehow bitch-slapped the sadism out of the wolverine. Though Tabs had no idea if it was sadism or just pettiness. “Sorry.” She found herself slightly shocked that she meant it as she said those words. The wolverine woman turned off the TV and shifted herself back on the couch taking a few deep, sullen breaths.


“Don’t you have something to do?” Amy half barked


“Not really.” Tabs sighed “If I try going anywhere Helga will freak out. Not that I wanna do anything anyways. Honestly if there were booze in the house I’d probably just drink again. I’m guessing you’re not gonna be down for going to a bar?”

“I don‘t go to bars.” Amy snapped bluntly “School and life were hard enough before I was old enough for it. I don’t see why I’d spend my last stretch of college fucking it all up by drinking when I got a good thing going finally.”

Tabs nodded. She’d forgotten. Or maybe she didn’t know? Had she asked? She knew how old Kathoey was. And Justine. Those two couldn’t have been more than a few years younger than this vole. Something about that set Helga’s teeth on edge. The injustice of it all. The unfairness of Helga getting to have her cute little toys while Tabs was a monster for it. How much difference could one see in a few years?


“A lot.” She muttered to herself, laughing bitterly.


Amethyst looked up from her tablet and tilted her head. One ear cocking from under her asymmetrical cut of green head fur.


Tabs’ grin grew and she glanced over at the girl. “Just thinking. How old are you anyways?”

“Twenty.” Amy made little effort to hide her annoyance as she replied.


“Twenty.” Tabs scoffed. “ya know, when I was your age, your Mistress and I. I think that was about the time we used to run unmarked gun parts between this guy in Colorado and these crazies in Montana. Hrist wasn’t all too keen on it at first. They paid well, though. Plus it wasn’t like they were actually using that shit. Allison’s the one who saved our ass back then with all that. She recognized something was up with the guys shop when we went to nab a load. We tore ass out of there. Checked it up later, he got busted. Apparently sold out the whoever-they-were to save his ass. Guys actually folded without firing a shot when the ATF showed according to the paper.”

“Why… are you telling me this?” Amethyst wanted to be annoyed. She was also scared. The seemingly random story unnerving her to no end.


Tabs smiled as she realized what she’d done, and she hated herself for it. “Nah it’s nothing. Just thinking out loud I guess. Your age. That time of your life. It’s different for everyone. It’s like someone just takes life and stomps on the accelerator. Fuck, by the time I was in your shoes I was old enough to be a mom and not have it be weird. Not that I am, mind you. At least not that I know of. But I coulda been. Instead of sitting there with a bunch of kids outta high school learning how to write a basic syllabus.”

The girl didn’t seem to care what Tabs had to say. Or if she did, she didn’t want to give the older woman the satisfaction of showing her. That was disappointing. But Tabs knew she was horrible for being disappointed at that. This poor girl was having her day fucked up because of the wolverine.


So instead Tabs slumped down and turned the TV on to something quiet and low key. Some inane droning bunch of home repair fluff. It didn’t fix the fact that nothing she did was making her feel genuinely happy. But at the very least it would hopefully make the poor vole feel like she was accomplishing something as a damn babysitter.

--------------------


Tabs was frustrated. She watched Jo carefully as the two stood there in the seldom-used kitchen. The feline who currently served as unwanted company was busy quickly moving a barely-used chef knife though half of an onion. Chopping it up before tossing it into the waiting slow cooker.


“I thought we were gonna work on my bike.” Tabs sighed


“After we get dinner started.” Jo chided. A bundle of various herbs moved up in front of her as she Began to chop them far aster than Tabs could even keep up. By the time she got to butchering the meat, Tabs was already leaned back against the counter and watching. If she was supposed to be paying attention, Jo was going to be disappointed.


“Normally I just order a pizza or a sandwich or something. Well ok, ‘normally’ I go out and get it because delivery fees suck.” Tabs scoffed


“Exactly.” Jo muttered “Your diet is shit. You drink all the time. I’m guessing you aren’t taking any supplements. There’s an order to these things for a reason, Tabs. First you eat a balanced meal, then you clean up the kitchen. Finish one task, then move on to the next.” 


The not on cleaning held a bit of a barb for Tabs as she looked around at the dusty and grody yet shockingly unused hunk of linoleum and Formica she called a kitchen.


“That sounds like way more work.” Tabs sighed.


“Being an adult takes work.” Jo corrected “If you want to be happy you need to take the details seriously. Eat right. Exercise. Cut back on the bad shit. Measure out your time and your money. Have a plan.” Soon the various bits of meat and vegetation the bobcat had cut up were all tossed into a slow cooker she’d found unused in the top of Tabs’ pantry. Probably a house warming gift or something. The wolverine had forgotten it was even there.


“So now while this cooks, we can start cleaning up your kitchen. Then head out and see about tuning up that engine of yours.” Jo clapped her hands and started to fill the sink with hot water. She moved down to the cupboards below the sink, then winced as she opened them. “Where do you keep your cleaning stuff?”

Tabs reached over her and grabbed the dish soap, holding up the bottle of unnaturally blue liquid.


The feline rolled her eyes, took the bottle and dumped a healthy squirt into the hot water. She then grabbed a roll of paper towel and wetted a wad made of several strips before passing it off to Tabs.


“Here. Get wiping. I’m not going to do all this for you.”

Tabs winced at the command and shook her head. She began, though with a bitter reluctance she made no effort to hide. “Aren’t you supposed to be like, watching over me or something?” Tabs grumbled “You know, so Hrist doesn’t have to spend all day every day freaking out about me?”

“You’re in a rut.” Jo corrected “It’s easier if we just fix that. Get you in a healthy routine and a good headspace. It’s high time you got it all down.”

“Dawn and Debbie just wanted to play Risk.” Tabs sighed while she continued to wipe the oddly sticky grit off of the cabinets.


“I donno what that has to do wit me.” Jo shrugged. The woman already having gone over the cupboards and work surface to the left of the oven, and working on the oven itself now.


The two women worked in near silence for what felt like hours to tabs. It wasn’t. Hell she imagined it was only fifteen minutes. But then Tabs had been on the giving end of ‘making people do shit so it feels like it takes forever’ long enough now. She knew how the brain played that little trick.


“Kids doing fine, by the way.” Jo noted


“Who, Just-er Justin?” Tabs winced as she found herself having to correct the implicit use of the sissy name for the little bitch boy.


“Yeah. Apparently decided he wants to try and do college. Honestly kinda shocked he wasn’t doing that in the first place. But I told him I was proud of him. Also busting his ass harder on the days he works.”

Tabs snorted and bit back a small laugh fit. “You can work someone harder? I thought you always pushed people to the brink. Hard ass business owner like you gotta squeeze em for every penny.”

“You work people too hard then they break.” Jo corrected “I push people hard as I do because it’s the only way to stay afloat. But if this kid is gonna try for an Engineering degree then I want to be able to send him off with a letter to see if they’ll take that as some work experience and knock off some of the credits he needs.”

“You could do that without working him harder.” Tabs noted


Jo cocked her eye and shook her head “We both know I can’t. I’m not gonna lie. All the shit we did. I’m not going to make any more ‘little compromises’ in life.”

Compromises. The word felt funny when Tabs actually stopped to think about it. Such a small thing. Was that all she was really doing? Making compromises? Suddenly the woman wondered if her friend hated her deep down. If Jo was doing this because it was what Tabs deserved.


No. That was a stupid thought, Tabs realized. A stupid thought from a stupid woman who was lucky as hell to have friends like this. She redoubled her cleaning efforts, if only to avoid disappointing yet another person she didn’t deserve.


“You have a serious lack of Tupperware here.” Jo sighed while digging in the cabinets “We really gotta fix that for you.”

“I told you I don’t cook.” Tabs corrected.


“Yea.” Jo noted “But you’re gonna.”
--------------------


Rebecca was the one Tabs had been dreading. She half expected the pup to come in and demand a dommie session or sexy times. Things Tabs absolutely wasn‘t in the mood to provide right now. A part of her also wondered if the girl would be pissed at how she‘d treated the lil punk Vole the day before. Not that Tabs didn‘t deserve it.


Instead the wolverine woman found herself dragged almost literally into her home gym. A possibility she had not prepared for. One that made her feel even more anxious than the others she‘d considered.


“I don‘t really think I‘m in the mood to exercise.” Tabs sighed


“Oh come on. The stuff you have here is actually ‘nice‘! It‘s better than some of the gyms that I’ve been in.” Rebecca murred happily. It may have been a performance. If it was then it was a good one. Then again Tabs was just now realizing she hadn‘t spent enough time around Rebecca to know for sure either way.


“So what‘s your routine?” The pity squealed as she stood there in the midst of things. The girl sporting a tight green workout top and some simple shorts.


Tabs shrugged. She wasn‘t dressed for this. She was hardly dressed at all. A tee shirt and jeans, along with a sports bra, which was usually what she wore instead when she worked out. That ‘When‘ becoming less frequent of late.


“I don‘t really plan anything. I just… do stuff.” Tabs shrugged “Whatever I‘m feeling like I wanna do at that moment. Sometimes it‘s the shit I made the kids do in gym that day. Usually when teaching weight training. Heh, scrawny as he is Flannery does pretty good on the leg press. Then we got Mills and his whole obsessive shit with situps.” She winced and shook her head. The last thing Tabs needed to do was think about the boys in her class. That had caused enough trouble already.


Rebecca stood in stunned silence for a moment. Her nose wrinkling as she processed the idea. “So you just, work whatever? What about this?” She moved up to the heavy bag and gave it a tap


“What about it?” Tabs shrugged


The bag was worn down. It wasn‘t that old and Tabs was the only one who used it. But she used it enough that it already had tape wrap in a few spots.


The most recent ‘guest‘ took the liberty of throwing a few precise jabs at the thing. Her smile growing, then fading as she shook her head and slumped “I don‘t really like doing this stuff. But like, you clearly use the heavy bag a lot. You don‘t have a speed bag though. So what‘s your usual routine with it?”

“I get mad.” Tabs said plainly “Then I hit it.”

“T-that‘s it?” Rebecca blinked


“Is there more too it?” Tabs shrugged


Feeling a small tingle of annoyance, Tabs pulled herself over to the bag and channeled that anger into a punch. Her arm twisted far faster than her size and build should have suggested. No ready stance was taken. The mechanics of her body a horrible mess of loping and twisting that somehow still kept her on balance and put enough force into the bag to knock it back a good way.


“You’re gonna hurt yourself doing that!” Rebecca yelped


“Prolly.” Tabs shrugged. She threw another punch. Then another. Her fist hammered roughly where someone‘s gut may be. Then the face. Then a series of blows to what might be someone‘s shoulder. The reluctance melted away bit by bit and soon the wolverine was hammering herself down with hard canvas-sheering thuds. The bag rattled and tugged on its chains with each hit as the woman pushed it back though sheer unrestrained brutality.


Rebecca could see the imagined foe Tabs was fighting. She could see someone with their shoulder now hammered into swollen uselessness. Ribs cracked. Blows that would have rung a bell or three smashing the head so hard that there would have been a concussion even if it didn‘t get near the ‘button‘. The point at the end of someone‘s muzzle that all but assured a very dangerous but effective knockout.


“Ok ok, stop. Stop it.” Rebecca yelped as she pulled hard on Tabs‘ shoulder. Only her own quick reflexes ensured the girl was able to dodge a purely reflexive elbow shot back at her head. The pitty got Tabs away from the bag, looking up in awestruck confusion at the older woman.


Tabs herself only barely registered this as she struggled to catch her breath.


“I don‘t know what you were doing just there, but you‘re gonna break your fists.” The girl chided. “You didn‘t warm up. You didn‘t stretch. Your form is just, all over the place. You’re losing so much power. So so much power. You don‘t even have basic gloves to avoid breaking your fingers” The rant was cut off by a finger pushing to Rebecca’s lips. Tabs’ face having grown dark and grim.


“Helga would fucking wreck you in a real fight.”

“What?” Rebecca blinked “I don’t-”

“What you used to do isn’t fighting, kid. In a real fight you’re looking to make sure a fucker can’t get back up again. It’s not about points or a ’knock out’. You hurt someone. Bad as you can. Sometimes it goes too far.” The wolverine looked down at her hands. It was so easy to imagine the blood on them. Her mind found it so very easy to draw up the feeling of grit and sand under her knees. The leather and bare fur of something that had been alive only moments ago. The smell of gunpowder and cold desert air in the dead of night.


To once again see the blood on the back of her knuckles.


Tabs wasn’t sure when she’d moved to sit on the weight bench. Something told her Rebecca had helped, but she’d simply have to take the word of her instincts for that.


“Sorry.” She muttered, staring at the floor. Each breath feeling as if it would pound its way out of her head as she tried to will her heart into something she could stand feeling. 


“No, I’m sorry.” Rebecca muttered. The panic in her voice clear, if kept in some kind of check.


“Why… why don’t you warm yourself up and start with the leg press.” The words were Ms. Blake the Gym teacher. Not Tabs. But they were what came out as she just found herself staring at the floor. Rebecca may have done that.  She may have been calling Helga again. She didn‘t really know. At this point she didn‘t really care.

--------------------


“Prow.. Brrrrow. Rrrrraaagh. Stomp stomp stomp. Oh no! Look out, it’s the big metal dragon monster!”

“It’s called a Heldrake” Tabs sighed as she watched Allison continuing to move the minis around. Wiggling them back and forth as she had the deamonettes fleeing from the rampaging dragon-thing. Moving them around the way one might with toy soldiers. Which, as Tabs was loathe to admit, they kinda were.


“Really?” Allison snickered “Looks like someone drew a turkey in a Heavy Metal comic.”

“Yeah, well, be careful with it. Thing cost me eighty bucks.” Tabs muttered


“Eighty bucks?” The bunny blinked and looked the mini over again, her nose scrunching almost as if she was sniffing it to see if it were spoiled. “Man, you’d think for that much they would have done a better job painting it.”

“’I’ painted it!” Tabs almost bellowed now. Her body shuddering and creaking as she forced herself to sit up on the couch.


Allison grinned in faux fear and leaned back, throwing her hands up. She was still holding the pose even as Helga walked into the room.


“Do I even want to know?” The pig muttered


“She’s not sharing her toys. You’re the babysitter. Ground her” Allison whined the words in a childish sing-song. The two other women rolling their eyes almost in unison.


Helga helped the bunny woman stand and sighed, patting her on the back “Ok, Time to tag out. Thanks for doing this again.”

“Sure you don’t need me?” Allison’s tone was still playful, but earnest now. The desire to help and shades of worry clear on her face.


Helga’s own scowl softened a bit at that. She gripped her friend’s shoulder and simply nodded. The two women giving each other a quick hug before Allison made her way out, waving to the nonplused Tabs tucked down in her couch still.


Only when the bunny had left did Helga push Tabs’ legs off of the couch and thwump herself down beside her, grabbing the remote and turning on the TV.


“So can I at least have some booze back?” Tabs muttered “If you guys want to do an intervention you probably should have all come at once or something.”

“This isn’t that kind of intervention.” Helga grunted


“I didn’t know there were different kinds.” Tabs scoffed


Helga turned to her friend and scowled a bit. The urge to reach out and grab the wolverine was clearly there. Her arms were crossed, and when Tabs looked over finally she could see the pigs digits nearly digging bloody little nicks into the tattooed flesh of the opposite arm. 


The founder of the Valkyries wasn’t like Tabs. She was calm. She was collected. She was slow to anger. But that anger scared Tabs to no end. When it came, nothing stopped it.


“This isn’t an intervention.” Helga muttered “We’re here to make sure you don’t kill yourself.”

“And how do you know when I’m ‘safe’ then?” Tabs balked back. “I mean we’ve been at this basically all weekend. Plus I think you used up all of my sick days. Not that I give that much of a shit but I’m sure the bitch cat is going to use that as another reason I should just be fired.”

“I can’t know.” Helga finally grunted “We both know that. I won’t let you die. Not if I can help it. I’m a selfish bitch and I’m not losing you. Especially not like this. But I can’t fix you either.”

Tabs could feel her resentment draining from her. The fight that had stirred in the back of her head was already fading. The fear of a fight with Helga replaced with a far worse fear. Her heart aching at the deep disappointment in her road sister’s voice.


“I Don’t want to die. Not really. I just want it to stop.” Tabs slumped as she let the words out. Words that shocked even her. “I fucked those boys over in a moment of horny weakness. I was thinking with my dick… no, that’s not all of it either. I just, I guess I was jealous.”

“Jealous?” Helga blinked 


Tabs snorted ruefully and nodded “I wish I could go back and do it all over again. Wish my parents weren’t such assholes. Wish my Brother had never gone off to war. Wish I could have been some book-clutching geek girl who gets excited about playing Magic at lunch and crushes on some bishonen boy in my D&D game or the cute goth girl at gamestop.” The intended sarcasm I her voice was thin and weak. The tears in Tabs’ eyes started to shimmer as she looked up at Helga. “I wouldn’t trade knowing you for anything. Not you, not the girls. What you have all done for me now was way more than I ever deserve. But sometimes. Sometimes I just wish I could have been someone else. Still with you guys, but somehow someone better. Someone happier. Something. I donno.”

“And you thought you’d get that by fucking a couple of your students?” Helga blinked


The comment caused Tabs to wince and slump lower. “No. Honestly I think at first I was just looking for an excuse to burn myself out. Drinking wasn’t making anything feel better anymore. Neither were the fights. You girls all seemed so happy. You grew up. Found people, found passions. Just in general ufucked yourself.”

Helga scooted closer to Tabs. Her strong arms embracing her best friend. The pig hunched as if to shelter Tabs from the weight of the world that was crashing in. Her heart hurt knowing she simply couldn’t.


“I think you need to talk to someone.” Helga finally sighed “Someone professional.”

“What good will that do?” Tabs laughed bitterly


“You said yourself, you still have dreams about that night. Or maybe just dreams about our time on the road. I donno. I probably should have pushed you on that one.”

“So do you?” Tabs shrugged


Helga shook her head “Not like you. Not like this. A lot of your behaviors… look I’m no doctor. But you at least need to check yourself out for something bad. I mean, what if it’s PTSD?”

“It’s not PTSD.” Tabs growled


“You don’t know that.” Helga corrected “It’s not some one size fits all thing. I was reading up about it after you mentioned that and-”

“It’s not PTSD!” Tabs barked. The rage returning as she twisted herself free of Helga’s embrace. When she finally looked up at the pig it was with bloodshot eyes and a face richtus in rage “Jamie died in a fucking sandbox half a world away for the sake of some oil baron assholes. People who were out there like him have the right to have PTSD. I don’t. All I’ve ever done is fuck my own life up. That’s not mental illness. That’s just being stupid.”

Tabs felt the world becoming clear around her. Only then did she notice her fist in the air. Helga clutching her wrist. Only then did she realize how close she’d come to striking her best friend. Striking one of the few people who inexplicably gave a shit about her worthless life.


Tabs slumped back on the couch and pulled her hand away gently once Helga let it go. She rubbed the sore flesh of her wrist and brushed the furrows out of her fur. “Ok, fine. You guys want me to see a shrink? I will. But I don’t know what it’s going to help.”

