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    Chapter 1 – Moving In


    The group helping me move laughed as mom and I dropped the corner of my queen sized mattress on the lawn. Mother and Lessa chuckled at us. Then mother mocked, “Come on you weaklings, this thing isn't getting any lighter.” The puppies ran all around my new yard while we unloaded my things. I smiled inwardly as mom would absently stomp her heel every time the dogs strayed too far away and they would come scampering closer to us. I doubt she even realizes she is doing it.


    I slapped the mattress before mom and I hefted it up again and we backed toward the open door of my new house. Wow, that still amazed me. I must be growing up. I have my own house now. I really hated moving out of our family home, but it was time. My twin sister, Lessa, had moved out last year with her fiance, Devon.


    I was a production intern at the studios over at Cornfed Potatoes, working for our mother's friend, Kylee Nelson, as I put myself through college. Yes, the same Kylee Nelson who shoots those damn cool movies and music videos under the pseudonym, Babette Stevenson. I guess there is a long story about that, but I haven’t heard it yet.


    I had to fight with my parents to let me pay my own way through college, they kept trying to pay until I said I wanted to prove I could make my own way in the world. My adoptive mom, Sandra, perked up at this and effectively put an end to mother's attempts, saying she understood completely. Gawd I love my new mom.


    So here I was, an old lady of twenty-two, halfway through my freshman year, moving into my own house. Fine whatever, I'm a late starter but hey, I'm the brainy one, Lessa decided to follow in mother's footsteps and go into music. I envy her courage trying to fill the shoes of a legend, Penny Franklin of Leather and Heels.


    We all started laughing again as I backed into the door frame and the evil ones didn't stop in time and squished me with the mattress which I promptly dropped again uttering a squeaky sound that most closely resembled, “Bleek!”


    My giggling doppelganger on the other side of the mattress teased, “Graceful much Brandye?” It caught everyone's amusement. I rolled my eyes and mom and I re-hoisted the mattress, and started backing into the house.


    I paused a second as I saw my next door neighbor on her porch, she was looking over at us with a smile on her face. She was painting when we pulled up in a rented moving van. Damn she was pretty.


    I totally understand people who are attracted to others of the same sex like mom and mother, but that really wasn't my thing... much. I liked my men, just like Lessa did, but my heart did skip a beat looking at that cute blonde on her covered Victorian porch. Just because I comically “came out” to my parents back in my senior year of high school that I was “straight," didn't mean I couldn't appreciate a pretty woman. Besides, isn't sexuality a lot of fuzzy shades of gray anyway? I smiled back at one such fuzzy shade next door as I disappeared into the house.


    Lessa, looked back in confusion, wondering what I was looking at, then saw the woman and smiled her goddamn signature smirk to herself. As we forced the mattress around the corner into the hall, I asked everyone. “Remind me again why we didn't let Devon and his friends or Leo and some of Mom's people help us out?”


    Sandra did that cute nose scrunch she did that was far too cute for a middle aged woman and said, “Because Bran, it was YOUR idea to give us some 'bonding' time.” Oh yeah.


    I snorted at the smug looks on the other women's faces and defended myself. “How the hell was I supposed to know you'd all pick that one moment to actually listen to me?”


    We all started laughing and the mattress started slipping from my grip a bit. “Not helping!” I chimed out as mother and Lessa just kept pushing like an unstoppable force.


    We made it to my master bedroom without further incident. And we flopped the mattress onto the bed frame that took us all almost an hour to figure out how to assemble. As we adjusted the mattress in the frame, the dogs jumped up and indoctrinated it by rubbing their cute little faces all over it, mom leaned over and whispered in my ear, “How do we know it's right-side up?”


    I grinned at her and leaned in and kissed her cheek and whispered, “It doesn't matter mom.” Some people try to tell Lessa and I that our mom isn't all the way there in the smarts department, which is bullshit. She just uses her brilliant mind for more important things like running the Callahan charitable foundation, I'd love to see any of those asshats try to accomplish that. She brought our family back together, we owed her so much. Lessa got into so many fights defending her in our senior year, my sis has always been the brave and strong one of us. Then again she is older than me by seven minutes.


    The rest of the morning went that way, moving furniture in and arranging it in my bedroom. I would wave at my new neighbor from time to time whenever I caught her looking up from her canvas and towards us, but she would just ignore me and go back to painting. Wow, she just keeps snubbing me, I guess we won't be close neighbors. Maybe my other neighbors are more friendly.


    Once everything was in and unpacked I looked at my bedroom, just like home. I chuckled to myself since it IS home now. We walked out into the comically empty living-room with its lawn chairs and television. The Home Trappings furniture store would be delivering my budget ensemble tomorrow. Between the down-payment on the house, furniture, and supplies, I pretty much decimated my savings account. I wouldn't have attempted this if I didn't still have the trust fund that my two moms set up for Lessa and me.


    I walked into the kitchen and opened the almost empty refrigerator and pulled out four bottles of water and tossed one to Lessa when I thought she wasn't looking, which she deftly caught one handed. Then gave mom and mother one. I looked at my empty cupboards with their open doors as I closed them all and snorted at the three things I had... a noodle strainer, a baster, and a whisk. Don't ask. Seriously, don't ask.


    Fine whatever, it was a makeshift Dalek costume I whipped together for a party Lessa and I attended last year. When I found out, it was a costume party and Lessa hadn't bothered telling me, I hit the dollar store on the way to the party. I duct taped the baster onto the strainer and put it on my head, held the whisk in my hand, and said “Exterminate!” I said that almost a hundred times that night. I won the costume contest and had the pleasure of sticking my tongue out at my sis.


    I looked at my three favorite people, well maybe not my twin sis... fine whatever, her too, then said, “Unless we want to have boiled water I suggest takeout for lunch? Wait, I have no pots and pans until I go out tomorrow after school so I can't even boil water.”


    This got some chuckles and mom said with comedic timing, “Oh Penny, our little girl is all grown up.” After the giggle fits subsided I called for Thai, just to be evil, we all loved Thai except Less, who merely tolerated it. Hey, it isn't like that. We love each other to bits, it is just fun to give each other a hard time. She basically read my mind and stuck her tongue out at me then scrunched her nose with a small smile. It must be a twin thing, but we always seem to be on the same wavelength.


    Then it was like we just all decompressed suddenly as we flopped into the reclining lawn chairs. I turned on the TV for background noise and Fang jumped up on my lap and curled in. He's been slowing down in his old age. He's retired from his duties as a therapy dog but still makes an occasional appearance in the children's cancer wards. He is still a favorite amongst the kids there. But mostly he leaves it for the younger dogs. I think he missed the mutt, Daisy. We lost her last year, mom must have cried for a week.


    The other three King Charles Cavilers watched him and seemed to decide in their bubble-headed manner that it was a good plan and two piled into mom's chair with her. The last one, Monster Junior, made sure his fuzzy ladies were comfortable before he did one of his gravity defying leaps into Lessa's lap. I swear his floppy ears deploy like little wings to give him some glide time.


    Even though Sandra didn't have to, since she ran the entire foundation, she always kept four therapy dogs that she personally toured all the wards with. There were more than enough animals, volunteers, and workers to do it now, but it is her life. She loves those children and the people on the streets more than life itself. We wouldn't change a hair on her head.


    Fang was the last of the Old Guard. Sandra has a habit of giving one of her dogs to any child from the terminal ward who by the grace of the gods goes into remission against all odds. It has only happened three times in the decades she has volunteered in the wards. She says her children can be together that way.


    I can't tell you how thrilled we were when she adopted us right after she married mother. I know it is unorthodox for seventeen year olds to be adopted, but we are an unconventional family. That sorry excuse of a father we had, Victor, didn't even try to fight it. He had squandered most of mom's millions that he got from the divorce, and suing for custody again would cost him too much especially since we were a year away from becoming adults and he knew we would have left his ass the moment we were.


    I am so proud of Sandra, and that she had carved out a life for herself, on her own, to prove to herself and her father that she could. She never relied on his money from the Callahan Shipping empire to support herself.


    Grandma and Grandpa Callahan keep trying to get Lessa and I to work for the Seattle branch of Callahan Shipping, but corporate life really isn't us. We were born with the creativity gene thanks to our rock star mother. Less is the singer and I am an artist.


    Sorry, didn't mean to bore you with the details of my life, but that's sort of the Brandye Penelope Franklin-Callahan 101. Stay tuned I'm sure I'll yammer some more about it later.


    I was knocked out of my musings as the other ladies chitchatted about the upcoming wedding of Lessa and Devon by the chiming of the doorbell. Eww... that needed to change, that was an old man who keeps his socks that have holes in them in a box, chime. I added that to my mental checklist of things to do to make this house my home.


    I hopped up with Fang under one arm and paid the delivery man then returned and put the food in the middle of the floor on a large empty overturned box. I sat cross-legged in front of it and looked at the others as Fang curled into my lap and promptly fell asleep. I smiled and said, “Lunch is served ladies!”


    They exchanged silly eye rolls and joined me on the floor, the fuzzy children redeposited themselves as they saw fit and we dug in.


    We slipped easily into our family banter as we ate, avoiding the topics of work and school. I took note of all the empty packing boxes littering the living-room and grinned. I'll get with Leo to help me seed my old neighborhood with them for the homeless. This early in the spring, the nights were still a bit chilly and a little insulation goes a long way for a person on the streets.


    When we finished up, we loaded all the boxes into the moving van and I told mom my plan. She grinned a grin at me that said, “I'm three hundred and sixty seven steps ahead of you, but boy are your shoes pretty! Oh look, a puppy!” Then she said, “I already told Leo to expect us today at the dumpsters behind the apartments on Anchorage today.” I giggled at my tiny blonde mom. I noticed my neighbor look up with a smile before she went back to painting.


    Fang showed the other dogs the proper way to indoctrinate my lilac bush over at the corner of the house... ewww.


    My family and fuzzy friends all loaded up into the moving van and fired the beast up. Of course mother was driving, she's the only one of us who had ever driven a vehicle that large when she first started Leather and Heels and they were touring all the local bars and dance halls. They all said their goodbyes and drove off. I turned back to look at my house... my house... That's right, it's mine!


    I spread my arms playfully and ran into the front door, shutting it behind me. I ran to my bedroom and spun with my arms wide then dove on the bed and screamed in excitement into my pillow as I kicked my legs. This is where I start a new chapter in my life! I'll call it Brandye Take Two!


    


    


    Chapter 2 – Housewarming


    The next week went past like a hurricane, I didn't even have a chance to breathe. Between school, work and shaping my house into something that sort of resembled a home, I was exhausted! It didn't help that the confusing woman next door was up all hours of the night. The side window of her living room looked into my bedroom window.


    I'd catch her looking over as she sat on her couch in the dark sometimes, when I would get up to use my restroom. She never had her lights on unless she had company, she had a strange procession of people over all the time using the side door by her garage, and she never had her drapes closed.


    I tried to wave a couple times. She was extremely cute, but she lost points for rudeness as she would always ignore me and go back to the tablet in her hands. The light from the device highlighting the angles and smooth curves of her face. I swear, her mouth was in a perpetual smile and the light from that tablet glistened on her lips. Maybe I'll go over and introduce myself one day. After all, we are neighbors.


    I wound up buying heavy curtains for my bedroom window for some privacy, but I always left them cracked for some reason. Did it make me a creeper that I was trying to figure out that blonde's unusual habits?


    Every night I would just lay on my bed and realize how much I missed living at home and how isolated and alone I felt when it was silent like this? Damn... I needed a dog or boyfriend. A dog would be more loyal. Sorry, just sour grapes from my last botched relationship. I guess it never occurred to Albert that sneaking off to sleep with his ex while dating me was a deal-breaker. Why was I even surprised? All relationships end.


    I shook Al out of my thoughts, then smiled, tomorrow was my housewarming party! I had been looking forward to Saturday all week long.


    I heard the forecasted rain start falling on the roof. I loved Seattle! Tomorrow it was going to be clear and warm, around sixty five, a perfect spring day. These short rain showers were a treat after living in drought laden Cali most of my life. There was no shortage of these showers here, this is after all, as I already pointed out, Seattle.


    I heard the screen door close next door and glanced at the clock, it was three in the morning. What the heck? I peeked through the opening in my drapes and didn't see the neighbor lady on her couch. I don't know why I was so curious, but I walked out to my livingroom and peered out the window toward her house.


    I was mesmerized by what I witnessed. There was my neighbor, walking out into the middle of her front yard in her night clothes, a pair of shorts and a light flannel top. She was peering up into the sky with a look of amazement and joy. Then she spread her arms wide and just slowly turned with her eyes closed and the prettiest smile on her face. After a minute, she stopped and hugged herself, shivering. It was a cold night, it couldn't be more than fifty degrees out there.


    Then it looked like she chuckled to herself as she looked around with a silly, slightly confused look on her face. Then she walked slowly at an odd angle until she came to the sidewalk. She walked along it until she laid her outstretched hand on her mailbox at her walkway, then turned and walked back to her porch like she was counting her steps. That was kind of like Mia Jacobs, always counting things... I wonder if Goldilocks is obsessive compulsive too. Yes... I had named my neighbor Goldilocks the day my furniture arrived, she had her golden hair curled that day instead of straightened like normal. With her cute looks, the name seemed quite fitting. I watched as she disappeared back into her house.


    I shook my head, I haven’t seen someone experience the rain like that, it was almost sensual the way she basked in it... until she realized she was freezing. I felt kind of self-conscious just standing there, so I turned and went back to my bedroom. I glanced out my bedroom window but didn't see her on her couch. She was probably drying herself off and warming up.


    I went back to bed and finally slipped into a cozy, pleasant sleep.


    The next morning I sprang up with a smile on my face when my alarm went off. It was party day! I'm pretty sure I'll never outgrow the excitement that comes over me when I go to parties. As a little girl they always seemed so magical like someone's wish was coming true. I get that same feeling with every party I attend. I get a little extra excited when those parties are for me. Hey, don't judge.


    This housewarming party especially so, it was not only for me, but arranged by me. I know technically I have been an adult for four years now, but this made me feel a little grown up. Almost like I was hosting a tea party. Well without the revolutionaries and the harbor and all, I mean, not like that kind of party, though the ladies did have some spectacular dresses back then. What? Oh yeah, sorry. It was time to prepare.


    The morning air was crisp with the promise of warming as the sun rose, there were tell tale signs of that spring shower from last night, with little water droplets on the blades of grass on the lawn and wet spots still on the road and sidewalks. I knew it would be short lived as the day warmed and the sun shone down. I took a moment to stand on my porch, leaning my legs against the railing and could just see the teasing glints of sunlight reflecting off of Lake Union just down the street. The white sails from the numerous sailboats lazily floating along in the light morning breeze, and the Aurora Bridge soaring high above, brought a wistful smile to my lips.


    I had looked at various houses in the neighborhood. I wanted to stay fairly close to my old stomping ground, which held a special place in my heart. Sandra's rundown brick apartment building felt more like home to me than I ever felt in California. We had a controlling father who did nothing but push us and mother away. But here, all we have had is love... it was so different.


    I watched as that rundown brick building slowly became a spectacular work of urban renewal. The three other unlivable apartments in the building became beautiful transition apartments for homeless families to help get them back into society. I count every single one of the families that have cycled through these past six years as my friends.


    I've lost more supposed friends and boyfriends that couldn't understand the time I dedicated to working with the homeless of Seattle with my new mom. Or the time I dedicated to the other facet of the Callahan Foundation, the children in the burn and cancer wards. But if they can't accept everything about me, then they were never real friends to begin with now were they?


    Our family friend and Mom's best friend, Leo... we call him Uncle Leo... tended to make them nervous just because he was homeless. But the true measure of a man is in his actions, you will never find another man of Leo's caliber. He is selfless to a fault and a true hero of the streets.


    Anyway, I picked this area for the proximity. And it was the one house, on this slight hill that had a view of the lake and the bridge. Lessa can't bear to look at the bridge. It's where out mother, Penny Franklin, had almost ended her own life after losing us to Victor and finding out she had breast cancer. Sis sees it as a terrible and ugly place. I see it as the exact opposite.


    I see it as the place our mother started living again. The miracle of Sandra Callahan came into mother's life on that bridge and into her heart. Sandra not only saved mother from the crushing despair but she brought our family back together. These were the happiest years of our lives. No... that bridge is the most beautiful thing in the world. It is where the hope lived.


    I did my morning jog, I cut it short to just two miles, I had a lot to do before guests arrived. When I got back I showered and dressed and headed back outside.


    I grabbed the volleyball set I had snagged at the local big box store this week and a little hammer I bought to hang some of my pictures and headed out the front door. I almost skipped down the two, broad, wooden steps of my porch, and sat down in the slightly damp grass and looked at the instructions. Hmm... the grass is a little long... oh crap... I need a lawn mower! I giggled at myself. At least I had one of those automatic sprinkler systems which I wouldn't have to run much in Seattle.


    I caught some motion out of the corner of my eye after I giggled. I looked over to the left to see my neighbor already outside painting on one of her ever present canvases on that spectacular porch of hers. She was looking my way with a smile on her face. Damn that smile was killer. Then I gave a tiny wave again and she just looked back to her canvas and started painting. Graaaaaahhhh! She was infuriating!


    I assembled the tubes and drove the bottom segments into the lawn that the tubes slid onto, strung the net, then set up the tension ropes with their small stakes. I kept glancing over at Goldilocks. I was really interested in what she might be painting. I simply loved art. Well, maybe I'll get to see hers one day if I can get the guts to walk over and introduce myself.


    It was my fault really, I haven't introduced myself to any of my neighbors yet, this last week has just been a flurry of activity and I haven't had a second to breathe yet. I noticed my housewarming invitation was still tucked into her screen door, between the screen and the cute wood panel with the carved reliefs. I walked around Wednesday morning and put invitations at everyone's doors. I got a couple RSVPs in my email.


    Plus my entire family and some of the people from Cornfed Potatoes and the Callahan Foundation were also coming. I started putting out all the extra lawn chairs and fold out tables I rented on the lawn. I looked at the BBQ, I had zero clue how to use it, but Devon already volunteered to do it with some chauvinistic “That's man's work.” remark.


    I grinned because I knew he was joking. He was a cute, tall and gangly guy with muscular arms that almost looked out of place on his thin frame. No doubt a result of his military conditioning in the National Guard. His chocolate skin was quite tempting, and his sparkling smile was to die for. I could easily see why Less is so smitten by him. Then he pounded his chest and grunted like a caveman and said, “Fire good!” Just to be nudged in the side by Lessa's elbow to everyone's laughing as she said, “Watch it soldier boy!”


    I hopped into my SUV and hit the garage door opener and drove into my empty garage so there was more room for people to park. My cell started buzzing as I started the bay door closing and ducked under it, hopping over the little infrared beam so it wouldn't stop the door. I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and looked at the screen. I couldn't stop my smile. Of course, it was Less, since I was just thinking about her and her beau.


    I answered, “Party central.” As I hopped up my steps and sat on my small wooden porch swing. It creaked a bit as I swung.


    I pulled my silver dollar out of the front pocket of my jeans and started fidgeting with it. Less has an identical one that we received from Leo on our mother's wedding day. Leo had explained that he kept one in his pocket at all times.


    When we inquired why he simply said, “The vagrancy law says that if you don't show that you have at least one dollar on your person, that the police can arrest you for vagrancy. It is an old law that is rarely enforced, but some overzealous officers will use it to teach people on the street a lesson if they feel they aren't being given the respect they think their badge deserves. Or when people complain about a 'dirty homeless guy hanging around.' Those officers sort of forget that they work for ALL the people of the city including the homeless.”


    That sort of stuck with me and my sis. We both religiously keep them on our person at all times. We know that the odds of that ever happening are slim to none, and hell would probably freeze over first, but hello... Leo gave them to us.


    I find myself mindlessly twiddling it between my fingers more often than not. It is sort of my good luck charm now and it focuses my thoughts and calms myself. I've gotten really good at walking it across my knuckles.


    Lessa chirped out, “On our way for operation Brandye is All Grown Up.”


    I giggled and raspberried her and replied, “Thanks twit. See you in a few.”


    She laughed and said, “Ok little sis. Love your sorry ass.”


    I snorted and said, “Love you too.” Then hung up. Less always pretends to be older and wiser since she came out first. She likes to act like the big sister, but I always tell her that she really wasn't supposed to go first, but she is always so impatient.


    I glanced up when I heard a lawnmower start up. There was a pimple faced, shaggy headed kid I have seen around the neighborhood, mowing Goldilocks' lawn. Ooooo I'd have to be sure to talk to him next time I saw him. Maybe I could put off buying a lawn mower if his rates were reasonable. I glanced at the blonde as she painted, then smiled to myself and hopped off the porch swing, I still had tons to do to prepare.


    A couple minutes later Less pulled up along the curb and it was like a clown car exploded from her smallish SUV. Devon and his sixteen year old brother Charlie and fourteen year old little sister Rose that he was the guardian of climbed out. Then Taylor, Tay, Devon's best friend and his girlfriend Raven. Then Thumper and Belle, Lessa's adorably goofy bulldogs.


    As the dogs spotted me and started to beeline toward me with their tongues lolling out and short stubby tails wagging. Everyone started unloading the back of the SUV. Devon and Tay were unstrapping a ladder and something in a tarp from the luggage racks on the top of the car.


    Rose was giggling at my pleas for help as I was mauled by the droopy jowls and exited tongues of the dogs as I laid on the grass so they could get at me. I saw Goldilocks raise her head from her are with a grin at that.


    I sat up on the grass when I heard a cordless drill that Devon was idly pulling the trigger on as he made his way to my garage with a small ladder under his other arm. Tay was carrying a basketball backboard and brackets with him.


    I tilted my head at Dev as he passed by with a Cheshire cat grin on his face. “My housewarming gift to you.”


    I grinned back. “But I don't play basketball.”


    He chuckled as he set the ladder up. “No, but I do. Since you and Less are seemingly inseparable, I'm sure we will be spending copious amounts of time here. This will keep me out of your hair while you two do your girl talk or whatever it is you do.”


    This time I chuckled. “Very thoughtful gift Dev. Thanks.” I hopped up and rose and I went to help Charlie and Less unload the rest.


    I looked over when I heard the lawnmower stop. The boy ran up to Goldilocks on the porch and she handed him an envelope. He hesitated then grabbed my invitation from her door and handed it to her then he was off, pushing his lawnmower down the sidewalk. She flipped the invitation around in her hand but didn't look down at it. She set it off to the side and went back to her art. I shook my head then went back to the party preparations.


    We had everything all set up by eleven. The party would start in a half hour. So Devon and Taylor made caveman grunting sounds, murmuring stuff about fire and such, and went out to warm up the grill. Tay wiggled his eyebrows at me and flexed his pectoral muscles as they passed by. I shook my head with a smile and gave him a shove to hurry him along.


    Those two were thick as thieves. They were in the same company in the Guard. Tay was a moderate height guy who's skin was so pale you'd swear he had never seen a day of sunlight in his life. Where that look looked awesome on Sandra, on him it seemed almost unhealthy. He always had his blonde hair in a buzz cut and he wore tight t-shirts to show off his muscles. I have to admit, for a boneheaded macho guy, he was funny and cute.


    Lessa had tried to set us up a couple times, but I know that like all relationships, it had to end sometime. Tay himself has been through three girlfriends since we've known each other. Less didn't know how lucky she was to find that one person who actually really did love her and was in it for the long haul. I've never had a relationship last longer than a few months.


    I wouldn't want any awkwardness between Devon and me if things didn't work out with Tay. He was going to be my sister's husband and we'd be around each other all the time. So it was better to never date anyone who was friends with my sister or my future brother in law.


    I watched them light the burners on the grill then start a game of one on one using the new backboard now proudly mounted above my garage door. I had to admit, it gave my bland little beige house a feel of family. Raven excused herself to go watch.


     I kept eyeballing a single wrapped package sitting on one of the fold out tables as the rest of us started bringing out the food and refreshments. Less had put it there. She caught me staring. “Hoping to spontaneously develop x-ray vision didn't work in school at the boy's locker room, what makes you think you can see what's inside that package? You'll just have to wait.”


    I scrunched up my face and shook my fist in a “Why I oughtta” gesture. We smiled at each other.


    Then she sat on the porch swing with me as we watched Rose and Charlie play with the dogs. Again I had a twinge, I needed to get a dog. Victor, our father, never let us have any pets. Which wasn't too bad until we were immersed into the world of pets when mother married Sandra. We seriously didn't know the joy we were missing out on as kids.


    Dogs give you nothing but unconditional love. They become your friends, your companions, your confidantes. They wouldn't tell anyone your secrets even if they could talk. And most importantly, they would never betray you.


    Sandra's dogs... our dogs, had become a huge part of my life these past few years and I seriously missed it.


    A couple, a few doors down, came walking over with a stroller. Oh Gawd, babies are so cute! They came up the walk and I hopped up off the swing and greeted them, jumping off my porch, not using the steps. He was a clean cut man around thirty, he wore cargo pants and a blue polo shirt. His wife was a small, pleasantly plump brunette with a short pageboy cut, and black librarian glasses. She was in a relaxed pair of jeans and super cute yellow blouse with bumblebees embroidered into the sleeves.


    I offered my hand to her first. “Hello, I'm Brandye Franklin-Callahan. I just moved in and am excited to meet you.”


    She smiled genuinely and responded as she shook my hand, “Hi Brandye, I'm Michelle, this is John. And this little sleeping bundle is Wendy. We're the Maxwells and live just there in a little blue rancher.” She pointed to where they came from. I smiled and then shook John's hand. They were fascinated for some reason that Less and I were twins as I introduced them around. John took a huge glass jar, that was lined with fabric on the inside so I couldn't see what was inside, from the stroller and placed it on the table next to Lessa's housewarming gift.


    Mom pulled up and I excused myself. The passenger door opened and a flood of puppies came pouring out. Followed by a slower moving Fang. I immediately sat in the grass with my arms wide as they all came to maul me with their tongues. I paused a moment. There were too many. My smile doubled when my eyes stopped at a tiny, tricolor, King Charles Caviler. She was adorable! She had a little pink bow on her right ear.


    Thumper and Belle came bounding over to play with the puppies as I snagged the little one and stood, rubbing her ears as Mom, Mother, and... Leo! ...got out of the car. I smiled and gave each a hug and kiss on the cheek. Leo shying away as he always did. He has a thing where he thinks he is too dirty for people to touch.


    I held up the little pup, I assumed was Mom's latest therapy dog since Fang was getting slower. “Who is this lovely little lady?”


    Mom grinned like she had the biggest secret in the universe then said, “I don't know. You haven't named her yet.”


    I cocked my head in confusion. Mother came to my rescue. “Happy housewarming baby.” Holding up a bag of kibble and two little bowls.


    My slow mind whirred and clicked then my eyes went wide. Oh my god! I couldn't stop my ear to ear grin. “Really?” They were both nodding. I hugged the puppy, thought for a second, then looked at mom and said softly, “How about... Daisy?” Mom had loved her little mutt Daisy more than any dog she had ever shared her home with.


    I saw mom fighting a tear as she just smiled and nodded wordlessly. I put a hand on her cheek then said, “Good. Daisy it is.” I nuzzled the puppy's belly then put her down and she darted off after the other dogs. It was as if my parents had read my mind. I watched as Rose and Charlie started playing with the hyperactive mass of tongues and wagging tails.


    More introductions were made then it was like a procession of people showing up. People from school and work. Most were shocked that “Penny friggin' Franklin is here!?” A delivery man dropped off a large package from grams and gramps.


    I squealed when Amber LaLaine and Kylee Nelson showed up. Which again shocked the neighbors. I stopped a moment to marvel at Amber's gorgeous brunette hair with its white splotches, and the white blotches on one side of her face that made her looks so fascinating to me.


    I couldn't stop my smile when a familiar red van came pulling up. I almost skipped over and stood on the sidewalk and waited as the side door slid open and the ramp folded out and Reese came rolling out in her sporty red chair. Sarah hopped out of the passenger seat and we all exchanged hugs as the ramp folded itself up and the door slid closed.


    I looked at the old van and said, “Bessie is still running?” In my running joke with Reese, since the van was made a year before I was even born. It was still in showroom shape.


    This got me a light slam to my leg by her chair. “Watch it Bran! She's in better shape than you.” We all shared a chuckle as we went to start another round of introductions.


    June Harris-West showed up, she is beyond a blast, she greeted me with her customary, “Hey Clyde!” Don't ask, it's some sort of Bonnie and Clyde thing she has stuck in her head with Lessa and me, she is always giving people weird nicknames. She's... gack... you can't really explain June. She's just... June. She's one of the very few people who can tell Less and I apart. She moved up to Seattle from Vancouver a few months back so she could coordinate Harmony Trax music video promotions more closely with Cornfed Potatoes Productions.


    The group all chatted for a bit and I hosted seemingly endless tours of my humble abode. Reese had no problems navigating the broad steps on my porch, but I made a mental note to myself that I had to make my house more accessible. I didn't want to have anyone with less mobility to have to use a little side door inside the garage. That seemed... wrong? Insensitive?


    Then Devon bellowed out that lunch was served. He and Tay served everyone up burgers and hotdogs and ribs. There was plenty of salad and other offerings for those who chose not to indulge their carnivorous side. Me? Double cheese burger and like a pound of potato salad. Why?


    I snagged a cola and sat in the grass with a sleepy Daisy in my lap, Less beside me. We looked around as we munched. She said offhandedly, “You give good party sis.” I leaned and bumped shoulders with her as we ate. I just smiled as I watched people converse.


    Then Charlie grabbed the volleyball. “Who want's to play?”


    I laid a sleeping Daisy gently beside the sleeping Fang, then hopped up just as Lessa did, and she blurted, “We're team captains!” I snorted. She is always so competitive, heaven forbid if we were actually on the same team. I gathered my “Marauders." Tay, Charlie, June, mom, Reese, and Leo. Less had her “Dominators." Devon, Rose, Amber, Mike from school, Sarah, and mother. Oooo she's all about splitting the pairs.


    It was a blast playing, laughing, and taunting. Other people would rotate in if someone got tired. I'm pretty sure almost everyone played at one point or another. Devon had a game of three on three going on over at the hoop. We all learned that Reese was not one to take lightly. Her volleyball serve was killer! At one point, Lessa spiked the ball on me. It went bouncing off to the neighbor's yard and thumped against her steps. She looked up.


    I called out, “Sorry! Can you toss it back, please?”


    She stood and looked my way. “Me?”


    I smiled at the low contralto tone of her voice, it was almost smoky. I simply said, “Yes.”


    She looked nervous for some reason and went down her steps. Then stood there close to the ball and asked, “Where is it?”


    I looked at her. What, was she blind? Then it hit me like a dump truck going a hundred miles per hour as I saw her sightlessly turning around. I started walking toward her as I laughed at myself for being a total ass and assuming things. I said, “About three feet to your left and two feet forward.”


    She looked upset for a second and then put her hand out and touched tentatively and grabbed the ball and stood. I took it from her hands and said, “Thanks.”


    She spoke softly so the others wouldn't hear, “You think it's funny?”


    Huh? Oh crap, she thought I was laughing at her. I said quickly and quietly, “Oh, no. I was just laughing at myself. I'm just an idiot for thinking you were ignoring me and snubbing me whenever I waved at you. Making an ass out of myself for assuming.”


    She stood up straighter like she was deciding whether or not to believe me. Then I said, “Hi. I'm your new neighbor and ass... Brandye Franklin-Callahan.”


    She actually smiled at that and offered her hand, “Well I'm happy to have a name to go with that awesome giggle of yours. I'm Robin, Robin Hartford.”


    I inhaled sharply in surprise, my eyes snapping to her easel and canvas. “Ummm... THE Robin Hartford?”


    She gave a giggle of her own that made me feel warm and happy to have brought it out, then she said, “ I guess so.”


    I said, “I've heard about your art, I've just never had the privilege to see it before.”


    She smiled. “Well, you can come over anytime to experience it.” Then she paused. “You should get back to your party.”


    I spoke in a normal voice instead of our hushed tones. “Why don't you join us? It's my housewarming party. I slipped an invitation in your screen-door. But I guess you didn't see it.”


    She turned toward her porch then back toward me. Then smiled and retorted, “I guess I didn't.” She looked extremely nervous then said, “O-ok.”


    I tossed the ball back to mom then reached out and took Robin's soft, warm hand and put it in the crook of my arm then started walking toward the party. Damn she was cute. I almost snorted at myself when I added that she had that “girl next door” look. She couldn't be more than a couple years older than me. That was a little surprising, you never think of famous artists as being so young.


    June almost hopped to our side with a huge grin and said, “Well as I live and breathe...”


    This brightened up Robin's face as she almost laughed out, “Well if it isn't the ringleader of June's Eight. I wasn't sure the Academy was going to survive you.”


    The ladies hugged and June said, “How you been Picasso? Small world.”


    After a minute of gossip and warnings from both women that I shouldn't ask too many questions about June's Eight at the New York Academy of Art where they both attended. That I might have to go into protective custody if they shared the epic stories that were associated.


    I introduced Robin around then I had her experience the sensory overload of laying in the grass for the puppies to indoctrinate her properly with their licking and wiggling. I couldn't stop my own giggle at the sound of hers. She had paused at that and said, “I really do love that giggle. Most women don't giggle, they chuckle.” Oh Gawd... I was blushing at that... and smiling, did I not mention the smiling?


    She didn't bat an eyelash when I introduced her to my two mothers.


    We walked to the porch and I absently said, “Two steps up.” Then we sat on the porch swing and I ran off to wrangle Devon into cooking up a burger for her. Then we just sat and chatted about virtually nothing and everything at the same time. After Robin was done eating, Mom brought me a sleepy Daisy and I put her on Robin's lap where she curled in and went promptly to sleep again. Hey, it's hard work being a super cute fuzzball, you'd be tired too!


    Robin just absently stroked Daisy's fur as we talked while the party slowly wound down. I went to excuse myself to start cleaning up, but Lessa had her weird smirk thing going on with her 'hmmmm' head-tilt. “No, you two just kick back and relax, I got this.” Then she started barking orders to Devon and Tay. I had to suppress a laugh as they went to work as if their commanding officer had given them orders. As she wandered off I heard her mumbling something about having to thank Uncle Sam for training them up for her.


    Robin chuckled. “Your sister is something else.”


    I just snickered. “I know right?”


    


    


    Chapter 3 – Gifts


    It was starting to get chilly in the late afternoon as the guys finished cleaning up under the watchful gaze of my sister. Most of the guests had left except for Lessa's troop, Leo, and my parents. I noticed Robin shiver a bit and I reached over to rub her arms. “You're freezing. Let's get you home. Unless you want to visit more inside,” I said hopefully, almost in question. I liked how easy it was to talk to her.


    She smiled and said, “That sounds nice. Lead on Clyde.”


    I shook my head. “Hey watch it now Goldilocks, not you too.” She scooped up Daisy from her lap with one arm and stood and put her hand out expectantly. I stood and put her hand in the crook of my arm and led her inside. Tay was still shooting some hoops with Leo, Raven watching her beau. Tay and Leo have gotten comfortable with each other over the past couple years that Devon has been with Less.


    We sat on my budget sofa across from the budget couch that contained my parents, and Lessa and Devon. The two teens were over by the small dining room table between the kitchen and living room, playing with the dogs. I had to wonder how we'd be related after the wedding... since they were Devon's siblings instead of his kids, would they be my brother and sister in laws too? I grinned and shrugged at myself.


    The housewarming gifts were piled on the square coffee table now. I said, “Low coffee table directly in front of you. Chairs to three and nine o'clock, two paces.” This got a questioning look on Robin's face, but she didn't say anything.


    I whispered, “Sorry, I just want you comfortable in here when you visit.”


    She nodded her head with a bemused smile. “Don't apologize.” She seemed to melt comfortably into the couch, rubbing Daisy's ears.


    It was as if we all let out a shared sigh and started to decompress after the energy filled party. Then Lessa said, “So?” She motioned toward the gifts. It felt like my birthday or Christmas. I'm not too embarrassed to admit that I was a little excited.


    I rolled my eyes at little Miss Impatient and reached for the closest gift. The large jar from the Maxwells. It weighed a ton. I unscrewed the lid and peered inside and chuckled. I started taking items out of the jar and announcing what they were for Robin's sake.


    There were screwdrivers, utility knives, and pliers, even a tiny hammer, and a small level. Screws, nails and mollies for hanging things. Little velcro strips. Basically, the tools and tiny nick knacks every house needs for all the little projects and repairs. “What a great idea,” I said as I returned the items to the jar. I meant it, it was a great idea seeing how the only tool I owned was my hammer. I had to make a second trip to the hardware store for some picture nails to hang my pictures with the other day.


    This reminded me. I'll have to write some thank you notes for everyone who showed up today.


    Most of the other gifts followed the same genre. Things that usually get overlooked by first time homeowner that every house needs.


    I got sidetracked when Mother stood up and walked over to the front window and stared up with an odd expression on her face. I grabbed Robin's hand and gave a little squeeze and whispered, “Be right back.” She nodded as I stood and stepped up beside mother.


    I followed her gaze up to the Aurora Bridge. I put a hand on her arm and she looked over at me with a small smile and covered my hand with her own. She glanced back at Sandra and then back at me and her smile got bigger. She looked back up at the bridge. “That bridge saved my life. It brought me your mom.” That statement made me so happy... it validated my reasons for wanting to live close to it.


    I smiled at her and then grabbed her hand and physically pulled her back to the couch to sit back beside mom, who had a concerned look on her face until mother gave her a smile that can only be described as... loving.


    I sat next to Robin and leaned over a bit to bump shoulders lightly like I did with Less and looked at the last two items. The big box from my grandparents, and Lessa's. I reached for Lessa's and she made the “eeent” sound that we used to train the dogs. I stopped and stuck my tongue out at her and grabbed the box from my grandparents.


    I was having problems with the tape, it was that paper kind that has little nylon threads in it for strength. Then I grinned and grabbed the utility knife from the tool jar. I opened it up and dragged out a gorgeous mailbox. It had a heavy construction black body, clad with burnished copper decorations at the ends. They were flowers and vines in three dimensional relief. There was a copper plaque with “Brandye Franklin-Callahan” engraved on it and my house number, right under the little copper flower that was used to open the mailbox.


    Everyone was commenting on the workmanship. I looked over at Robin and said, “It is about the most gorgeous mailbox I have ever seen, with my name and address engraved on it. I sat it on my lap and grabbed one of her hands gently and put it on the box. She started feeling it and following the twisting vines with her fingers. She smiled a little and then opened the door on it. She felt around and then said with a mechanical sounding voice that made everyone chuckle, “You've got mail.” She pulled out an envelope and handed it to me.


    It was a card from my adoptive grandparents and some paperwork. Grandma, who spoils the heck out of Less and me, wanted to let me know she was proud of me for taking this next big step in becoming the woman I am meant to be. I read the card out loud.


    Of course, grandpa only signed it. He's not real big at showing emotion though we all know he is just a big softie. I looked at the paperwork and my face must have gone pale. Less looked at me in alarm.


    I just shook my head at her then turned to everyone and put the paperwork in an envelope to look over later. It was a notification of a trust account set up for me by my grandparents. There were so many zeros behind the five that I lost count. I had access to one hundred thousand dollars a month.


    That was identical to the trust grandpa Alistair had set up for mom all those years ago. The interest the account would accrue was more than the monthly draw. It was going to just build upon itself. Only Grandpa's death would unlock the limits on the account, a day I truly hoped would never come.


    I had to look at Less, did she get the same when she moved out? No, she would have told me. Then I realized, no, I had bought my own house, a life defining moment. Lessa had simply moved in with Devon. Her wedding day was coming up and I'm positive that event will garner the same for her. This trust made the one our parents set up for us look tiny, and they were rich! Especially with the royalties that mother got from her solo albums she recorded after dad and Leather and Heels screwed her over.


    My mind was already racing with all the things I could do to help out Mom's people on the street and the Callahan Foundation with this boon. It struck me as I thought that, oh hell, I'm becoming Mom. I had zero intentions of using this money for myself. I looked over at my parents, cuddled together on the couch, and marveled again at Sandra Callahan. She's made me a better person.


    I put the mailbox off to the side and announced with a self-satisfied toothy grin, “And now I have the tools to mount this.”


    Devon hopped up with a smile and grabbed the box and headed toward the door. “Yes, but I brought power tools!” He made more caveman sounds as he went out the door with it to the chuckles of us all.


    I reached a hand half way to Lessa's gift and paused, looking at her comically. She tilted her head and squinted an eye at me. I leaned in closer to it. She squinted her other eye. Then I snatched it off the table and she chuckled and sat back.


    I tore the patchwork of leftover birthday and Christmas wrapping paper off of it and froze. No. She'd never let this go... I looked up at Lessa and tilted my head in question. She just smiled and shrugged. Mom was quickly saying, “Hey! None of that secret twin silent communication stuff. What is it?”


    I held it up and said, “It's Lessa's scrapbook of us. It has all the photos of us and events we attended and our letters to each other with all our hopes and dreams. She'd never let me touch it.”


    She shrugged. “I was always making it for you. For a special day like today since, we all know you're never getting married.” That was probably true, relationships can only end one way. With a breakup. Mother and Lessa are just lucky to be the exceptions who make it work with the people they love.


    I started flipping through the pages. I skipped to the end and there were a couple pictures in it from the day I moved in here. She had never stopped working on this scrapbook. This was my sister's obsession, she used in in place of a diary. I hopped up, hugging it to my chest and leaned into her and gave her a big hug and cheek kiss as a tear rolled down my cheek. “Thank you. I love you sis.”


    She whispered, “Love you too little sis.”


    I returned to my seat as the guys came in the front door. That was apparently everyone's cue. They all stood and we said our goodbyes. Hugs for everyone! I retrieved Daisy from Robin's lap and put the sleeping puppy on the pillow in my bedroom.


    I placed Robin's hand in the crook of my arm and we walked out onto the porch to wave goodbye to everyone as they piled into the two remaining vehicles. Leo opted to walk back to the Anchorage Shelter on “Such a fine night.” I turned to watch the dogs pile in with my parents, then I looked back to watch Leo go, but he was nowhere to be seen. How the heck does he do that!?


    Then I turned to Robin and asked, “Coffee and conversation or home?”


    She responded by smiling and just dragging me toward my front door. Some little part of me was relived when she did that. It was suddenly so silent again. But I wasn't alone. I had Daisy in the other room. I smiled at that, and that I could chat with this fascinating artist holding on to my arm.


    


    


    Chapter 4 – Robin


    She sat on the small couch again and I wandered over to the kitchen to start a fresh pot of coffee. Robin called out, “I really like your friends and family. They were funny and charming. Though your mom and Leo don't say much.”


    I nodded to myself sadly. “Yeah, they are both self-conscious. Leo doesn't think he should be around what he calls 'normal' people. Whatever the hell that means. Mom doesn’t talk much around people she doesn't know. She doesn't want them to think she is stupid.”


    This got a snort from the smiling blonde. “Doesn’t she run the Callahan Foundation? One of the biggest charitable foundations in the nation?”


    “Yup,” I replied


    Then she shook her head and said, “And she thinks anyone could think she was stupid? That's just silly.”


    I grinned from ear to ear. “I know right!” Ok, I liked this lady before, but she can see through the bullshit of the world. I put a little gold star beside her name in my, 'I like this person,' list. Gold to match those highlights in her hair. “Sugar? Cream?”


    She shook her head. “Black. Why mess with perfection?”


    I chuckled at that and said, “A woman after my own heart.”


    I put her cup on a coaster on the coffee table and said, “On the table in front of you.” I then looked around. Should I sit next to her or in a chair? I wanted to sit next to her but opted for the chair to her left.


    She must have sensed my hesitation and said, “I don't bite Brandye.” I stood back up then plopped comically beside her on the couch.


    Then she asked quietly, “Why do you do that?”


    I looked at her. “Huh?”


    She tilted her head as she reached forward and felt for the coffee cup and took it in both hands, warming them with it. “Pointing things out to me or describing the room layout. I pick up on most of it on my own. You are acting like the therapists and social workers I deal with.”


    I snorted and covered my mouth with a hand in embarrassment then said, “Sorry. I spend a lot of time in the children's wards helping out Mom. We deal with afflictions of all kinds, deafness, blindness, burns, amputations, you name it. Just a habit I got into with a couple of the patients. I'll rein it in.”


    She smiled and snuggled her back into the couch as she sipped her coffee then she said, “No. It's ok, I just wanted to know... why... Oh, nevermind.”


    I stopped her. “No, really, I don't want you to feel uncomfortable or like I'm treating you any different than anyone else. It's just one of my many bad habits like signing when a deaf person is in the room. It is the 'Sandra' in me to want everyone to feel comfortable.”


    She thought for a second. “Well, don't change for me. I just wasn't sure if I liked it or not. But I have to say, you are the first person to automatically make allowances for my benefit. I just didn't want it to be like the people who speak louder around me. I'm blind people not deaf.”


    I felt bad, was I making her feel that way? Was I treating her affliction as a handicap? She isn't defined by her impairment. Oh god, this is how I feel when I'm working with the children in the cancer ward. Afraid to say the wrong thing, do the wrong thing. Was even thinking like that a bad thing too? Trying to help, was I making things worse? I pulled out my silver dollar and started fidgeting with it frantically. I just wanted to get to know her.


    She laid a hand on my shoulder and said, “Breathe Brandye. I can feel your muscles tensing, you're starting to panic. Let's just start over and you don't have to change the way you are. Hi, I'm Robin Hartford.” She offered her hand.


    I exhaled and took her soft hand. “Hi, I'm Brandye Franklin-Callahan. I'm pleased to meet you.”


    I didn't release her hand, it was like a lifeline bringing me down from my irrational panic. Why did I have such a hang up about needing everyone to feel comfortable around me? Lessa didn't suffer these mini panic attacks. She never panicked about anything, but she had a way of calming me when I did, she has always kept my secret never even telling our parents. Robin was having that same calming effect on me now.


    I whispered, “Sorry.” I slipped the silver dollar back in my pocket. She tilted her head slightly down toward the motion.


    She shook her head and then said, “Let's get to know each other a little better. We are neighbors after all.”


    We talked for hours. I learned so much about my neighbor. She knew I wouldn't broach the subject of her sight so she volunteered that she was born without sight, but she feels that it is the sighted people who can see that are truly blind. She says she experiences more of the world and truly sees it, where a sighted person simply looks at it.


    Her parents moved to Florida to retire, but she couldn't bring herself to leave the city she grew up in. It was scary for her at first, being on her own. She had always had the safety net of her parents. But after spending four years in New York for school... she felt like she could do anything.


    I learned that the procession of people at her house were either people commissioning her art or her handyman or therapist or the social worker that had helped her through things when she was younger, who sort of befriended her. She is always pushing her to go out and do things instead of holing up in her 'dank dungeon.' She grinned. “Ha. Now I can tell Annette that I went to a neighborhood party and met new people. Maybe that will get her off my ass for a while.” The scrunchy nosed smile warmed me and caused the spontaneous growth of a matching one on my face.


    Her art sounded fascinating. I couldn't wait to see it. She encourages people to physically touch her work, to experience it the way she did, to truly see what she was trying to share. She had paused and asked, “You are doing art studies. What kind of art do you create?”


    I got embarrassed and said, “Well it isn't anything as glamorous as yours. Just graphic arts for advertising. I've also dreamed of assembling my own book of art from the masters I enjoy, and explaining why I enjoy them instead of the cold, clinical descriptions you get from the art critics. I swear half of them are just spouting nonsense to sound 'in the know' but are really just hip deep in bullshit.”


    She smiled wistfully at that and said, “That sounds like something worth pursuing. It is not often I let my lack of sight bother me, but something I truly wish I could see are the works of the masters. Picasso, Da Vinci, Michelangelo, Jacobs, Raphael, Rembrandt. All I can experience are descriptions of their work. It makes me yearn to witness their mastery myself, but museums sort of frown upon you if you try to touch the canvases.”


    I don't know why this struck such a nerve with me. “Are there museums geared specifically to visually impaired people?”


    She nodded.“Oh yes. Not as many as there should be, I display some of my works at them. There are some seriously talented artists that have exhibits at those museums, but it isn't the same as experiencing a Da Vinci. Nobody has reproduced the Mona Lisa in a manner that has shared that ambiguous smile that is so famous. They have tried but failed. That is why he is one of the masters.”


    I was dwelling on this subject in my head and asked, “How would you describe experiencing a piece of art tacitly?”


    She chuckled. “How would you describe your sense of sight to someone who has never seen before?”


    I nodded to myself and smiled. “Fair enough. But you have to start from some kind of analogue though right?”


    She smiled again, she was having fun with our bantering. “I don't know. How would you describe the color red to me? What does it look like in terms you think I would understand?”


    I stopped dead at that. I couldn't compare it to other colors or even to objects of the same color. How do you describe the experience of color? It isn't like you can feel it or smell it or anything. None of your senses could experience it but sight, so how could you explain it so it made sense to someone without it?


    She smiled in triumph, then said slyly, “I can actually describe the tactile experience of art to you because you possess a sense of touch. But even then, we still experience that differently. You can close your eyes and approximate my experience, but you know you can simply open your eyes when you feel something you can't identify or that confuses you.”


    I cut her off. “Hey now... I haven't admitted defeat yet. The sense of touch is a contact sense, like taste. Sight is like touching at a distance and experiencing it in a new perspective. It is no different than hearing or smelling, it is a distance thing. If I peel an orange, you can smell that orange and hear me peeling the rind. The senses are all connected, drawing a picture in your mind with those bits of information. Then if I hand you a slice of that orange, you can feel the texture and when you take a bite, you can taste the tangy citrus that matches all the other input from your other senses. Right?”


    She squinted her eyes a little then tilted her head cutely, curious where I was going with this. “Ok?”


    I said, “Then red is like a hot burner that sizzles at your touch. A hot pepper on your tongue. A shrill whistle. It conveys a feeling of warning mixed with excitement. Yet at times it can be complex at and convey warmth, and security, and home. The sweet taste of an apple or strawberry, and the feel of cotton fabric of a checkered picnic blanket. The burn of a blush on your cheeks. Red is that kind of exciting dichotomy.”


    I was watching her soft smile as I spoke. “And when you mix it with white, it becomes pink. Sweet like the frosting on a cupcake. Something uniquely soft like a puppy's fur, feminine and graceful like a slow dance. The soft tones of a mother humming to her child. The gentle touch of a lover. A symbol of femininity.”


    I trailed off... thinking about it. Lost in thought. She leaned against me her head on my shoulder. “I think I like red. Tell me about blue.” Did she just sigh?


    We spent the night with me trying to explain what I could see, and her describing how she experienced the world and those same things. At one point, she whispered to me that she never talks about her blindness to anyone and didn't understand why she was confiding in me when she had technically just met me today.


    She had a way of comforting me when we spoke, keeping me from stressing, a feat only Lessa could accomplish before her. At one point, I had taken out my silver dollar and started fidgeting with it. She laid her hand over mine and the coin, feeling it. “Why do you do that?”


    I tilted my head and replied, “Do what?”


    “When you get nervous or talk about hard subjects, your pulse increases, you start tensing up like you are stressing then you take this coin out and play with it.”


    I shrugged and felt self conscious and slipped it back into my pocket, I hadn't even realized I had taken it out. “I dunno. It focuses me. I... I get these little panic attacks all the time. Ever since mother's divorce and Victor forced her out of the house... out of our lives. Lessa helps me through them. It... it has always been our little secret... but then she left me. To move in with Devon. The coin helps me a little, someone who loves me gave it to me. I sound like a mental case, sorry.”


    She turned her head toward me and grabbed my wrist and made her way down to my hand and clasped hands with me. “Have you seen anyone about it?”


    I shook my head and whispered, “No.”


    Things were getting heavy, I wanted to take out the coin again. But the urge left as she laid her head back on my shoulder and said quietly, “You should. It helps. It helped me.”


    Then she changed the subject abruptly to puppies since Daisy woke up and came trundling out of the bedroom and into the living room, and was trying to jump up on the couch with us. I reached a hand down and scooped her up. She curled in between Robin and me, looking up at us and wagging her tail.


    It was past dinner time and I didn't want to lose this woman who was quickly becoming a confidante of mine. “Dinner?” I asked.


    She smiled. “That would be divine.”


    I could have got up and just made us a meal with all the leftovers from the party but I felt so comfortable beside her. So I just grabbed my phone and dialed up Geovoni's and ordered up a pizza instead.


    She chuckled. “I like you, you are almost as lazy as me.”


    I giggled and her smile doubled, causing me to blush. We discussed therapy dogs and what I did with the Callahan Foundation whenever I had free time. She kept looking at me oddly. Finally, she blurted out, “Where is your 'me' time? You just said that you 'took the day off' to have this party. You are either in school, working, or volunteering. I don't hear anything about what you like to do, or even if you have any spare time to devote to yourself.”


    I shrugged and said, “I... like to be around people... helping people.”


    She smiled almost sadly. “But what about you?”


    I just replied, trying not to think about what she was saying, “Too much to do, there will be time for me after I graduate.”


    She shook her head. “Bullshit lady. Take tomorrow off. Let's have a Brandye day. You can come watch me bowl and we can go out on the town. Annette made me join a league to get me out of the house. I gave in just to shut her up about it.”


    This startled me. “You bowl?” I felt like an idiot for asking. Of course she did, she just said it.


    She chuckled. “Yes I do. There is a blind bowling league in town. I bowl a one thirty two average.”


    I couldn't stop my smile. “I had no clue it was possible. I feel like an ass, making assumptions again.”


    Her smile was adorable when she said, “Well hang around with me more Bran and I'll give you plenty more chances to feel like an ass.” Then she stuck her tongue at me which made me giggle and blush. She wanted to hang out more? It made me supremely happy for some reason that she used my nickname.


    “Well at least I'll get an education which I am apparently in need of.”


    She nodded with a satisfied look. “Apparently.”


    I bumped shoulders with her. “Hey now Goldilocks.”


    When the pizza delivery guy showed up, little Daisy was barking and howling at him in tail wagging excitement, I grinned, I'm going to have to do something about her shy streak.


    As we ate, I would flick small pieces of Canadian bacon off my pizza, saying, “Oops.” Which Daisy would quickly hoover up.


    This got me a silly look. “You'll spoil her. You're a soft touch!”


    I grinned. “Sorry, I have a weak spot for furry babies.” She suppressed a laugh.


    After dinner, I put a little throw blanket over Robin's shoulders and we walked out to the porch with Daisy and set her loose on the lawn to do her thing. Then we went back inside and I set up the food and watering station for Daisy in the kitchen. The whole while thinking about Robin's desire to experience the art of the masters that I wanted to catalog. We knew Mia Jacobs, she mostly secluded herself away at her house, but we had a lot of mutual friends that coaxed her out from time to time. She was on Robin's list... I think I'll give her a call later.


    Then we just sat and talked about everything. I enjoyed the nothings as much as the somethings. It was just nice having someone I could share my thoughts with after Less moved out. We still talk every day on the phone just after midnight, but it isn't the same as sitting down with someone and feeling comfortable enough to share your inner self with them. That will always be Lessa, but Robin has also slid her way into that role like there was no effort to it at all. Nobody else has ever accomplished that, not even the guys I dated.


    Then before we knew it, it was almost midnight. She finally said, “I better get back home. You're getting sleepy.”


    I looked at her, she had a disappointed look on her face. It was cute. I said, “Ok.” Then thought about something. “You seem to be up all hours of the night. Don't you ever get tired.”


    She shrugged.“Without a day job or anything, my sleep patterns are all screwed up. A lot of visually impaired people have this problem since the light of night and day doesn't influence our circadian rhythm and we can't get into a normal sleep cycle.”


    Hmm... I never thought of that. I walked her to the porch with her warm, soft hand in the crook of my arm and when we reached the steps I automatically said, “Step.”


    She grinned at me. “I can find my own way home you silly lady.”


    I blushed. “I know, but this way I get the hang around with you a minute longer.”


    It was her turn to blush as we silently walked up my walkway to the sidewalk, and then over to her front walk. Just enjoying each others company in the crisp night air. I could see her counting her steps. I'm glad it was important enough for her to want to know where my front walk was.


    I walked her up to the bottom of her porch then said, “G'night Robin. It really was a pleasure meeting you... finally.”


    She grinned and said, “I agree... stay right here. I'll be right back.”


    I nodded. “Ok.”


    She climbed her stairs and deftly grabbed her easel, paints, and canvas from the porch and brought them inside. A minute later she came out with another canvas and walked down her stairs and handed the canvas to me. “My housewarming gift to you. It is your giggle.”


    I looked at the canvas, there was a single sloping and undulating line, about as wide as my wrist, of black tar-like paint that swooped effortlessly from the upper left to the lower right of the canvas. It flowed like silk. Around it and covering parts of it were little explosions of color, thick paste-like paints like the black, giving it deep texture. There seemed to be almost a pattern to it, they trickled away to nothing at the bottom. It made me smile for some reason.


    “It's beautiful,” I said and meant it.


    Then she was taking it from my hands and leaning it against the porch railing. She reached out her hand in a wanting gesture. I timidly put my hand in hers. She smiled and said, “Now close your eyes.” I did so and she placed my hand on the canvas and she dragged my fingers down along that swooping wave of black. My fingers conformed to it to stay on track with it, the black swoop was guiding my hand, like a rail.


    She put my hand back at the top and let go. “This is what I see when I hear you giggle next door.” I kept my eyes closed and just concentrated on what I was feeling. Trying to put it in context. The wave was almost fun, it was punctuated by the texture of the added colors, giving it life beneath my fingertips. It felt bubbly, almost swirling. I couldn't stop my smile.


    I opened my eyes, she had her hands pressed together against her lips like she was in prayer. In heavy anticipation. So I leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you so much. Is this really what you see when I laugh? I don't have the words to describe it.”


    She seemed to exhale and relax and then she gave a wicked grin and corrected me, “Giggle... you don't laugh.”


    I bumped shoulders with her. Then she smiled and turned to the stairs and said, “Welcome to the neighborhood Bran. Goodnight.” Then she added, “Remember, take the day off from the Foundation... be here at ten, we have bowling to do.”


    I chuckled and said, “Yes ma'am.” Still enraptured by the art she had just gifted me. I looked at it all the way back home in the pale light of the streetlamp a couple houses down at the corner. Then my smile increased. There are museums and galleries that are fighting to get her work and I have a personal piece from her.


    I took the time to hang it, using my new tools and a picture hanging bracket from the jar. I closed my eyes and felt the canvas again. I grinned and hugged myself then went to my bedroom with Daisy hot on my heels.


    I paused at my bedroom window and saw Robin on her couch in the dark with the light from her tablet bathing her face. I rapped once loudly on my window and she smiled and looked over and waved. I smiled inwardly and got ready for bed.


    I hopped in and reached down to retrieve a whining Daisy and put her under the covers with me and she curled in by my side. I turned off the light on my nightstand just as my phone started vibrating where I had plugged it in to charge beside the lamp.


    I didn't look at the screen, I just smiled and answered, “Hi Less.” We talked for an hour then said our goodnights. I often catch myself wondering if other siblings are as close as Lessa and me, or if it is just a twin thing.


    I hung up then cuddled in with Daisy and slipped into a warm and pleasant sleep.


    


    


    Chapter 5 – Blind Bowling League


    I woke up to Daisy whining. I hopped up and walked to the back door and opened it for her. I watched her sniff around for a while before she did her thing near the fence that enclosed the back yard. I made a mental note to myself to install a dog door in the back for her.


    We didn't have a yard back home so we had to walk the dogs down to a small park in the neighborhood that funds from my parents renovated in another urban renewal project. My back yard was like a little mini park that was now Daisy's domain, surrounded by a cute Vinyl picket fence with gates on either side of the house, leading to the front.


    I looked around the small concrete patio at the door. I'll have to set up some lawn chairs and a little table with an umbrella out here. I clomped my heel on the ground and called her over, but she was too busy ignoring me and rubbing her side into the grass.


    I grinned, I was so used to all of our dogs being well trained. My smile got bigger. This would be the first time I got to train a dog on my own. I disappeared into the kitchen then walked back out with a barbequed hotdog and broke off a little piece. Might as well start now.


    I got her attention with a piece of the hotdog and stomped my heel and placed a piece of hotdog by my left foot. She came barreling over and hoovered it up. I praised her and walked inside with her hot on my heels this time. I stopped in the kitchen and stomped my heel again and dropped another piece of hotdog by my left foot and she ran to where I dropped it on my left side and gobbled it up. She looked at me hopefully as I put the rest of the hotdog back in the fridge.


    I scooped her up and raspberried the soft fur of her belly, “You little greedy gut. I gotta get you some proper treats from my gear in the bedroom or you're gonna get fat!” I put her down and got ready for the day. I called mom to let her know I wouldn't be joining her at the hospital today.


    She simply said excitedly, “I know, Less called me already. Have fun with Robin today!” I smiled, she was always enthusiastic about everything and Lessa is always helping me.


    “I will mom. See you Wednesday at the hospital after school then. I have to work at Cornfed the next two nights.”


    I could almost hear her nodding on the other end as she said, “Ok. Love you Bran!”


    I grinned and said, “Love you too mom. Bye.” I paused to look at Robin's artwork on the wall again before I set my phone down and threw on my sweats and took off for my morning run.


    When I returned I headed directly to the shower. The headed into my bedroom to get dressed.


    Hmmm bowling... I opted for a nice set of capris and an old, faded, band t-shirt that mom wore in her first concert that she gave me on my eighteenth birthday. I threw on my teal, yellow and pink spring jacket that mom always says compliments my chestnut hair and some white converse and ankle socks.


    Once I was geared up, I looked at my tiny shadow. I really didn't want to leave her alone, though I knew I'd have to starting tomorrow, when I went to school. But not today I thought. I rummaged through my Callahan Foundation gear and pulled out a, little, bright orange bib that had white letters embroidered on it, “Working dog in training,” and snapped it around her neck.


    I clipped a leash onto her little pink collar, and we stepped out into the brisk morning air again, making our way across the lawn to Robin's. We went up her front steps and I marveled at her huge, beautiful porch again. With all those attractive hanging baskets overflowing with different flowers lining it. I went to knock, but the door swung open to a smiling Robin instead. She said, “I wasn't sure you were really going to come.”


    I grinned back. “Why wouldn't I? You mandated it.” I stopped a giggle. I'd save that for later as a weapon, now that I know she likes it. This thought caused me to giggle a bit. Doh!


    A cuckoo clock started chirping ten o'clock in her living room as she invited me in. “Oooo, and punctual too.”


    She was dressed cutely in some jeans and a simple oversized white t-shirt that she had tied in a knot at her waist, revealing a tantalizing glimpse at her soft abs. She finished the look with some canvas flats. Her long, straight blonde hair was tied in a ponytail and it caught the sunlight pouring into her living room like gleaming gold. I couldn't stop myself from smiling at her as she grinned and started putting on a light jacket hanging on a row of hooks at the door.


    I took a moment to look around the immaculate room. It was adorned with a beautiful Victorian high back couches and chairs that I admired through my window. I glanced out her side window to see my bedroom window and smiled. Instead of photographs on the wall that she wouldn't be able to enjoy, she had multiple tables with small sculptures adorning them. I smiled. Very... tactile. Her ever open heavy burgundy drapes complimented the decor.


    Everything was cast in sharp shadows from the sunlight pouring in. I noticed a lack of task lighting and lamps present in almost every house. There was just a rustic overhead light that was currently off.


    I turned to her as she walked smoothly to an antique secretariat desk with carved reliefs and curved legs. She reached into a series of envelopes as she spoke, pulling out various denominations of bills and folding them in different ways as she loaded her wallet. “Should we call a cab or take your car?”


    I was fascinated with what she was doing and immediately understood the system. A different fold for each denomination. This made me wonder how she handled the change when it was handed back to her.


    I looked at her and said, “We can take my car.” As she bent down and opened her arms toward Daisy, who pulled at the leash.


    I uttered a soft, “Eent.” Then I tugged gently once on the leash. I squatted down and made Daisy sit. “Good girl,” I said then unclipped her. “Go get her Daisy!” She shot into Robin's arms like a tail wagging rocket. After some cute lovin' she put her back on the ground and I stomped my heel once and dropped a tiny training treat from a pouch on my left hip, which enticed Daisy over. Then I reinforced, “Good girl!” I clipped her back up.


    I noticed her iPad on the coffee table hooked to a charger. I felt stupid for asking, but curiosity was killing me. “What exactly do you do with the iPad? I see you with it every night.” She shared a mischievous look with me and said, “Reading books.” She snatched it deftly from the table and held the home button for a couple seconds, there was a tone and she said, “Resume reading Drakon: Awakening.”


    Then the audio narration of the book started up and then she said, “Pause” and the audio stopped. She wiggled her eyebrows in my general direction and shrugged. “I also use it to surf the web, email, text, make notes and other things with it too. If I need anything else, I have my computer on the desk there with a refreshable braille display.” I looked to see a computer without a monitor and some sort of attachment below the keyboard. How frickin' cool is that?


    Then she placed my housewarming invitation on the corner of the coffee table and held the home button on her iPad. She waited for the ding and said, “OCR." Then she carefully took a picture of the card using her hand stretched from the iPad to the table corner as a guide. A terribly mechanical voice began “You are invited...” She smiled and said “Stop.” The iPad complied as she sat it back down on the coffee table.


    I murmured, “I had no clue they could do all of that.” I walked over to Robin as she threw a large bag over her shoulder and pulled a little white cylinder with a black grip from her purse. She flicked her wrist downwards and a sectional cane extended out from the cylinder. I grabbed her free hand and placed it in the crook of my arm and said. “Shall we be off for some adventure?”


    She nodded with a grin. We exited and she locked her door behind us. I asked, “Lawn or sidewalk?” She rolled her eyes in fun and started dragging me across the lawn, her cane in front of her not quite touching the ground slightly wavering from side to side as we walked. She started pulling me toward my porch and I just pulled her along to the garage instead.


    She had a puzzled look on her face. “You aren’t going to leave her in the car while we are doing things are you?”


    With a slightly amused tone I said, “Nope.”


    She shook her head with a slight squint, she knew I was up to something but wasn't sure. “They won't let her in some public spaces.”


    I said, “Don't be silly of course they will.” I gently grabbed her hand that was on my arm and guided it down to rest on Daisy's back. I tucked the bib in her hand. “She's a working dog in training.”


    This got a big grin from the overly cute blonde. Then I added. “Besides, I'd hate to abandon her at home the second day she has lived with me. I feel bad enough I'll have to leave her alone when I go to school and work.” Maybe I need a second dog, I mused.


    She stood and put her hand back where it felt right, in the crook of my arm, keeping me warm and smiling. I'd known her a day and I was already used to it. She said, “Then don't. If she wouldn't get too bored, I can watch her while I paint whenever you need me.”


    I shook my head. “I can't ask you to do that.”


    She shrugged and squeezed my arm. “And you didn't. I offered. So be a good girl and say, 'why thank you Robin,' why don't ya?”


    I hit the button on the garage door fob on my key-chain and then said like a scolded child, “Thank you Robin.”


    She grinned in triumph and said, “Better.”


    I said snarkily, “I'm sticking my tongue out at you.” This cause an explosion of delighted laughter from her as I stuck out my tongue. Then I led her to the side of the car and placed her hand on the top of the door and stepped away as she tapped the base of the car with her cane and ran her hand along the door seam and found the handle and opened the door and got in.


    She was retracting her cane and buckling up as I loaded Daisy in and mounted up. I said, “Eent.” I tugged gently once on the leash when Daisy tried to scrabble over to Robin. I forced her butt down gently then unclipped the leash and said, “Go get her Daisy!” She bounded into Robin's lap and proceeded to try to clean out the nostrils of the giggling blonde with her lolling tongue.


    She gave me the address of the bowling alley which I promptly entered into my gps and drove out of the garage, pressing the button to close it after us. As I pulled us onto the street, I asked comically, “Bowling? Really?”


    She chuckled as she nodded then abruptly changed the subject like an excited teenager. “Tell me about yellow!” I smiled warmly at her and started describing yellow like the other senses would associate it.


    After that, we dropped into that free flowing conversation like last night. Learning about each other. Her parents sounded like they loved her to death, though her mother sort of babied her and sheltered her. Robin loved her to death, but she was also excited to be on her own now, to live life and experience things the way everyone else did, without the coddling.


    We pulled into the Ballard Bowl parking lot in the Ballard district. It was almost ten thirty on a Sunday morning, but the lot was over half full.


    Robin grabbed her bag and slipped out of the car and flicked down her cane. I clipped Daisy to her leash and lifted her down. She started tugging on the leash and I stomped my heel and dropped a little training treat. She was instantly at my side gobbling it up. At this rate, I'd have part of her training done in no time.


    Then I said, “Heal” I walked with my hand back behind me on the left, shortening the leash, not allowing her to move ahead of me. We walked around to Robin and she took my arm and we made our way inside. I looked at the lanes of the old alley, they were well used but in good repair. Only half of the lanes were in use on one side. I only got a glance at some rails that were in front of the lanes before I was dragged over to the shoe rental by a deceptively strong blonde artist.


    She turned her head toward the older balding, heavyset man behind the counter and said, “Hi Evander.” He grunted something unintelligible in reply then she turned to me and asked, “What size?”


    I held my hand up. “Whoa, hold up. I'm not bowling, I'm just here to watch.” I had never bowled in my entire life. Victor viewed such things as beneath us. Yeah, he was pretty pompous and arrogant, living off of Mother's fame.


    She giggled. “You have to wear bowling shoes if you are going to be down by the lane's silly. So you don't scuff the floors up.” Oh...


    I sheepishly told the man, “Eight, please.”


    He swiveled in his chair and grabbed some size eight and slapped them down on the counter in front of me. “Five bucks.”


    I was reaching for my purse, but Robin was way ahead of me and slid a five across the counter to Evander. She said plainly to me, “I'm the one dragging you out.”


    Evander grunted to her, “Your team is on lane twelve sugar.” She nodded toward him with a smile of acknowledgment.


    Then she dragged me off toward the lanes. I asked, “Aren't you getting some?”


    She replied, “I have my own. I can't stand wearing shoes that hundreds of others have.”


    I wrinkled my nose and looked at the shoes in my hand. “Ewwww.”


    This prompted a chuckle from her as she hit some chairs above the lanes with her cane then pulled me down in one. She pulled out some nice looking tan shoes and started putting them on in place of her flats. It was quite a contrast to the garish red, green and white ones in my hands with a big “8” emblazoned on the heels. “Stylish,” I mumbled. She grinned and bumped shoulders with me.


    While I slipped my feet into the god awful shoes, she pulled out a bright lime green t-shirt with “Heat Seekers” on it with a flaming bowling ball on the back. She felt for the tag and then donned it over her other shirt and I asked, “Why does the shirt say Sam's Towing?”


    She froze. “No... it doesn’t?!”


    I snickered and said, “No it doesn’t. Payback for making me wear these fashion suicide shoes.”


    She shook her head, fighting off a smile, but I could see the corners of her cupid's bow lips twitching. “You Miss Callahan are a terrible person.” Then she bumped shoulders with me again.


    “I never professed to be a saint.” The whole time, Daisy was trying to get down to the lanes. There was a large golden retriever working dog at the far lane. I'm sure Daisy just knew he would be her very best friend.


    Then we made our way down to the lanes. As she walked in the walkway behind them, she had her cane out and it clacked on the backs of the u-shaped seats at each lane. She was counting. Back from fifteen. She dragged Daisy and me into lane twelve's seating area.


    She was grinning as she said, “Sound off Heat Seekers we have a guest! My neighbor, Brandye.”


    Three people with shirts that matched Robin stood up on the left side of the seating area. A short, plump woman with mousy brown hair and a dimpled smile and put her hand out in our direction. I could just make out her sightless eyes trained straight ahead behind the dark glasses she wore. She blurted in a deep alto voice, “Vera Walker.”


    I shook her hand. “Pleased to meet you Vera.” Her smile got bigger and she sat.


    Then an extremely tall gangly man with a black mop of hair with arms as long as my torso and glasses thicker than the bottom of a beer bottle put out his hand as he tilted his head in close, one eye was completely white with cataracts the other was a little milky but it was obvious he was trying to focus on me. “Randy. Randy Schmalls.”


    I took his hand and said in my clumsy manner, “But, you're not blind.” Oh god, that sounded terrible.


    He stood tall and grinned. “Not yet, but getting there.”


    I tilted my head in question. “Sorry, that sounded terrible of me. I just meant... I thought this was a blind bowling league.”


    Robin stepped in to save me from myself. “Randy is legally blind. And the league accepts anyone who is visually challenged. He's our 'spotter,' he calls out the pins left standing after one of us bowls. That way we don't need to drag along a spotter on tournament days like today.”


    She placed a hand over mine through the fabric of my pocket and I realized I was playing with my silver dollar. I took a breath and relaxed at her smile. Her effect on me still amazed me since only Less could keep the panic away.


    The last guy, a younger guy, who seemed angry at everything just said, “Bellamy Stone” He sat down. I tilted my head at him, wondering why he seemed so angry. Then I said, “It is very nice meeting you Randy and Bellamy.”


    Robin added, “And that little whimpering lady by her side is a service dog in training, Daisy.”


    This piqued Vera's curiosity. “Guide dog?”


    I shook my head. “No. Therapy dog for hospitals.”


    Then she asked, “Is she cute?”


    I stomped my heel, dropped a treat which she bolted to and devoured. I made Daisy sit, then unclipped her from her leash but held her put. She needed to know when to be professional and when to be herself. For Sandra’s particular training method, it was, “Go get her Daisy.” And I released her. She ran up to Vera, with her tail going a million miles per second and tried to jump in her lap. Vera leaned down and scooped her up.


    Vera had a big smile on her face. “She's so soft. What kind of dog is she?”


    I replied, “King Charles Cavalier.”


    She giggled and rubbed her ears. “I love the floppy ears. It is nice to meet you Daisy.”


    Then I stomped my heel and dropped a treat. Daisy launched herself out of Vera's lap to retrieve the treat. I said, “Time to get back to work girl.” I clipped her leash to her collar again.


    Robin was smiling in our general direction the whole time. Then she turned to the right and said, “And this lot over here are our competition for the day, the Gutter Snipes.”


    There were muttered greetings. But they had their game faces on. They had four people in purple and black shirts with their team name printed on them. There were also two women and a child sitting with them without team shirts who were obviously sighted people. Probably their spotter or girlfriends or spouses and child?


    We sat and chatted with Robin's teammates for a few minutes. Then a tone sounded. Robin and Vera stood. She said to me, “Ten minutes before the match starts.” They made their way behind the seating area and started checking out the bowling balls in the racks there. They came back a moment later and put their balls in the trough of the ball return where there were already two balls. One that was a fluorescent yellow and a standard black one. Randy and Bellamy's I assumed.


    I said, “That is one bright ball.”


    Randy leaned in toward me tilting his head a little to focus on me and said, “That's the idea, the contrast helps me see it a little better.”


    I nodded. “I can understand that. But isn't that cheating if the rest of the players can't see?”


    This caused Bellamy to snort. “He's the worst bowler we have. He's just here so we have a full team and to do our spotting.”


    Randy had a comical look on his face as he nodded and smiled apologetically. I may have giggled, but I'm not sure. Robin leaned in with a super smile that made me blush.. “There it is again.” Ok, so maybe I did giggle.


    My blonde neighbor looked in my general direction and said, “I'm going to warm up a bit.” I took a seat and placed Daisy in my lap. Robin located her ball and then stepped up in front of the ball return with her left hand out until she found the rail that went from the ball return to the line up at the lane, I don't know the terminology. Both ends of the rail were open loops that had two bowling balls weighing it down. That was pretty cool, so they could be moved or removed and stored easily I presumed.


    She put her hand on the rail then stretched over then took a quarter step to the right. Centering herself then, she started walking toward the lane. She took two steps with her hand running along that rail then released it as she swung the bowling ball back and took her last two steps and released the ball with more power than I would have assumed she could.


    The ball careened down the lane a little off center and she knocked most of the pins down. She just turned around and stood there. Randy was in motion over the computer screen built into the table he sat at and put his face almost on the screen, maybe just three inches away, and squinted. Then he called out, “Nice! One, three six, ten.” Then he sat back as Robin smiled then went to the ball return and waited until her ball came back. She aligned herself again with the rail and then bowled again. This time the ball was wide to the right and she knocked all the pins but one down.


    Randy again looked at the screen then said, “One.”


    Vera looked in my general direction. “Robin is our secret weapon. She can finesse the ball. Her muscles memory is better than ours, probably because she is an artist.” I beamed with pride for Goldilocks.


    Once she sat, Bellamy stood and grabbed his ball with a gruff sound. He grabbed the rail and positioned himself. Hr ran his hand along the rail for a second then released it then started forward and bowled his first ball. I was excited for a second. His ball was perfectly straight and hit the first pin dead on, but somehow he left a split, and Randy called out, “Split. Seven, four, six, nine, ten.”


    I said out loud, “But the ball went perfectly straight, he was robbed.”


    Robin snuggled in beside me and said softly, “You don't want the ball to travel straight on. More often than not that will result in a split. You want to be slightly off center when the ball strikes. Haven't you ever bowled before?”


    I felt embarrassed and said in a small voice, “No. Our father never let us do stuff like this.”


    We looked up when Randy called out after Bellamy's second attempt, “Seven, ten.”


    Robin said, “Randy, you mind if Brandye tries one before your practice?”


    He shook his head. “By all means.”


    I was quickly blurting, “No.”


    Vera was reaching over with her hands out. “Get up there and try Brandye it is fun. Give me the little fuzzball.” She wiggled her fingers in a grasping motion.


    Robin was bouncing on her toes with a cute look on her face. It was adorable as she said, “Pleeeease? For meee?” Shit... that was hawt. I was stepping into the fuzzy grey again, actually I never left it. Knock it off Brandye, she's your neighbor!


    I rolled my eyes and smiled. “Ok... for you. But I'm not going to like it.”


    She chuckled as I gave Daisy to Vera. Then my blondie said, “Yeah yeah, gloom and doom like Bellamy.” She felt the balls until she found hers and gave it to me.


    I turned to her as I put my fingers in the holes and asked, “So just throw it at the line there?”


    She grinned and replied, “The foul line. Yes. Stand on the approach then walk forward and release the ball, but don't cross the foul line or your turn doesn't count and you get marked a scratch.”


    I nodded to myself, how hard can it be? “Ok, here goes.”


    I ran up to the line and heaved with all my might and the ball sailed up into the air and came down on the lane with a loud crash and proceeded to roll into the gutter. I just watched in embarrassment as it wobbled down the gutter and disappeared at the end.


    “Shit,” I muttered to myself as Robin giggled gleefully and Randy almost apologetically saying, “Gutter.”


    Robin retrieved the ball from the return for me then she placed it in my hand but stood behind me. I could feel the heat of her body pressing against mine. It felt good. I could smell lavender. I caught myself inhaling. She put her hand on the ball. “Ok. First thing. You have to release at the bottom of your swing, not on the upswing or the ball goes airborne like that and the owners get irate.”


    I glanced at her smiling face as she continued. “Now, point your thumb toward the pins.” She twisted the ball a bit as she felt my hand position. “You should see some sort of marks, arrows on the approach in front of you.”


    I nodded and said, “I see them.”


    She said, “Ok pick one and use that as your guide each time, then you can adjust your swing using that same base. Remember, thumb toward the pins, release at bottom of swing.” She squeezed my shoulders and stepped to the side.


    I raised the ball then began my approach, I swung back then forward. The ball released fairly well with a little thunk and it stayed on the lane the whole way down. I knocked over two pins and I squeaked out in glee.


    Robin held her hand up for a high-five as I passed by her to sit back on the seats. Randy started calling out pins then stopped, saying, “I'll save your dignity, you're worse than me.” Everyone laughed including the Gutter Snipes.


    I laughed. “You all are sooo mean! This is my first time... and I got my eye on you Snipes over there!” This got more chuckles and a couple of the Gutter Snipes holding their hands up in surrender.


    I watched as everyone else bowled practice frames. I couldn't stop from grinning. I was indeed the worst bowler present. I retrieved Daisy when Vera bowled, but she seemed smitten and would ask for Daisy every chance she got.


    Randy showed me how to read the screen so I could spot for him when he took his turn.


    Then another tone went off. Robin whispered to me, “One minute warning.”


    Evander was on the intercom with a less than thrilled tone that made me wonder just how many years he has worked here for all the life to be sucked out of his voice like that. “Welcome to Ballard Bowl everyone. This is the fourth game in the American Blind Bowling Association Spring Tournament. On lane fifteen we have the two and one Golden Pins, and on lane fourteen we have the three and oh Destroyers.” He droned on, announcing all the teams, then he added, “Chili fries are a dollar off for all participants today. Remember to have fun and Tuesday nights are free bowl nights.”


    I snickered. “Who drained the life out of him.”


    Robin grinned back. “He's worked here thirty years with those awful shoes. How would you fare?”


    I nodded. “Fair point Goldilocks.”


    She stuck her tongue out at me and then we observed as the match began. It was fun watching the teams playfully mocking each other. I'm not sure what is good and isn't in bowling, but they seemed to be doing really well if I used my pathetic two pins as a yardstick. Both teams would congratulate anyone who got a strike or picked up a spare regardless of if they were on their team or not.


    I smiled with pride, Robin had two strikes and two spares and they were only on the seventh frame. This thought made me scrunch my nose and grab her hand and bump shoulders. I sort of liked it so I didn't let go of her hand until it was her turn again.


    I was the honorary spotter after a bit, calling pins out when Randy was bowling and he had me spot while he ran off to get some chili fries. Can you blame the man, I mean, yum. He brought four large baskets of them back with him, dropping two off with the Gutter Snipes. Gawd they were sinfully tasty.


    When it was all over, the Gutter Snipes beat Robin's team by a single pin. There were hugs and high fives passed out between the teams. This really isn't the cutthroat competition you would imagine. It was more like everyone was here just to have fun. It felt more like a social event to me. I relayed this to Robin who said, “Well for most here it is. Most of us tend to hide ourselves away at home and not venture out much. Annette almost forced me to do this and now I enjoy the social interaction. Don't ever tell her she was right though.” I grinned at her conspiratorial smile.


    Everyone seemed to relax after that and maybe a third of us stayed and did some free bowling. I paid Evander for a couple games for our motley crew. I got better, they said I was bowling a sixty-three at the end of the second game and I actually got one strike! The last pin was wobbling and spinning for a few seconds, then it looked like it just got tired and laid down to take a nap. I'm quite sure you could hear my squeeing down in Vancouver.


    When Robin gave me a congratulatory hug, I'm positive we both hung on a little longer than necessary, but gawd her lavender smell was intoxicating. She giggled. “Did you just smell my neck?”


    I blushed hard. “Yeah... sorry. You smell nice.” This just got a self-satisfied smile from the evil woman.


    When we said our goodbyes to the team, I was able to pry Daisy from Vera's hands, barely. Then I gave them each hugs. I caught the flicker of a smile on Bellamy's face, breaking his gloom and doom attitude. I said, “Softie.” He couldn't stop his grin, so he turned away.


    We walked across the street to the little park there for Daisy to do her thing. After placing her offering in a little baggie and throwing it away, Daisy, Robin and I sat on a bench for a minute. I took in the park in this gaslight district, saying, “I love the ornate streetlamps and cast iron benches that adorned this area.”


    She leaned against me, head on my shoulder and she breathed out, “Tell me.” So I described everything I saw as the other senses could identify with. She ran her hand along the intricate cast iron legs on the bench as I described them. I loved the look on her face, absorbing everything I said. This woman was quickly becoming one of my best friends. To think it took me a week to introduce myself.


    


    


    Chapter 6 – Sunday Funday


    We made our way back to the car and she collapsed her cane and got in. I passed her Daisy and shut her door then walked around and got in the driver's seat. I looked at the happy blonde as I asked, “So where to? Care for some adventure?”


    She nodded with a grin and I started the car and drove us to Pike Place Market. She looked a little uncomfortable. I assured her, “Just for lunch, then we can figure out what we want to do.” This released some of the tension I saw in her and she just nodded.


    She left her cane in her purse and just placed her warm hand in the crook of my arm, it felt so natural, like that's how it should always be. I was holding Daisy's leash back on my left. She was still straining against the leash, I knew it wouldn't be long before she stopped that. She was already reacting well to the other subtle training tricks mom had shown me.


    We made our way from the parking structure toward the market. I really loved this part of the city, and Pike Place was a place of wonder for me. From the open air market to the main structure with all the sublevels of shops. When the crowd started getting denser, I grabbed Daisy and put her into my oversized bag. She poked her head out and looked around excitedly at all the people passing us by.


    Robin asked cutely for the three hundredth time, “So where we goin' Bran?”


    I chuckled and said, “Follow your nose.” As we made our way past the triangle building into the Post Street Alley. We entered the east building and the constant drone of voices of the crowd were shut out. I'm embarrassed to say I closed my eyes and tried to take in my environment like she did. I know, I'm lame, don't rub it in. But I could indeed smell our destination as my mouth started watering in anticipation.


    I opened my eyes as we went to the end of the corridor. A tiny smile was growing on her lips as that tantalizing smell that has no rival in this world was getting stronger. I opened the door to The Pike, a little bakery slash cafe and a wave of fresh baked bread smell rolled over us. I could have food-gasmed right on the spot, but I knew the smell was nothing compared to the taste.


    The five outside tables were packed and the few expanded metal patio tables inside were almost filled up too. There was one in the corner by the display cases that were filled with delectable bread loaves, scintillating scones, and fluffy looking rolls.


    My smile couldn't have gotten any bigger when I saw Mrs. Zatta, or Mrs. Z as she liked to be called, come motoring over with menus in her hand. When the sweet old lady saw me, she put the menus down on the display case as she passed it.


    She squinted and scrunched up her face, “Lessa?”


    I giggled. “Brandye, sorry Mrs. Z.”


    She chuckled. “One day I'll be able to tell you two apart.”


    I smiled at her. “This is my neighbor and bowling coach, Robin. And Robin, this is Mrs. Zatta, about the best baker and cook in the universe.”


    Mrs. Z put her hand out and did a double-take when Robin put her hand out in a slightly different direction. She tilted her head in instant understanding and took Robin's hand and shook it. Ok, am I the only dense person in the world who didn't realize Robin was blind? Robin's smoky voice chimed out, “It is nice to meet you Mrs. Zatta. It smells simply divine in here.”


    She looked at the beast that was all tongue and ears poking out of my bag as I lifted the fuzzy girl out to place her on the floor. She beamed down at the little one. “A new one? She's adorable.”


    I nodded. “Yes, this is Daisy. It is her first official outing as a working dog in training.”


    Mrs. Z beamed down at her then us. “You ladies make yourselves comfortable. I bring something right out.”


    I nodded as she dashed off more spryly than you'd give someone of her advanced years credit for. Then guided Robin to her chair and put her hand on the back of the chair. We both sat and I shortened Daisy's leash and slipped it under the leg of my chair. Robin asked, “So what kind of food does she serve here?”


    I wish she could have seen the silly look on my face when I said with humor in my voice, “Ambrosia.”


    She snorted then blushed slightly. The red on her cheeks made her look so... into the fuzzy grey area we go again, happily. Then she said, “It certainly smells that way. Fresh baked bread smell could be sold as an aphrodisiac.”


    I nodded. “Agreed. Actually there aren't many things on the menu, there don't need to be since each and every item is delicious.”


    She nodded with a grin. “What are the choices?”


    I scrunched up my nose in thought. “You know... I really couldn't tell you. I have only seen a menu here from a distance. Mrs. Z knows Mom and us and just sort of brings us whatever strikes her fancy. But you seriously want to propose to whatever she brings out.”


    She scrunched up her nose and smiled. “Now I'm getting excited to find out.”


    We just started talking when Mrs. Z returned with a tray and placed a pot of freshly brewed coffee, and a carafe of ice water on our table then placed a plate with a fresh, out of the oven, ham bake in front of each of us. Oh Gawd... I love these! She said, “Careful ladies, the plates are hot. Dig in.” She put two tiny bowls down by Daisy and patted her head. It was a little mini bake all cut up and a bowl of water. Then she stood up and looked at us apprehensively.


    Robin tapped tentatively to her right and found her fork. She kind of outlined the bake with the tines of her fork, then we both cut off a piece of the bake and took a bite. Oh... Nirvana. Given the choice between this and sex, it would be a tossup. We both moaned in delight, then Mrs. Z grinned and disappeared back into her kitchen like a satisfied elf.


    With her mouth full Robin said, “Ohfw muy gooowd.”


    I giggled... which made her smile... then I said, “I told ya so.” She just nodded and dug in. As the bakes cooled, I'm not ashamed to say that both of us picked them up with our hands to munch on them.


    I was amazed to watch Robin pour herself some water and coffee. I never thought about the fact that I take so many things for granted. I can see when my glass is full. I took note how she held the rim of the cups and used the tip of her finger inside them as a gauge to determine when her water glass was full. She hung a little device from her purse in the coffee cup and it gave a tiny beep when the mug was full of the hot liquid. I wasn't sure if I should have offered to pour or not, now I know it doesn't matter.


    As we started slowing down, we remembered to talk. She started us out with, “Oh god, I feel like a pig. This is just so good.”


    I giggled, she smiled, then I said, “No need to apologize, her food has that effect. I have lost track of how many culinary awards she has won in the few years I have known her alone.”


    Then we started talking about our childhoods. She held me in rapt fascination as she spoke about growing up visually challenged in a sighted world. I was saddened by her confession that she tried to be normal and fit in when she was really young, almost like she was embarrassed by her affliction. This had my guts churning for reasons I still can't quite nail down. Except for the fact that I don't believe she should try to fit in when she was born to stand out and shine like a star in the sky.


    She had come to that conclusion in junior high. She said it was like some sort of switch was flipped in her mind. She realized she shouldn't try to be like someone else. That being herself was good enough. That people's perceptions of what is “normal” are seriously twisted and out of whack in most cases.


    She fought with her parents to keep her in public school when they were talking about putting her in a special school that would cater to her needs. Her father was the hero there, he agreed with Robin. Her mother has just always been too over protective. Robin believes she made the right choice. I smiled, I thought so too and I told her that.


    She moved the topic to me. She was fascinated by the twin aspect of my growing up and how it affected me. She noted that Lessa seemed to protect and shelter me. She's perceptive. That is how it has always been. Less was the strong one, I was the smart one.


    My muscles began tensing and my breathing was speeding up as anxiety started rolling over me in waves when the subject of my parents divorce came up. A soft hand covering mine brought me back down to earth. I looked at our hands and noticed my silver dollar in mine. I hadn't even realized I took it out. I started to apologize, but she softly warned me. “Don't you even dare say you are sorry. Let's change the subject.” Her smile made me forget all about it and we moved the topic to art.


    She was so passionate about the subject and it fascinated me to no end listening to her take on artists, styles, and mediums. But I could feel the undercurrents of longing when she discussed much of it. Most art was behind glass or ropes and people were not allowed to touch them. This brought to the forefront of my mind something that I have been thinking about since yesterday. God did I wish she could experience the art she longed for, from the masters.


    I said, “Excuse me for a moment, please. My bladder is about to burst.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Nice.”


    I stood and put a hand on her shoulder and gave it a little squeeze as I made my way to the restroom. As soon as I was in the corridor I grabbed my cellphone and dialed my aunt. She answered with her always warm and compassionate, “What? Who is this? It better be friggin' good!”


    I giggled and said, “Its me, Brandye, Aunt Missy.”


    Her harsh tone suddenly became soft, something she reserved exclusively for me, she even kept her signature terse attitude with Lessa because “She can take it.” “What a pleasant surprise. Sorry, I couldn't make the housewarming yesterday sweetie. I had that exhibit to set up at the gallery. Did Penny give you my gift?”


    I had to grin. “Yes auntie, she did. Thank you so much. Those pots and pans are gorgeous and they'll do much better than the skillet and pot I bought at the supermarket the other day.”


    Then she chuckled. “Ooooo there's that tone of, 'but I have a favor to ask.' What can I do for you sweetie?”


    I giggled again, she knew me well. “Well, I was just wondering if you still had that latest exhibit from Mia Jacobs at the gallery, you know the one with those four sculptures? And also if there was any way you could get me in contact with her?”


    She replied, “Yes it is still there, and I'm sure the spazzy freak would have no problem speaking to you. I'll give her a call and call you back. Love you lots sweetie.”


    I smiled and said, “Love you too aunt Missy. You rock!”


    I hung up and stood there smiling and looking at my phone for a second. I don't know why she pretends to be so abrasive and politically incorrect all the time. Everyone can see right through her. It is all just an act because she doesn't want anyone to get close to her, she doesn't want to let anyone in. One day I hope she can feel comfortable enough to tell me what had happened in the past that made her that way.


    I made my way back to Robin. I grinned at the sleepy Daisy on the floor by my chair. After I sat, we slipped quickly into our sharing and banter mode that was so comfortable with this fascinating blonde.


    When we finally started gathering our things to go, Mrs. Z puttered over. “Thanks for coming girls. It was nice meeting you Robin. Drop by anytime.” I was digging in my purse for my wallet, and Mrs. Z shook her head as she laid a hand on my arm. “Please, don't insult me Brandye, your money is no good here.”


    I nodded and relaxed. “Thank you Mrs. Zatta. It was delicious.” She smiled and I retrieved Daisy's leash and stuffed my happy and groggy, well fed puppy into my bag. I smiled at the woman with her grandmotherly demeanor. She is always giving free meals to people she likes, I'm amazed she doesn’t go broke. But it did feel like coming to visit with family, with that favorite aunt that always has something cooking in the kitchen. Though I'm not sure if my aunt Missy knows how to cook.


    We said our goodbyes and made our way outside and into the crowded market again. I had to grin. Daisy wasn't looking out of the bag. I knew with a full belly of warm food she was most likely curled in for a nap. I almost felt the same way but I wanted to have some more fun with Robin!


    I convinced her to walk down to the docks below to take a ferry ride. She agreed on one condition. “Tell me about orange.”


    We talked as we walked. As we passed under the viaduct, Robin's tone changed, to one with an undercurrent of pain. “I hear there is a Mia Jacobs mural down here somewhere.”


    I glanced back over to big brick building with the amazing mural that covered one wall, it is always one of my favorite things about Pike Place. I nodded and said, “Yes, it is just over there. And I tilted the arm she was holding toward it.”


    She said, “I hear it is quite stunning.”


    I asked slowly, “Do you want... me to describe it?” She simply nodded once, so I stopped at a bench by the road and sat us down. I looked back at the mural and took a deep breath, thinking about how best to describe it.


    Then I began. “Well first off, as you probably already know, it covers an entire building and is constructed with discarded hubcaps. It depicts a beautiful young woman with flowing hair, who is looking up into the sun when viewed at at distance. It is like a silver photograph, yet when you get up close, all you can see are the hubcaps that it is comprised of. It is all about perspective. Like the difference between smelling fresh baked bread, and tasting it, or feeling the soft warmth of it in your hands. It is one thing at one point and another at a different point, but it becomes part of what makes it whole... into something you can't quite define. That is how all of Mia Jacobs art is and why she is such a modern art genius.”


    I took a breath as she was looking up into the sky as I spoke. I continued, “I could go on and on about how the color and graceful lines of the mural would be like the smooth feel of polished metal beneath your fingertips, or a refreshing gulp of cold water on a hot summer day. But that would be a disservice to what I really see. It is actually warmer than the sun when I look at it because of what is really there. There is something in the way that young woman is portrayed that screams one word louder than anything else. It is a something you can feel. It looks like... like how love should feel. I don't know how she could catch such a vibrant emotion in such a crude medium, but that is what I see when I look at it. This mural is love.”


    A tear rolled down Robin's smiling face as she gazed sightlessly into the sky. Her voice was husky as she said, “Thank you.”


    I smiled and reached over and wiped the tear from her cheek. “Let's go ride a ferry.” She just nodded with a smile and took my arm with both hands this time and I led her to the docks.


    We had a great time on the ferry. The wind in her hair on the observation deck made her look so... wow. More and more often, she would have me describe what I was seeing and would tell me things from her perspective. I asked her why and she said, “Nobody had taken the time to describe things to me the way you do. You make everything sound so... beautiful.”


    I shrugged. “For the most part everything is. There are some ugly things in the world I wish I couldn't see. Like heartache, violence, decay, sickness. But most of my parents friends have shown me to look where most people don't and you can find beauty in almost everything. I think that is what inspired me to get into art. I'm not a classical artist like you, I don't have that ability, but my graphical art can afford me tiny glimpses into your world.”


    She shrugged and just hugged my arm and laid her head on my shoulder cutely and changed the subject. “I love the feel of the breeze on my face as we move through the water.” I just smiled and rested a hand on hers as she held my arm. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the breeze with her. Ocean spray tickling my skin. I was acutely aware of our contact, but it only made me feel warm inside.


    After the ferry ride, we walked back and got into the car, then she said, “Let me show you something.” I agreed and she pulled out her phone, she held the home button and it dinged and she said, “Address for Seattle Alternative Art Museum.”


    The phone rattled out an address and she turned to me with a smile. “You get that Bran?”


    I grinned. “Yes ma'am.” I punched it into my GPS and off we went. Near the Zoo, we pulled up to a huge Victorian House that had been converted into some sort of gallery. Daisy was refreshed so she walked beside us when when got out of the car.


    Robin snapped out her cane and dragged me to the front doors of the gorgeous building. We entered the heavy oak doors with stained glass windows and we went up to an admission window. Robin chirped out, “Two please.”


    The extremely heavyset man behind the counter slid two passes and two headsets to us and said, “Fifteen.” Before I could react, Robin was in her wallet and handed him a bill that was folded both lengthwise and by width... a twenty. The man slid back a five that was already folded lengthwise. This got me wondering a couple things. One, they must be used to blind patrons here and two, that there must be some sort of universal folding standard for different denominations of bills. I found myself wanting to learn more as she slid her change back into her wallet.


    She handed me a headset as she put one on herself. She pulled me through the second set of doors and a woman standing in there in an usher's uniform took our passes and asked if we needed to be guided. Robin grinned and nudged her head toward me. “No, but thanks, she's sighted.” Then she placed a hand on a rope that was threaded through a series of free standing, ornately carved, brass posts.


    A few steps in, following the rope, and a pleasant sounding male voice voice started up on the headset, “Welcome to the Seattle Alternative Art Museum, our exhibits from all around the world are tailored for the visually impaired. We encourage you to touch all of our exhibits to experience them fully. There are sighted assistants at each exhibit who can guide you, or direct you to services like restrooms or our souvenir shop. We hope you have a pleasant experience here and visit often as our exhibits change regularly.”


    We came to an area with a finely crafted marble statue of a roman woman in a flowing toga, she had a basket overflowing with fruit. There was a man in a museum uniform standing unobtrusively off to one side.


    As we stepped across a line on the ground the voice was on the headset again. Describing the exhibit as a representation of Athena by a German artist, Hans Eichel. It made note of the extraordinary smooth lines he could create with his chisel, and encouraged us to feel the natural flow of his workmanship.


    I put Daisy in my bag and she poked her head out. Then Robin grabbed my hand and reached out with her other and moved it until she found the statue, then she put our hands on it. I watched in fascination as she allowed her fingers to examine every nook and cranny of the statue's face.


    The generic description of the statue played on the headset. When it was done, I watched as Robin experienced the art as she walked around it with her hands constantly in motion, it was mesmerizing. I followed her hands with my own. Closing my eyes from time to time to see if I could understand what she was feeling.


    When the voice finished, she looked over the statue in my direction and whispered almost inaudibly, “Tell me.” I smiled and started describing the beautiful statue. I blushed as I saw the man grinning as I described it to Robin.


    This continued for three more exhibits, she had me describe them after the narrator did, while she examined the art with her hands. Then she tried to physically pull me past the fifth exhibit without stopping. I pulled her to a stop. I whispered, “Oh my god.” I had a huge smile on my face and she had a blush on hers.


    I giggled as I pulled her across the line on the floor and the voice started up, “Here we have 'Sunshine' by Robin Hartford. Her unique style of contoured tactile painting has had the art community sitting up and taking notice for the past few years. Place your hands in the upper left side of the canvas and run them along the raised flowing stroke to the lower right. You can feel the...” and it went on describing her style in cold, clinical terms. It deserved better than that.


    I marveled at it, it looked... I don't know, warm and inviting with her signature single black swooping stroke surrounded by colorful bursts in an almost random pattern. She must choose her colors from what people describe her subjects with. This one had was all yellows and warm orange highlights.


    A hot hand was on mine and she whispered, her hot breath in my ear causing goosebumps to rush down my neck. “Close your eyes.” I did. I was acutely aware of her lavender scent as she reached our hands up and placed mine on her canvas. Then as with the painting she gifted to me, the black swoop guided my hand as she slowly drug my hand along it.


    The textures felt directional, like they were guiding my hand down. Near the bottom the subtle and gentle textures played on my fingers almost like a kitten's fur or a fleece blanket. I smiled as it gave me a warm feeling... like sunshine. Or was it just Robin's proximity and our contact. I really didn't care which, since whatever it was, it made me sigh.


    I kissed her on the cheek and whispered, “It's amazing Goldilocks.” She seemed to freeze up for a moment then relax.


    She grinned and said, “Good, now lets go to the next exhibit before I get even more embarrassed.” There were only two more exhibits and we found ourselves back at the front by following the rope.


    As we were handing in our headsets I said, “That's it? There weren't many exhibits.”


    She nodded sadly. “I know, but there aren't many artists that want people touching their work. That leaves what is available spread pretty thin across the world in accessible museums and galleries like this. I can't imagine all the wonders I miss out on. I have to settle for descriptions. And I love your descriptions, nobody else has played to my other senses with their descriptions before, it actually evokes emotion with them. You have a gift. You really need to pursue your book... the study of the masters.”


    I blushed then we made our way back to the car. Once we were on our way back home I said, “I have a quick stop to make on the way home.”


    We stopped at a pet store and picked up a small pet door. I called Less. “Hi, I bought a dog door for Daisy and am heading home. Which end of the hammer do I use to install it? Or does duct tape work?”


    She snorted and said, “Message received. On our way. Devon will bring his power tools. Tay is over, we'll drag him along and those two can grunt like cavemen while we gossip.”


    I grinned and squeaked out, “K... love you sis.”


    She replied, “Love your sorry ass too. See ya in a few.”


    


    


    Chapter 7 – The Ward


    That night I got a call that made my heart almost stop. A woman, who was stuttering in a sweet voice as she spoke to me, introduced herself, “H-hello Brandye, this is Mia Jacobs. That good f-for nothing M-Missy told me that you wanted to speak w-with me.”


    Aaaaahhhhh! Oh my god! Mia Jacobs! Oh shush, it isn't every day you get to speak with a legend. No, my mothers don't count... or their friends... or June's parents... fine whatever. Mia is a personal hero of mine. Anyway, Mia was enthusiastic about the evil scheme I came up with and admitted that she had never thought of the points I brought up and she would have to make some changes. She said she would have something ready for me by the coming weekend.


    I made sure that Robin was free next Saturday. She said, “I'm pretty sure I'll be hanging with that weird neighbor girl and her dog.” This just made me giggle, which made her smile warmly. I had already admitted to myself that I had a crush on her. But I'd never act on it, because all relationships end. I wouldn't want anything to be awkward between us. She had already wormed her way into the best-friend position.


    My mind just kept dwelling on the fact that Robin would never get her dream to experience the art of the masters. Something had to be done about that... but what? I started thinking about assembling my book of the art masters with proper descriptions again. Hmmm... I need to start on a project soon that will be my final in my senior year... then it hit me. Oh!


    The next couple days were busy. The boys had installed the dog door in no time. Now I didn't feel bad leaving Daisy at home when I went out to do things, it took moments for her to master the pet door and lay claim to the entire back yard as Daisy-opolis. When I was at school Robin took her, I swear Daisy bonded more with her than me. Her training was coming along well.


    Between school, and work, and visiting into the wee hours of the night with Robin every night, I was exhausted. But I loved every single moment I could get with Robin. Then heap onto that, my late night calls with Lessa. I needed a clone.


    Wednesday rolled along and I was overly excited. Tonight I get to drag Robin along with me to the children's wards for the Callahan Foundation. I don't know why but it was really important for me to share all the facets of my life with her. There was someone there I wanted to meet her.


    I arrived home and parked the car in the garage and hopped over the infrared light thingy as the door closed and from Robin's porch I heard, “Go get her Daisy.” I met Daisy half way across the yard and scooped her up and tickled her belly before putting her back down and making my way up to Robin's porch.


    I said, “Wow. A work of art.”


    She scrunched up her face and said, “I just started...”


    I said playfully, “Who says I was talking about the painting.” I flopped into a cushioned wicker chair on the porch. Daisy made a mighty leap and just barely made it into my lap and curled in.


    My smiling blonde blushed, which looked awesome on her face and said, “You're going to give me a complex Bran.”


    She cleaned her brush then sat down in the chair next to me, her hand drifted over the little glass table with the wicker base between the chairs and I absently took it. I looked out over the lawn and to mine that was getting much too long now. “I need to get my lawn mowed. You got the number for the kid that does yours?”


    She just nodded and closed her eyes, and took a deep breath of spring air. I grinned and followed suit. “So, you ready for tonight? We should hurry, we'll only get a short time since visiting hours end at six.”


    She nodded and took a deep breath and let go of my hand and stood. “Then let's get crackin' shall we?”


    She grabbed her canvas and supplies and said, “See you in fifteen?”


    I nodded, and said, “Sounds good.” I placed Daisy on the porch and stood up and walked down the steps, again admiring her porch. Daisy raced me to our door. The moment we disappeared inside she went darting into the kitchen and out into “her” yard. I had to giggle.


    I quickly got ready. I felt bad abandoning Daisy, but she wasn't trained enough to go with us, and she would need to get certified first anyway. I made sure she had plenty of food and water. She came bolting back in when she heard me put her kibble dish down. She was munching away when I walked out the front door.


    Robin was already walking over, before I could, she put her hand in the crook of my arm and we made our way to the garage and into the car. I paused when I heard Daisy whimpering through the door into the house. It was heartbreaking. Robin chuckled, “You're a softie Bran.”


    I tried to sound indignant, “I have no clue what you are talking about.”


    She gave a self-satisfied smile, “Well since I can hear Daisy and you haven't started the car... I think it is sweet.”


    I blushed and started the car and pulled out. As the garage door closed behind us, I reached over and grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze. “And you, my dear Goldilocks are mean.”


    She scrunched her nose cutely. “It's all part of my charm.” Damn, she was right.


    When we arrived at the hospital, I parked beside Mom's car, she was waiting for us. I was surprised when Lessa got out of the car with her instead of mother. It was rare for Lessa to accompany us in our rounds at the hospitals or the homeless shelters anymore. Mom always grins when it is pointed out and says, “She is living HER life.” But Less still made an effort a couple times a month because she truly believed it was important.


    We all hugged, and mom started unloading puppies and bibbing and leashing them. I looked around. “Where are the volunteers? Mom grinned, “I told them we had this. There are four of us after all.” Lessa just nodded once staunchly.


    Then I asked, “Where's mother?”


    Mom replied quickly, “She's down in Vancouver till later, Mandy Harris is pitching an idea to her.”


    To Robin's credit, she didn't raise an eyebrow at the mention of Mandy Harris. Oh, of course, she was friends with her daughter, June.


    Mom just kept handing out leashes until we all had four except her. She had three then she cleared her throat as she continued to hold the door open. She cleared her throat again and finally old Fang hopped out. Mom gave him such a loving look as she clipped a leash on him. I couldn't stop an excited smile. It was rare for him to “come to work” anymore, but it was an extreme treat to watch the old pro in action and he was a favorite of the wards.


    I grinned at Mom's troop, trusty ol' Fang, handsome Monster Junior, Lilac, and Begonia. It still amazed me she has time for these personal appearances. She said, “Let's go make some smiles.” We all nodded and Robin flicked out her cane and put the hand with the four leashes in the crook of my arm.


    Once we got in the corridor, Mom, Less and I all automatically stopped and got our disinfectant wipes out of our hip packs and started cleaning fuzzy feet. I explained to Robin what we were doing. Once that was done we went to the terminal children's cancer ward.


    I took the leashes from Robin for a moment and placed Robin's hand on the wall placard for her to feel the braille. Then returned the leashes to her. She had a sad look on her face and I whispered, “Don't let them see that, always smile no matter what. It is important.” She nodded once in understanding and forced a smile as we entered the ward.


    It always amazes me. I swear to all that is holy that these dogs are smarter than we give them credit for. It's like they put on a professional demeanor here, they know they are here to work. They all sat down right after Fang did. Then Lessa was about to give the command for the dogs to howl a greeting. But then her eyes landed on Fang and her look softened and she got her signature smirk on her face and said instead, “Fang announce!”


    Ever the consummate pro, Fang regally lifted his chin and let out the cutest howl, like a tiny wolf. Robin was startled by the answering howl and laughter of almost a dozen children. Then mom said quietly, “Announce.” And sixteen howls hit a counterpoint to the howling of the children.


    Curtains were being pulled aside and adults and children were poking their heads out. A nurse with strong Hispanic features, Angel, came out of one of the curtains and smiled at us. “Oh Sandra, and Fang! It is always a pleasure.” She walked the circuit with us and we explained everything to Robin as we went, telling her the important commands were 'cuddle' after which the dog would curl in an be still with a child while they petted it... and 'go get' him or her.


    She smiled. “Like we are doing with Daisy.”


    I nodded with a smile. “Exactly.”


    The bedridden children would get a dog with a 'cuddle' and the children that could stand on their own got a dog with a 'go get' command. We visited with each child and each parent or set of parents. Then we had to rush to the next with mom apologizing for rushing but we came late so we didn't even have a couple hours to make rounds.


    One little seven year old girl, Carolyn, was unconscious, whether from exhaustion or the drugs. The almost haunted look Angel gave us told us Carolyn most likely would not last the night. I started breathing faster and faster while keeping my practiced smile on my face, the anxiety and anger and sadness were hitting me like a wall. How can life possibly be so unfair? But then there were two hands on me, calming me. One from Robin and one from Less, who was looking over at Robin with a tinge of amazement as I relaxed and pulled myself together.


    Then Robin collapsed her cane and put it in her waistband then bent down and unclipped her last dog, Buttercup. She hoisted her and put a hand out. I guided it to the bed and released her. She put Buttercup on the bed with Carolyn and said, “Buttercup cuddle.” Buttercup cuddled in and Robin put one of Carolyn's little arms around the dog. The girl's parents smiled then the mother buried her head into her husband's shoulder, silently crying.


    We visited with them for a minute then excused ourselves with the last six dogs. Robin gave Carolyn's mother a reassuring squeeze of the hand as we left.


    As soon as we got out in the hall, Robin put her back to the wall and exhaled and seemed to get much smaller. Her smoky voice was rough suddenly, “How can you women do this? You have more strength than me. My heart feels like it is breaking.” She seemed so strong and calm in the ward... but she felt... she felt like I did every time?


    I took her hand and pulled her into a hug and I could feel her ragged breathing as I said softly, “Because we can bring a smile to their faces, give them a moment of happiness when everything seems so dark. That one moment makes it all worth it if we can make them forget and be happy if only for an instant. We remind them that they are not their disease, nor are they defined by it.”


    Mom was nodding and Lessa had her studying and calculating look on her face as she looked at Robin and me. What, woman? She just nodded and looked away.


    We started down the corridor and I told Robin, “The next stop will make you smile, I promise.” She took a deep cleansing breath and my pillar of strength stood up tall and nodded once in resolve. She took out her cane and extended it with a flick of her wrist and said almost musically, “Lead the way.”


    I placed her hand on the next placard for the recovery ward. The atmosphere was always one hundred percent different in here. There was a positive energy, the vibe of hope, happiness, and love of life.


    We waved at the nurses at the nurses station and Mom strode in like a superstar and was already saying, “Announce!” before the doors were closed behind us. The howling of the dogs was echoed by the children and a couple of them excitedly ran out from behind their curtains. None of the volunteers or employees of the Callahan Foundation had the flair or sheer presence that Sandra Callahan possessed when she was with 'her children.' It made me proud each time I saw it. She was seriously like a rock star here. Everyone loved her!


    She passed out hugs and cheek kisses like cookies to anyone who wanted one. Then she had the dogs 'go get' various children who's turn it was for a dog. She was down to Fang, who every child wanted, but Mom was adamant that he went to Dezzie. This ward was always in motion, recovering children or kids coming in for follow-up treatment or checkups. They were the warriors who fought and beat cancer.


    We made our way to the end to Dezzie's curtain. She would be going home today. This is the person I wanted so badly to meet Robin. Dezzie had been in and out of hospitals the past three years of her life, that is a big chunk of a nine year old's memory. She fought lung cancer and beat it into remission. Then she had a relapse, it caused her to lose her vision. But she beat it again. Now she is so angry all the time.


    I stopped Robin before we were half way to the back and explained it to her, then added, “I understand if you don't want to come in with us.” She simply rolled her eyes and started dragging me after mom.


    We all went in and greeted Dezzie and her parents, Anna-Lynn and Robert. Dezzie ignored us as the nurse finished up taking her vitals.


    I said to Dezzie, “Don't you want to say hello to Robin?”


    Dezzie spat out, “Who cares? Just another person to gawk at the blind girl.” She was so full of venom. She was forced to grow up way too fast and always sounded older than she really was.


    Robin chuckled and the little redheaded girl hissed out, “You think this is funny?”


    Robin said to nobody in particular a patronizing tone almost like she was prodding her, “So much anger.”


    I tried to diffuse the situation. “Robin is an artist, Dezzie. A painter. A famous one.”


    The little girl spat out, “Who thinks it is fun to tease a blind girl.”


    Robin shrugged and said, “No, not particularly. I understand your anger, but believe me, it isn’t like your life is over. It will get better.”


    The girl said to her incredulously, “What, are you blind? Can't you see that I can't? First cancer steals my childhood, then my eyesight.”


    Robin lost the condescending tone and suddenly her tone was serious. “Yes... I am.”


    Dezzie squinted and asked, “Am what?”


    Robin said plainly, “Blind.”


    At that, Dez paused, then Robin smiled in her general direction. “But unlike you, I don't know what it is that I am missing since I was born blind. Maybe we can talk for a minute and we can share our perspectives with each other?”


    Dezzie seemed to not know what to say, so she just asked, “You can paint?”


    Robin chuckled a sweet laugh. “Of course I can paint. Is that a yes? I think someone else is here to see you.”


    Dezzie looked around with unseeing eyes and mom said, “Fang.”


    The girl couldn't stop a smile. “Fang is here?”


    Mom unclipped Fang and said, “Go get her.”


    Fang trotted up to her and started trying to get into her lap, she bent and scooped him up and buried her face in his fur and came up smiling. She immediately put her scowl back on as she absently ran her fingers through Fang's fur. She turned her head toward Robin. “I... I could talk with you... alone.” Then she turned a glare to the room. We all got the hint and everyone including her parents filed out. I whispered in Robin's ear, “Thank you. We're going to the children's burn ward. You can come find us when you are done or I'll come for you after we finish.”


    She simply nodded at me then moved her cane until she struck another chair and pulled it beside Dezzie and sat down beside her. I had given her one last look before I exited to catch up with Mom and Less.


    My sister gave me a cockeyed look as she said, “Look at you being all sneaky. That was a stunt worthy of me.” Mom was beaming.


    I turned my head away from them and raised my chin. “I have no idea what you two are insinuating.”


    One of the nurses joined us at the burn ward as we all donned hairnets, booties and paper gowns. We scrubbed our hands in the sink then went into the positive pressure ward. When mom chimed out, “Oh my, I wonder if anyone is in here.” I had to smile at the little cheers of welcome.


    We did our rounds of the children then we sang some songs as Lessa played the beat up guitar they kept in the ward. We grinned at all the famous singer's signatures on the instrument, mother's was there, right up front in her loopy writing 'Penny Franklin', with the little kitty head dotting the i. I marveled at my sister's voice. She really sang a lot like mother. I knew that in another year or two she would secure a recording contract of her own, on her own merits. Daughter of a legend or no.


    Just as we were leaving the ward, we saw Robin on the arm of a candy-striper heading our way with Fang on his leash. As soon as Fang started tugging on the leash, Robin's smile bloomed. “Ladies?”


    I took the place of the candy-striper and placed Robin's hand where it belonged... in the crook of my arm and said, “Hiya Goldilocks.”


    She bumped shoulders with me then said with humor in her voice, “Hi Bran. That was a shameless abuse of neighbor power back there.”


    I grinned and said, “As I have already told these two evil woman, I haven't a clue what you are talking about.”


    Then her voice softened, “She has so much anger to work through. Someone that young should never have to go through the things she has. Her parents are getting her a therapist, I think that will be good in the long run. But after talking to me and realizing that maybe her life isn't over just because she can't see... I think she's going to be ok eventually.”


    Then she added, “Oh... and you will most certainly pay for that Bran. When you least expect it.” Then she laid her head cutely on my shoulder as we walked. I nodded to nobody in particular. Yes, evil geniuses usually wind up paying for it. Then I leaned my head on the top of hers as we walked.


    Mom and Lessa had smug looks on their faces. I'll have to ask Less about it tonight. Then my blondie asked, “Is that it? I'm emotionally drained. Can we go home now?” I nodded on top of her head as we walked and she gave a squeeze of my arm in thanks as we went to collect the rest of Mom's fuzzy minions.


    


    


    Chapter 8 – Mia Jacobs


    The rest of the week flew by. My cute blonde companion always harping on me to take time for myself. We seemed connected, with her hand in my arm, every second we were alone together. I actually had a chance to meet the mysterious Annette. She was a dark haired, middle aged woman who was snarky and full of delightful sarcasm.


    I had been shopping my revised senior project idea around at a few technical colleges for my senior project. I only had three years to work on it, and for what I had in mind, that might not be enough time. Tech college after tech college told me what I wanted to accomplish was impossible. The resolution required just wasn't there with traditional products. Possibly in another fifty years or so.


    I wasn't deterred. When I shared my idea with June when she was over at Conrnfed Potatoes, she comically said, “I got this shit.”


    Which just put Kylee Nelson into a laughing fit, sputtering out, “You sound just like your mother June!” This only encouraged the force of nature that was June Harris-West, causing her smile to double.


    She got me into contact with the man responsible for creating the advanced prosthetic foot that Skylar from Satin Thunder wears. His name is Tim Phearson, from Pherson Prosthetics and Robotics.


    I laid out my ideas and how everyone said that it was impossible. His voice seemed to tremble with excitement at that. When he asked why they said it was impossible, I told him because they couldn't get the resolution needed at that scale. He chuckled and said, “Then why do it at that scale and limit themselves?” He shared something with me at that point that I still use as my motto to this day, “It is only impossible until someone does it.”


    We found that the time constraint was limiting, he couldn't devote his company resources to it no matter how exciting it was. Plus, it was a multi-million dollar project. But he did admit that the return on it if it was made commercially available was potentially huge. I perked up, remembering my trust account. “What if we become partners on the project? I can invest fifty thousand per month into development for the next three years.” That would still leave money to dedicate to the Callahan Foundation each month.


    We sealed the deal and then Tim and I were partners on the endeavor. He hired another engineer for his company to pick up the slack for him then devoted his time personally to my project because he found it so challenging and exciting. I really like that man! While he worked out the details on the project, we hired a three man crew to develop the portable high resolution 3D scanners we would need for the other part of the project.


    Once we had the scanners, then my part of the project, and probably the most difficult part of it, would begin. I was up for it though, it was such an exciting concept and I'm sure most of the museums would be thrilled to participate. I started cataloging the masterpieces I wanted included in my “book”.


    Whenever Robin would ask about what I was working on I would just say, “Just my book on the masters you encouraged me to do for my senior thesis.”


    I was at her place Friday night, we were on the couch. I was sitting there with my iPad, reading up on some of the works of art I wanted to be cataloged while Robin lay draped across the couch with her head in my lap while she listened to another one of her paranormal fantasy books. I absently ran my fingers through her hair while she cutely smiled and cuddled in. Daisy was curled up on her stomach asleep.


    When her cuckoo clock tweeted once, she stretched one hand out to the coffee and patted until she found her iPad and hit the home button until it chimed, “Pause.”


    Then she was reaching back with both hands and gently tickling my ribs. I was grinning and squirming as she said in her low smokey voice, “Eleven-thirty Bran. Time for bed. I'm actually starting to keep regular hours with you around. Besides I know you like taking Lessa's midnight call in private.”


    I gave her an, “Awwww... but mooooom,” that made her grin and scrunch up her nose, which only made me smile. I shut off my iPad then sighed and giggled out, “You'll have to move if you want to get rid of me Goldilocks.”


    She snuggled in again. “I'm so comfy here, but fine...” She carefully lifted Daisy and sat up, placing her in her lap.


    I stood up and put my tablet into my bag and put it over my shoulder then scooped up my sleeping puppy from her lap. Daisy opened her eyes and gave a huge yawn, then she buried her face in my shirt and went back to sleep.


    Robin stood and walked us to the door and leaned in and I kissed her cheek. “Night Goldilocks.”


    She grinned ear to ear. “Night Bran.”


    Then I said, “Remember, we have someplace to be at ten AM.”


    She rolled her eyes and mimicked my voice from earlier, “Yes mother. You have harped on it all week, I couldn't forget if I wanted to.”


    I giggled. “I'm sticking my tongue out at you.” I stuck my tongue out at her and left to her chuckling as she shut her door and locked it.


    I was so excited for morning to come, I almost skipped home. I woke Daisy to go do her thing out back in the freshly cut grass... Robin had hooked me up with the Dunlop boy down the street. He agreed to come by every time he cut Robin's lawn and do mine for five dollars. I always gave him a five dollar tip.


    While Daisy was outside I went to take a shower and get ready for bed. Daisy was waiting there for her airlift when I got out. She is getting more and more active and growing quickly, I have no doubt in a week or two she will be able to make the jump herself. I closed my eyes and smiled, then grabbed my cell off the nightstand on the first ring and answered, “Hi Less!”


    ***


    In the morning, I did my morning run then got ready quickly, I don't know why I was so excited.


    I gave Daisy an extra treat, after I checked her food and water, since I felt guilty for having to abandon her today. I told her, “Sorry girl, but I'm flying this one solo. I'm already pushing my luck with Mia Jacobs as it is.” I went into the garage and pulled the car out to in front of Robin's.


    I had to smile when I got out. She was already out, weeding her flowerbed. I skipped over to her. She smiled in my general direction. “Somebody is in a good mood.”


    I rocked from side to side. “Maaaybe. Come on woman, we can't be late.”


    She grinned and shook her head as she stood with her garbage bag half full with weeds. “Ok, ok. Let me go wash my hands.”


    I grabbed the bag from her and started toward her garbage can at the side of her house near her garage as I called out, “Off with you.” I had to smile at her as she made her way to her porch and up the stairs. She looked so cute today in a violet sundress and white sandals and a light white jacket to stave off the slight morning chill.


    I hopped up onto the porch and paced, I had waaay too much energy just then. I moved quickly to her side when she came out of the house and locked the door. She chuckled as she took my arm. “Somebody needs to lay off the sugar.”


    I led her to the car and then ran around to the driver's side as she mounted up. I hopped in and started the car and then turned to her as I took the hand she offered on the center console. “Ready Goldilocks?”


    She nodded and scrunched up her nose. “Where are we going? And why so much mystery Bran?”


    I shrugged and said with humor filling my voice, “Were going to shoot some pool and maybe do some barn dancing.”


    She squinted an eye and replied with, “See? Right there, I can't tell if you are kidding or not because you're such a weirdo.”


    I giggled which brought a warm smile to her shiny lips. Wow, if she weren’t my neighbor I would be so tempted to... I shook the thought out of my head and gave her hand a squeeze. “You will just have to wait and see. I swear you are as impatient as Less. It is a surprise.”


    She held her right hand up in a gesture of surrender as she tilted her head cutely and chuckled lightly as she said, “Sorry. Lead on McDuff.”


    We spent the time on the drive downtown discussing her newest painting that she is working on, Birdsong. I love that most of her inspiration comes from cheerful sounds or warm feelings. It never ceased to amaze me how she could capture things and convert them into a tactile medium.


    Our topics were fluid and we wound up on the one subject I always avoid talking about. Relationships. She gave me a sad smile as I told her again that all relationships end, so I'm starting to think they are not worth perusing. She shared that she really hadn't ever dated. That she preferred to hide in the background and work on her art. Then she said softly, “You really should take more chances on people Bran.”


    We parked and I gave her one last look. “Pot and kettle Robin... pot and kettle.”


    She stuck her tongue out at me and we hopped out, to my giggling. With a flick of her wrist, she extended her cane and waited until I put her other hand in the crook of my arm then asked, “So, where are we besides downtown lady?”


    I hugged her hand to me as I led her. “The Downtown Seattle Gallery, I heard rumors that there was a Mia Jacobs exhibit here.”


    She stutter stepped a bit and seemed to sigh in resignation. I'm glad she couldn't see my smile. We stepped up to the grand entrance with it's heavy oak doors and beveled leaded glass inlays. I knocked on the locked doors right beside the “Closed for private showing until noon.” sign.


    Robin tilted her head. “They are closed?”


     “They have a private showing until noon.”


    Before she could ask more, the curator, my Aunt Missy opened the door. She said in a munchkin voice, “What's the password?”


    I crinkled my nose at her and said, “Ummm... Aunt Missy is awesome?”


    She chuckled and said in her normal voice, “Close enough, because it is true. Get in here stinker.”


    I dragged Robin through the door and Aunt Missy locked it behind us then gave me a hug. I grinned, she doesn't hug many people. If you don't know her, you would have to say her personality was hateful and acidic. But really she is just afraid to make connections and let people in. The few that could see through that deception know of the huge heart she hides inside and how far she will go to protect the people she lets in.


    I have been to the gallery a few times, and it amazes me how she can switch off her abrasive attitude and trade it for a super professional businesses woman guise. Though she still keeps her individuality... I glanced down at the sneakers she wore with the smart business suit and skirt. That's Aunt Missy.


    I put a hand over Robin's and gave a little squeeze. “Robin, this is my Aunt Missy. She is the curator of the Downtown Seattle Gallery. Aunt Missy, this is my slightly imbalanced neighbor, Robin.” Then I added because I had not let her in on it before, “Robin Hartford.”


    As my aunt shook Robin's hand, she blurted out, “Holy shit! I've been trying to get some of your work in here for months! Pleased to meet you.”


    Goldilocks gave her a 'Robin v1.0 adorable smile' and said, “It's nice to meet you. Brandye has nothing but nice things to say about you.”


    Missy blushed a little then turned to me. “You've been holding out on me Bran!”


    I blushed back and shrugged. “Sorry, to me she's just my neighbor and best friend.” I was rewarded by a gentle squeeze of my arm by the cute blonde one.


    I got the patented Missy glare then she couldn't do it anymore and her face cracked into a smile. She turned to Robin and said in a humorous tone, “Well, we're going to have words later Miss Hartford.”


    Robin responded quickly, “Oh Gawd... please, call me Robin. I get the shivers thinking of my ummm... over-helpful teachers in public school when I hear Miss Hartford.” She comically shivered.


    Aunt Missy nodded to herself. “Fair enough Peepers.” I stiffened, but Robin gave a reassuring squeeze to my arm. I had told her about Aunt Missy's personality. She wouldn't tease her inappropriately if she didn't like her.


    Then my aunt turned on her heel and said, “Shall we go meet her? Remember she is extremely shy, you two stress her in any way and the meeting is over, got it?” I smiled warmly at my aunt, she was in protective mode again.


    She led us into the gallery and to the central viewing area where the sculptures for sale were commonly displayed under the skylight high above so natural light could bathe them. Missy told me once that the skylight and all the windows of the gallery were specially treated to filter out the harmful ultraviolet light that can damage and fade the artwork.


    There was a short woman with straight black hair that hung down to her waist nervously pacing by some sculptures there. She stopped walking when she saw us coming. She had some startlingly green eyes. I had to smile at the combat boots she wore with the midnight blue dress she was wearing. I don't have a clue how, but she made the look work. I had heard the stories about those boots from Aunt Missy and from June, it just made my smile warmer.


    Then Missy said to the woman, “Hey freak. This is my other niece Brandye, you met her twin Lessa a couple times before. And this is her friend, Robin Hartford. The girl I told you about.”


    The woman hugged Aunt Missy and whispered, “Hey skank.”


    My aunt grinned hugely at her then turned back to us and said, “Girls, this is Mia Jacobs. Artist extraordinaire and all around pain in my ass.”


    I heard Robin's breath catch as she haltingly laid her cane against her chest and offered her hand. Mia shook her hand and then mine, saying, “I-it is a pleasure t-to meet you ladies.”


    Robin turned her head toward me in distress. I smiled and put a hand on the one grasping my arm in a death grip. Robin opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out. I giggled and translated, “She says likewise Mrs. Jacobs.”


    The woman grinned evilly at us with a glint of mischief in her eyes. “Oh poo... N-none of that. I told you on the phone. Call me Mia.”


    Robin turned her head toward me. “Bran... what did you do?”


    I shrugged and said, “I'm just along for the ride, this is your day.”


    Aunt Missy stepped back into the shadow of a fluted marble column and made herself unobtrusive. No doubt from years of practice running the gallery. I took Robin's hand out of the crook of my arm and placed it in the crook of Mia's instead then stepped back out of the way with my Aunt.


    Before Robin could say anything, Mia started walking with her to the three sculptures on display. She put her hand on the post and then unclipped the velvet rope keeping people away from the artwork as she said, “Brandye tells me that you wanted to see m-my artwork.”


    Robin just nodded, was she even breathing? I called out to her, “Robin, breathe.” She exhaled then took another deep breath and I giggled.


    Then blondie said, “Yes, I most definitely do.” She just kept nodding. Gawd she was cute.


    Mia led her up to her first sculpture and gently took Robin's cane from her and placed her hand on the sculpture. Robin stopped breathing again and turned her head toward Mia and almost whispered, “I... I can touch them?”


    Mia was nodding with her hands pressed together at her lips like she was in prayer and said, “Of course. I had never thought of that before Brandye contacted me a few days back. I want everyone to experience my work. Sighted or not.”


    She stepped back and we all watched as Robin ran her hands almost lovingly across every facet of the sculpture. I liked the way this one flowed. From a distance of about ten feet if you put your eyes level with the piece and walked around it, the seemingly random angles and shapes looked to be a flowing river that morphed into the hair streaming from a beautiful woman's head like the wind was whipping it. The Jacobs Effect was almost impossible to quantify, which I guess is why they call her a modern master. I idly wondered how that translated to what Robin was experiencing.


    She had a look of wonder on her face then she crinkled her nose with a lopsided smile and she asked, “It is almost like there is a pattern to it. But it isn't any pattern I have ever felt. But is this...” She paused and her eyes went wide upon realizing something. “Is this a face?” She covered her mouth.


    Mia said softly, “My wife.”


    I watched as a tear rolled down each of their faces. Then Mia said, “There is a pattern to it all. I see the world in patterns... in math. This is just my way of using that to show the world my memories.”


    Robin nodded in understanding then stepped back from the sculpture. Mia was instantly at her side and leading her to the next sculpture. I sat in the bench beside me and it was my turn to press my hands together against my lips as I watched Robin truly experience the art. I felt a hand on my shoulder as Aunt Missy gave it a loving squeeze.


    I have never seen a person so filled with wonder like this. I just watched as the women spoke together while Robin examined the last sculpture. Then Mia returned her cane and led her out of the roped off area. She left the velvet rope down and flipped a sign to face outward that said, “Please feel free to touch the sculptures.”


    Then she led Robin away from us and to a piece of art on the wall that looked like a silver photo of that same woman from the sculpture standing beside a tiny woman with a huge contagious smile. I stood and followed them over with Aunt Missy and almost gasped when I got close. Now I could see it for what it was, a large sheet of foam with hundreds of thousands of chrome headed pins pushed into it. There looked to be some sort of epoxy holding each pin at a particular depth. It gave a three dimensional relief to the piece.


    Again, Mia took Robin's cane and placed her hand on the artwork and stepped back. She said quietly, “My wife and my... ummm, my Vicky.” She seemed to blush a bright red and lower her head when she said Vicky's name. I caught Missy smiling at that.


    It felt like a religious experience as I watched my neighbor, my best friend, my fuzzy grey crush, run her fingers over the art. I don't know if I can describe the look on Mia's face as she watched someone so completely immerse themselves into one of her pieces. It was a mix of wonder, sadness, joy and... and vindication?


    Then Robin turned from it and whispered, “Thank you. I never thought I'd get this chance.”


    Mia moved quickly up to the piece and took it off the wall, with a frantic look on her face. She was almost babbling under her breath. “I made this for you this week after Brandye's call so you could experience it here. But it truly belongs to you... I can see that now. You've just made me happier than I have been in years.” She placed Robin's hand on the frame.


    Robin was at a loss for words, but Aunt Missy wasn't. “Hey, spaz. We could get at least a hundred thousand for...” I swear I saw Mia's green eyes flare as she glared at Missy. I almost giggled when my Aunt backpedaled. “Which doesn't really matter because it is a... gift?” Mia nodded once with a dangerous gleam in her eyes. Aunt Missy gave her a toothy grin and then softened with a caring look toward Mia.


    Robin's voice was hoarse and her eyes were welling up, “I couldn't.”


    Mia leaned up and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Too late hon, it's done.”


    I could tell, there was no arguing with this woman, she was a force unto herself. I could clearly see how she had somehow made her way into my aunt's inner circle. Then we took the piece out to the car and then the four of us decided to get some lunch. Mia made a quick call. She seemed to be shyly grinding a heel into the ground as she was saying to whoever she was talking too. “W-we're getting some lunch. Do y-you... do you want to join us... maybe?” Then she smiled cutely and hung up. I grinned, it was hard to believe that she was in her forties, she looked and acted much younger.


    Shortly, a tiny blonde woman joined us outside. She had this smile that forced you to smile back, and this glint of intelligence in her eyes that was almost frightening. Mia introduced her to us as, “Victoria Davenport, owner of the gallery and my... umm... she's my Vicky.” Vicky stuck a silly pose at that then grabbed Mia's hand. I caught the laced fingers and had to smile, they obviously liked each other more than just friends, but neither seemed brave enough to say it.


    That had to be one of the most surreal lunches ever. I was amazed and happy to be a fly on the wall as two of the most inspiring artists of our time discussed art as the rest of us ate and listened in rapt fascination. Vicky's sparkling eyes rarely strayed from Mia's face. I couldn't stop the warm and content feeling inside me, just seeing how happy Robin was.


    We dropped the three women back at the gallery then as we drove off. Robin laid her head on my shoulder as I drove. She was shaking a little and I realized she was crying. I almost panicked and started pulling over. “Are you ok Robin?”


    She nodded, still facing forward and she smiled. “Better than ok. Thank you Bran.” I exhaled and tried to relax again. As I pulled us back into traffic, I kissed the top of her head and whispered, “Anytime.”


    Then she cutely said, “Bring me to a movie? I hear the Royal has Heartsong Warriors playing.” I almost snorted. That was one of the movies Kylee had produced under her Babette Stevenson persona. Wait, she wanted to go to a movie? Well, I guess you can catch enough from the dialogue and sound effects to enjoy it. I have never thought about it before.


    I grinned at her expectant look. Gawd, like I could ever say no to her? She knew that too the evil woman. I said, “I get the tickets, you buy the popcorn?”


    She nodded once with a grin. “Done.”


    Once we got to the ticket window, I paid for the tickets and Robin said to the cashier, “Could I get a descriptive video headset, please?”


    I looked at her the woman who was reaching behind her to grab a headset, I looked at her then Robin. Now I was beyond curious. I said, “Two, please.” The woman smiled and handed two headsets through the small hole in the window. I put one in Robin's hand and she put it around her neck and collapsed her cane, stuffing it in her purse then grabbing my arm with both hands.


    I turned the headset over in my hands and was about to ask when she grinned and said, “There is an additional audio track transmitted with most movies now, that describes the action happening on the screen as the movie progresses.”


    Oh wow. That's pretty cool. I put mine over my neck for now like she did and gave our tickets to the kid at the door then led her up to the concessions. After loading up on popcorn, candy and cola we made our way to our theater. I started asking, “Where do you want...” Then I stopped feeling like an idiot.


    She answered my unasked question. “Doesn't really matter to me, sit wherever you can watch most comfortably. Don't hesitate around me Bran. Please don't treat me any differently than anyone else.”


    God I can be such an ass sometimes. Why do I have to do stupid things all the time? Why can't I be more like Less and... a smokey voice was in my ear as I was starting to breath faster, “Bran, breath deep, it is ok... look at me.”


    I looked at her, she was smiling softly at me, I started relaxing and trying to normalize my breathing. She hugged my arm and said, “Better.”


    I smiled at her as I calmed down. I found some nice seats about a third of the way up the rows and in the center. Once we got situated, she just leaned over and cutely munched on popcorn with her head on my shoulder. I put my head on top of hers as the trailers started playing.


    I don't think I have ever felt so content in my life. Damn, if I were ever to believe in relationships, I knew Robin would be my first stop. I knew I could love someone like her. But I knew we had to stay friends, I'd hate to lose her because all relationship's end, it was safer this way.


    We didn't say a word during the trailers, I think we were just soaking in each others presence. Then the movie started and she pulled her headset over her ears, I followed suit. There was a woman's soft voice on them describing the action in an unobtrusive manner as not to speak over the actors. I found it fascinating and was sometimes zoning out on the movie as I listened to the descriptions.


    I had no clue that theaters did this. No clue that production companies did this. I wonder what other accessibility devices they had for others like hard of hearing or deaf people. I'd have to ask Kylee when I went to work tomorrow after school. Then I pulled the headset off for a minute and just stared at them, thinking about the ones at the gallery too. I had an epiphany, I'd have to bring this up with Tim the next chance I got. I smiled and put them back on and laid my head on Robin's again. She sort of smiled and snuggled in as we cracked up at some of the sarcastic dialogue in the movie. Gawd, Kylee, was a great writer.


    We almost giggled until we peed by the end of the movie. This had to have been one of the funniest and campiest movies I had seen in a very long time, where in the heck did the idea for this story come from?


    We spent the rest of the afternoon just walking through Pioneer Park and toward the stadiums. She was so excited about the art Mia had given her. I understood, it was the same excitement I got when Robin gave me a piece of her art.


    I really didn't want the day to end even though I felt guilty not volunteering at the shelter or the hospital that day. Robin says I need to do it more often that I deserve some “Brandye Time." As I pulled into the garage and parked, I asked, “Pizza?”


    She grinned and nodded as she got out and then shut her car door, saying, “My place.” I nodded though she couldn't see it. She reached out and opened the door into the kitchen and an over excited Daisy bounded out. Robin flicked out her cane and scooped up Daisy. I grinned and grabbed the artwork from the back and followed them out and across the lawn to Robin's. I hit my key fob and the garage door closed behind us.


    We spent the time waiting for the pizza, trying to decide where she should hang the artwork. She really wanted it in her bedroom, but then she felt guilty not letting people see it... “Artwork should be shared.”


    I convinced her to put it in her room. “It was a gift, it is personal.”


    After dinner and lots of me saying “oops” as I flicked pieces of Canadian bacon off my pizza for Daisy to hoover up, we sat on her couch and just idly chatted while she laid down with her head in my lap. She was only half listening to her book as Daisy curled in on her belly and went to sleep.


    I was just smiling and running a hand through her hair as I surfed the web on my tablet. She snorted. “We're like an old married couple.”


    I giggled. “Old married couples only wish they were this hawt.” She lightly slapped my leg, with a sly smile on her face and shaking her head at my antics.


    She whispered almost too low for me to hear, “Thank you for today Bran. You are amazing.”


    I just leaned my head down and kissed the top of her head. After Lessa's midnight call, I don't know when we fell asleep like that, but that became our new normal. I spent more nights on her couch with her head in my lap than I did in my own bed. But you will never hear me complaining about it.


    


    


    Chapter 9 – Plus One


    The weeks flew by like the end of the school year approached. The high resolution 3D scanners were completed and a proof of concept prototype was completed for our project. Robin was always asking what I was working on with Tim in all my spare time. I kept telling her, my art catalog. Well, it was the truth... mostly. I was dreading presenting the proof of concept to the college to see if I could use this as my final project for my senior year.


    I had just got back from the hospital with Daisy in her official “therapy dog” bib and raced her to Robin's. I kissed Goldilocks' cheek as I passed by her on the porch and popped into her place. A minute later she followed with her current canvas and her art supplies. She put them in their place and disappeared into the kitchen to start the coffee. Daisy followed her, to no doubt eat some kibble in the dish we kept in there for her. I'm sure she was hungry after being all cute with the kids tonight.


    I switched on the TV I got for Robin's place and started watching the news. She came in a couple minutes later with two cups of coffee and a couple cold cut sandwiches that she placed on the coffee table and she curled into the couch snuggled into me and Daisy hopped up and curled in on our laps.


    Robin chuckled. “You know little girl, most dogs aren't allowed on people's furniture.”


    I giggled. “I don't think she got the memo.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Because you spoil her.”


    I retorted quickly, “WE spoil her.”


    She nodded. “Guilty.”


    The front door swung open and Less stepped in, “Knock knock.” Daisy jumped off our laps to greet her as she came over to the couch and flopped down on my other side. “Oooo sandwich.” She grabbed the sandwich out of my hand and took a bite before putting it back in my hand. I'm not sure how, but she had a shit eating grin on her face as she chewed.


    I chuckled. “Help yourself Less.”


    She started reaching for a sandwich as a reply and I held it away from her and took a big bite. I tilted my head in a neener neener gesture. Robin was just grinning at our antics. “You want one Less?”


    My sister just grinned. “Nope but thanks, I already ate. But I could go for some coffee,” she said as she jumped off the couch and headed to the kitchen.


    I had to grin, this felt freakishly like family to me. Robin was so ensconced in our lives now that this was just routine in the few short months we have known her. Her place was like our “clubhouse." Lessa popped over whenever she needed time away from Devon and his testosterone fueled buddies over at their place.


    When she returned with her coffee, she said, “So, what about it sis?”


    I rolled my eyes, she had been trying to set me up with Tay again. She wanted me to take him as my date to her wedding. I swear she was up to something the way she said it. She only talked about it when Robin was around. “You really need to find someone or you'll wind up a crazy cat lady without cats. I worry about you. He can be your plus one at the wedding.” Her eyes were on Robin when she spoke.


    I shook my head. “He's already going Less, he's the best man. Besides, Robin is my plus one.”


    Robin smiled and Lessa rolled her eyes. “Secondary sis already has an invitation.”


    Robin crinkled her nose at being Lessa's honorary sister and said, “And Bran is my plus one.”


    Lessa chuckled a bit. “Aaargh... you two drive me batty. The first lesbian relationship with no sex. Either seal the deal or find someone that makes you happy. I'm talking to you too Robin, you deserve something better than this self-imposed limbo you two have with each other.”


    I rolled my eyes. “For the last time Less, we are not a couple, she's my best friend. I'm just not interested in dating anyone at this point, my life is too hectic. Besides, all relationships just end in heartache, so why start one knowing the outcome?”


    Lessa placed a hand on my cheek. “What happened between mom and dad doesn't define all relationships.”


    I was defiant. “Oh yeah? Before you found Devon, just how many of your relationships ended well? Or mine?”


    Robin was holding my hand now, I calmed to her touch. I looked down and realized I was fussing with my silver dollar. Lessa's eyes flickered down at our hands and a small smile played on her face. Robin said with the tone of a mother chastising her children, “Let's drop it you two. Agree to disagree and lets talk about the wedding! Next Saturday Less! Are you excited?”


    Lessa grinned. “More like terrified.” Then we got lost in the conversation, going over the planning for the five millionth time. I loved the look of love in her eyes when she spoke of Devon. I only wish one day I could love someone unconditionally like that.


    We were all excited when she shared that Mom had finally convinced Leo to attend.


    Grandpa Callahan finally confirmed that he could get time off to fly in with his family and give the bride away. We snorted at that. He was a workaholic. He earned every penny of the fortune the Callahan Shipping empire gave him. We knew that grandma Callahan most likely slapped him around until he agreed to take time off. But then again, he had a soft spot for Mom and us girls.


    Robin swung her feet up over our laps as we spoke, Less played with her socks as I rubbed her legs absently. Yes... this felt like family.


    I had to laugh when Lessa had finally come up with her colors. She, of course, would be in a white gown, Devon would be in a matching tux. The wedding party would break all tradition and wear black. She encouraged everyone in her wedding invitations to wear black to the event as well. This way all the focus would be solely on her and Devon.


    Robin came to my fitting for my maid of honor dress, it was a strapless satin black sheath and had these fingerless satin black gloves. Robin loved running her fingers through the fabric. Then in typical Less fashion she said, “Oh, by the way Robin, you're being fitted for a bridesmaid dress today too. Oh yeah, and you're one of my bridesmaids.” Robin took it like a trooper and just chuckled at my sis.


    I have to admit, I did heat up in some interesting places when I saw Robin in the open lace black dress that Lessa had picked out. I was really starting to enjoy this crush I had on her. The other bridesmaid, Rose, had already had her fitting.


    It was just before midnight when Lessa hopped up and stretched and headed out the door. We all mumbled goodbyes then shut the door as the cuckoo clock started chirping... then my cell started buzzing. I swear Robin snorted as I grinned and answered. “Hi Less.” We fell asleep on the couch a few minutes after I hung up. I remember smiling at a sleeping Robin just before sleep overtook me.


    The rest of the week flew by. I had a meeting with the lead art instructor of the college, the Dean, and the board of the art department. Tim and I presented my project, outlined my ideas and hopes for it and mostly, my reasons for attempting such a daunting project and how I hoped it would help revolutionize an almost ignored segment of art patrons. They were skeptical that it could even be accomplished until we demonstrated the prototype to the astonishment of the people gathered.


    I told Robin that the school had accepted my art cataloging project. Which meant I would be spending a lot of the next three years traveling to museums across the globe. She was excited for me.


    I hated hiding parts of the project from her... but it was.... for her.


    I knew that some places and a lot of art I wouldn't be allowed to get close to. That's where the other prong of the plan came in. If I couldn't convince them to allow me to scan the works I needed, Tim and I would provide them with a 3D scanner at no charge that they could do it themselves and forward the data to us. In exchange, every participating museum would get one of our finished units to display in their museums and galleries at no cost to them. Then more people could experience their exhibits like never before. It was a win-win situation for all parties involved.


    Finally, Saturday morning rolled around. I can't possibly describe here how excited I was for my sister. And to be honest, a little jealous too. But mostly excited! She deserved happiness more than anyone I knew.


    Robin came walking in the back door. We had installed a gate between our two fenced in back yards. The gate was always open to allow Daisy to claim both yards for Daisy-opolis. Robin had put a dog door in her back door as well. Daisy is so spoiled having free range of two houses.


    Robin was holding a garment bag that had her dress in it, she patted around the wall and hung it on a coat hook. She wordlessly made her way over the fresh pot of coffee I had brewed and poured herself a cup then closed her eyes and savored a sip. Then she smiled and said, “Ahhhh.... much better. Now, good morning Bran.”


    I giggled, she smiled, and I said, “You and your caffeine, Goldilocks.”


    She smiled back at me. “My drug of choice.” She paused. “Speaking of, have you taken yours this morning? You know how often you forget.”


    I snorted. “Yes mother. Of course, I did.” Crap, I forgot. I snuck off to the bathroom to take my anti-depression meds. I swear she was gloating when I returned with my garment bag, but that look was too cute to comment on.


    I bumped her shoulder. “Ready to rock?” She grinned and grabbed the leash off the wall and stomped her heel lightly, Daisy came rocketing over and sat while Robin clipped her up. Robin grabbed her cup of coffee on the counter and downed the last of it, shooting a grin in my general direction. I said, “You're incorrigible.”


    She was nodding as she grabbed her garment bag and started moving toward the garage door in the kitchen. “Yes. Yes I am.”


    I followed her out, and like a smart ass as I closed the door I asked, “You driving or me?”


    She didn't miss a beat as she opened the passenger door and lifted Daisy in. “I just did my nails this morning, you better drive, I don't want to scuff them up.” I giggled and she smiled like she had just won a prize. Dammit, I have to save that giggle for her for special occasions. I rolled my eyes at myself, like I could withhold my giggles if I tried.


    We bantered back and forth as we made our way out of the city, heading toward the mountains. Why the hell was she so much fun to talk to? We exited in Issaquah and went under the overpass and past a little airport. There were signs everywhere along the road with directions to the wedding. We turned right and headed up into the mountains.


    We turned onto a dirt road that brought us into a huge clearing with a huge white tent where the reception would be held. It looked like something out of a King Arthur tale. I saw the trailers behind it with rustic signs reading, “Valentine's Cascade Experience.” I loved the Valentines. They were good friends of our family. And Silent Bob herself was one of the most amazing women.


    There were already dozens of people milling about, and a mountain man looking guy directed us to the part of the field that was being used for parking.


    A squealing Lessa came out of one of the trailers as we unloaded ourselves. She almost physically dragged us to the trailer. Stopping at a large fenced in area where she put Daisy with all of Mom's dogs and Lessa's bulldogs. Thumper and Belle were happy to see Daisy and they all started playing together right away.


    Less was dragging us along. “Come come come...”


    I giggled. “Calm down sis.”


    She grinned as she backed into the trailer, lifting Robin's arm slightly saying, “Two steps.” Robin navigated the steps and I followed. We closed the door to see my mothers, Rose, and grandma Callahan as Lessa started jumping up and down so fast she was almost vibrating. “I'm getting married today!”


    I'm embarrassed to admit how much squee-ing went on after that. We are all grown women for god's sake. Fine whatever, I squeed just as loud as everyone else. Once it was out of our systems we all started getting ourselves and Lessa ready.


    We spent the time getting ready, just gossiping about everything and anything. Less noticed Robin just sitting back and not engaging much so she prodded. “So Robin, I hear tell that your bowling season is over. How did your team fare?”


    Robin shook her head with a knowing grin. “You know damn well how it went since you were at the final game. You aren't as smooth as you think you are Less.” She smiled and looked around the room sightlessly to include everyone, “The Heat Seekers finished third in the league.” Then she grabbed my hand. “And Brandye is our honorary spotter now that Randy's eyesight is deteriorating more.”


    My mothers gushed over the news, congratulating Robin, who just blushed. Lessa opened her mouth and started another question and Robin swatted toward her with her hand until she slapped her on the arm. “I get the hint, you are less than subtle, I'll participate more.”


    Lessa grinned and said, “My work here is done.” The conversation and laughing kept us all smiling.


    Once we were all ready Lessa shooed everyone except me out of the trailer. Mom took Robin to show her where to stand for the ceremony. Lessa closed the door to the trailer and stood there with her back to me for a moment then turned around and put her arms down, palm out and she shrugged. “Taa daa?”


    I smiled, all I had were warm feelings of love inside for my sis. “God Less, you look stunning. And so... grown up?”


    She gave a nose crinkling smile then said, “You think so? Gawd I'm so nervous. Am I doing the right thing little sis?”


    I rushed to her and hugged her and said softly, “You know how I feel about relationships, but I just know it is the real thing with Devon and you. I see it you know... when you two are together. You just... click... like Mother and Mom. You two were meant to be together. Plus, his ebony smile... yum.”


    She chuckled. “Eyes off the merchandise Bran. Besides, you got Robin.”


    I made sputtering noises trying to deny her implications... we were just best friends! Lessa looked sad and said, “You really need to decide. It isn't fair to either one of you. She can't be your plus one with no commitment forever. You need to find someone that you can be yourself with. Promise me Bran, that you will at least take a chance on a relationship, I don't want you to be alone. At least date someone, Taylor, Robin, I don't care... just give someone a chance.”


    I started breathing faster, but she hugged me again, calming me. “Shhhhh. Sorry, didn't mean to start getting heavy. Come on...” She tilted her head toward the door. “...rumor has it we have a wedding to attend.”


    I took a deep calming breath and nodded and smiled and we pushed our way out the door. I had to grin again, she really did look spectacular in the flowing white satin dress.


    Grandpa Callahan was waiting outside. He wore an all black suit with a charcoal grey shirt. As always, it must have cost thousands for that suit. He towered over both of us. He was a huge man and he had the same piercing blue eyes that mom had and that pale complexion and light hair that looked so good on Mom, but not so much on him. The scar on his face gave him a rugged look.


    He spoke with his deep baritone, “You two look amazing, and Lessa, I'm so proud.” He bent down to give each of us a hug.


    Then I hugged Lessa quickly again and said, “Good luck sis.” Then dashed off to take my place with the wedding party. The red carpet rolled out in the field with the rows of black chairs filled with people on both the bride and groom's sides.


    I took Tay's offered arm and marched down the aisle to the black arbor that framed the breathtaking mountain valley below and soaring peaks on either side. Tay certainly cleaned up nice I shared a grin with him. Maybe I should take Lessa's advice. No... that would feel like cheating on Robin. But... we aren't together.


    The crowd went silent, our march was the cue that the bride would be coming soon. I looked at the arbor where the preacher, a nervous looking Devon, Rose, and Robin. Gawd Goldilocks looked sexy with her blonde hair a counterpoint to the sophisticated black lace dress that almost melted down her form.


    I released Tay's arm and he stood beside Devon and I stood beside Robin, just like in the rehearsal. I bumped Robin's shoulder lightly and she rewarded me with a huge grin. I could smell lavender, which made me sigh.


    The the violin started playing and everyone stood as all eyes swept to the back to where Lessa was standing at the end of the carpet, dwarfed by grandpa Callahan. I grinned over to Sarah Kreitz-Qualls, who was playing a traditional violin for once instead of her electric violin. The wedding march sounded so beautiful, almost haunting. The sky was no longer clear as storm clouds gathered. I sent a warning to the heavens, they better not ruin my sisters big day!


    I looked back at my sister and couldn't stop smiling as she gracefully walked down the aisle on grandpa's arm. My heart was actually hurting I was so happy for her. Grandpa handed her off to Devon, then took a seat with grandma as everyone sat. The preacher gave a beautiful speech and the vows that Lessa and Devon exchanged were heartfelt.


    I feel like a terrible sister because I was too distracted by Robin and her lavender scent to focus on their words. There was a moment of panic that flowed through the crowd when Tay was frantically patting his pockets for the rings before remembering and pulling them out of his breast pocket.


    I was crying happy tears when they kissed. Oh god, my sister is married now! Robin had the same waterworks problem I had. We clasped hands as we stood, bearing witness to love realized. Then they started walking back down the aisle toward the big tent as everyone started throwing birdseed instead of rice.


    The first raindrops started to fall. Everyone rushed into the tent for the reception. I saw mom make a beeline to the dogs to get them into the tent. Robin almost yanked me back to walk slower. “I love the rain,” she whispered. She was looking up into the sky as more and more raindrops fell.


    I had to smile and whispered, “I know you do.” She has mesmerized me on may occasions over the weeks, going out into the rain to revel in it. She looked so... so beautiful just now in her brides maid's dress and that look of joy and wonder on her face.


    I couldn't help it. I pulled her into a hug, gathering her hair in my hands behind her and innocently kissed her jawbone where it met her tempting neck. I whispered again, “I know you do Goldilocks.”


    Lightning struck and I pulled away from her. We were the only ones outside. The lightly sprinkling rain became a torrential downpour as Robin grabbed my hand and I guided her giggling self into the tent. We must have looked a sight, soaked to the bone now. She looked like she was blushing, but it must have been the cold from the rain and wind that was kicking up.


    She held onto my hand for dear life after that, and I didn't want her to let go. After the toasts and the cake, the live music started. It was comprised of a lot of the guests. I know I'm used to hanging around in famous crowds, but I still get a fangirl excitement when I hear my mother and her friends sing.


    Skylar and Kimi Roth... Satin Thunder, started us out with Mirrored Souls. After Devon and Less started to dance then others joined in. A hot breath on my ear and a whispered, “Dance with me.” That was all it took get me onto the dance-floor with my golden haired neighbor. We were inseparable the whole reception with the one exception of Tay getting his promised dance with me. Robin seemed distant after that.


    On the final dance, a slow dance, Burgundy Dreams being sung acapella by Kylee's wife, Amber LaLaine. I started idle chit chat with Goldilocks as we danced. This seemed to break her out of that distance again. She whispered to me, “Tell me about purple.” I smiled fondly at her then started to describe my personal favorite color.


    After that dance, we stood in the rain with a few brave souls to watch Devon and Lessa drive off to the airport for their honeymoon in London.


    We collected Daisy and made a run for the trailer for our stuff, then another run for the car. Robin was laughing the whole time which just made me giggle and her smile bigger, warming my heart.


    Once we got into the car, Robin opened the flap on my bag and Daisy hopped out, barely wet. She barked once, wagging her tail and getting us laughing again. God we were soaked. The summer storm had passed by the time we got home. Of course, we wound up at her place. After drying off and her giving me a change of clothes, we were in our familiar places on the couch. With her head in my lap as she listened to her books. I was just happy to listen and run my fingers through her damp hair... this is how it should be.


    


    


    Chapter 10 – Muse


    I awoke on the couch with one of Brandye's hands in mine and the other tangled in my hair. How I loved the way she teased my hair. I could feel the warm weight of Daisy curled in on my stomach. I snuggled into Brandye. I could stay like this forever, with her heat at my back. I've really never needed anyone in my life before. I've always fought to prove I could do things myself, because of my, I hate the word... disability. I wanted to show that blindness didn't define me. Maybe that's why I've never taken the time for a relationship. But this woman... this woman stole my heart when I wasn't looking. I just wish I had the guts to do something about it. To... tell her.


    I took in the sound of her breathing, thinking about the first time I heard her giggle on the day she moved in next door. It was like silver bells tinkling with the promise of joy to come. I live for that giggle. It inspires me.


    I snuggled in.


    I just sat there basking in the moment when her breathing altered a little. I grinned and just sat still. She started running her fingers through my hair again. If I were a cat, I'd be purring. She whispered in a giggle, “I know you're awake Goldilocks.” I chuckled. I love it when she calls me that. I tilted my head back and gave her what I hoped was a cute grin with my eyes closed.


    I sighed and said, “Just give me a minute. I'm enjoying this.” A gentle squeeze of my hand told me she was too. I just lazily stroked Daisy's soft fur, I loved sinking my fingers into her downy soft undercoat. I grinned at that. I had never had an animal growing up. Now I'm sorry I never took my parents up on the offer to get me a dog. I can't imagine a time without little Daisy here, she loves everything and everyone. I swear I love her like a little fuzzy daughter.


    It took just a few short months and these two have turned my entire world upside down. Now I can't imagine going a day without seeing them. There is something about the tone of Brandye's voice that sets off a tuning fork inside me. It resonates like no other, it is unique and does things to me I'd be too embarrassed to share. I know her and Less are supposed to be identical twins, but their tones and cadence are decidedly individual, and Lessa's voice doesn't effect me in the same way as Bran's does.


    We sat there a minute just enjoying the moment, then she let go of my hand and started tickling me gently. “Up and at em Robin. Time waits for no woman. I'm in desperate need of a bathroom.”


    I squirmed and chuckled as Daisy hopped off my belly. “Ok, ok...” I sat up. “And thanks for sharing.” I rolled my eyes and she giggled a little as she slid out from behind me to begin her quest for the porcelain throne. I sat up and stretched. I always had the most restful nights when she stayed over. I'm convinced she is my favorite pillow.


    I made my way over to my desk, three steps past the end of the couch and two steps left, and took a seat and pulled up the news. Reading the stories on my refreshable braille display. On a whim, I looked up Tim Phearson, the guy who is helping Brandye with her descriptive art catalog. I furrowed my brow at what I read. I checked the search results, there were lots of results for people with his name, but only one in the Seattle area. The owner of Phearson Prosthetics and Robotics.


    I've had heard of that company, they are huge! What does he have to do with art? I'd have to ask her later.


    Bran came walking in accompanied by the smell of freshly brewed coffee. I grinned as she put one on the desk to my right. She was a machine. She always put it in the exact same spot, I never had to quest with my fingers to find it. I heard her blowing in her cup a bit and sipping. Her voice was full of curiosity, “Whatcha doin?”


    I shrugged and grabbed my coffee... yeeeees caffeine! Mmmmmm. “Just reading the news.”


    She gave a tiny snort and I heard the TV switch on. “That's why I bought you this.” Then the news was playing. I often wonder, what she saw with her eyes, to me it was just another radio though I knew it was more, just like the movies. I have no real frame of reference.


    I shrugged. “Since it doesn't have a descriptive track, I don't get as much out of it as you. It isn't really geared toward the visually impaired. I prefer to read it or listen to news radio.” A warm arm crossed over my shoulders from behind and she gave me a little hug, resting her chin on the top of my head for a second before retreating back to the couch.


    I heard Daisy jump up with her as she asked, “So what's the plan today? I wanted to hit the Second Street shelter to man the breakfast soup line.” I started to open my mouth, but she cut me off, “I know I know, I work too much and need to make some Brandye time. But it is just the breakfast line, we'll be done by ten then I'm all yours.” I grinned that she always included me.


    I seriously worry about her. She does so much and spreads herself so thin trying to make others happy. It really can't be healthy that with all she does, none of it is for her. I try to get her to take more time out just to relax and just be Brandye Franklin-Callahan. I know she does get a measure of joy and self worth volunteering for her mother's foundation but when I first met her, she devoted every waking minute she was not in class or at work to it. I'm not sure she even knew who she was beyond that.


    I scolded her with my best Penny Callahan voice, “Ok, but don't push yourself.” This got me the giggle from her that I savored like ambrosia. I smiled and crinkled my nose toward her.


    She stood and headed toward the back door. “You're almost out of coffee, we should go shopping today and stock our kitchens. I'm heading home for a shower, I smell like a bantha, and not in a good way. Thirty minutes?” I squished up my face, is there a good way to smell like a bantha?


    I nodded and pushed myself up and started toward my bedroom. “I'll be ready, wear long sleeves, the sun is going to be harsh today and you burn easily... and don't forget your meds!” God, we do sound like an old married couple! I heard Daisy skitter after her as she left.


    Five steps and I placed my hand on the corner of the hallway, then six steps and to the right into my room. I stripped and threw my clothes in the hamper, it was getting full, I'll have to get off my lazy ass and do a load or two of laundry. I hopped in the shower and cleaned the previous day's adventure off of me. Yesterday was so moving, I cried when Lessa said her vows.


    As I scrubbed with my lavender body wash, I ran my hands along my body, feeling my curves, I tried to feel my face, wondering if I am pretty. My parents always say I am but that doesn't count, they are obligated to, you know, the parental contract and all. I think it is in like subsection three. No, I corrected myself, I didn't wonder if I were pretty, I wondered if Bran thought I were pretty.


    I can get a general feel for a person's looks if they allow me to run my fingers along their face, to take in every curve and crevice. I find symmetry to be the most pleasing to me, but people say that is what defines classical beauty. I can never tell when I examine myself.


    I longed to feel Brandye's face, but I was so afraid to for some reason. Her whole family has let me “see” them in that way, but I don't know why I resist with her and Lessa. Well, I understand Lessa, sine it would be too close to seeing Bran.


    I shook my head and finished my shower and dried off and dried my hair, combing it straight and applied a little lip gloss. I went into my room, seven steps and reached left to the chest of drawers and put on a clean set of undergarments and reached into the second drawer and ran my fingers along the pants until I found the pair I was looking for with its little braille tag with the “W." Bran liked it when I wore white.


    Then I opened the next drawer and sifted through my t-shirts and tank-tees. I found a green one I was looking for and checked the tag, then headed to the closet, just a step over and half step forward. I sifted through my blouses and found a white one that was half length with long tails to tie in front of me. I tied it up and rolled the cuffs of the long sleeves up one fold. I wanted to look cute for her today.


    I grabbed my white sneakers and put on some ankle socks. Daisy came running in and was weaving in and out by my feet with her cute little whimper. I hadn't heard the door so Daisy had just come over herself. I scooped her up. “Come on stinker. Let's go wait for mama.”


    Just then, I heard a car pull up outside. “Speak of the devil.” I grinned and grabbed the spare leash off the coat hook by the front door and clipped it onto Daisy's collar. I collected my purse and keys off the side table beside the door and stepped out onto the porch with the fuzzy minion in tow and locked up.


    Just as I flicked out my cane, I heard that rich voice call out, “Come on slackers, the soup line awaits.” I swear she suppressed a giggle on purpose. Dammit, I want that giggle woman!


    We listened to some music on the radio on the way to the homeless shelter, and I turned to Brandye as she grabbed my hand like she always did when she drove, then asked, “What exactly is Tim doing for you for your project? Isn't he like a tech guru ore something like that?”


    There was a pause then she lied, I can always tell when she is lying, she gets this tiny quaver in her voice. “He's just helping me with some technical aspects of getting good pictures for the catalog and coordinating for braille equivalents to my descriptions.”


    Why the hell was she lying to me about it. She is always evasive whenever I bring up her project. Starting next week she is going to be gone on most weekends, flying around to museums all over the world. This confused me as well, why couldn't they just send stock photos of the pieces of art she wanted to include? She would say, “I need higher resolution scans than anyone has ever done for my project, I want the highest quality.” At least that much was true, her voice was always full of pride on that point.


    I wonder, did she had something going on with this Tim guy? That thought caused a knot to form in the pit of my stomach. I had no right to feel jealous, I know, I can't even tell her how I feel so shouldn’t be entitled to feel this way. But this guy is... old... I mean, he's in his forties, she doesn't go for guys like that does she? The guys she used to date were all her age from what I gather from our conversations. I'm probably just seeing things that aren't there. Isn't there an old saying about borrowing trouble or something like that?


    My mouth, as always, had a mind of its own and I asked, “But he's the head of a multi-million dollar company, why does he need to be involved, can't he just assign a lackey to it?”


    I felt her hand tensing up and her breathing was speeding up and getting ragged. Shit! I had triggered one of her mini panic attacks. Way to go Hartford! God dammit! I hated seeing her like this, the anxiety just rolled off of her in waves. It tore at my heart when I could feel her emotions slipping out of her control. Just what happened in the divorce that scarred her so deeply, so emotionally? “Nevermind, I shouldn't pry. Curiosity gets the better of me sometimes.”


    I started stroking the back of her hand with my thumb and laid my head on her shoulder as she drove. My broken angel seemed to relax and let all the poison leave her body. Her breathing returned to normal and she leaned her head slightly onto the top of mine.


    Then she turned up the music when a Miranda Keys number came on. I sat back up with a smile for her and we sat in a comfortable silence, just feeling the music until we pulled in at the shelter. The car came to a stop and she turned off the motor. I took a deep breath, inhaling her clean scent. She always smelled like springtime to me. It brought a smile to my lips as we got out.


    I flicked out my cane and Bran took Daisy so I could put my hand in the crook of her arm. God I loved it. It is where my hand should always be, it was so warm and made me feel... I don't know, safe? Happy?


    Of course Sandra was already there, I've started seeing her as a surrogate mother. She is so kind and gentle to everyone. She has this really offbeat way of looking at everything that gives her a unique perspective on things. Some may call it scatterbrained, I see it as some thing more, something beautiful. She has a fierce intelligence that manifests itself in unexpected and unorthodox ways.


    I still find it amazing that she is always out in the field like this, she's the head of the Callahan Foundation but she NEEDS to be out with “her people” it is her passion, her calling. Brandye has a hero complex about Sandra and she immerses herself into Sandra's world to get her approval. Why doesn't she understand that Sandra loves her unconditionally? I seriously wish Bran would step back and do things for herself instead of always trying to make everyone happy... except herself.


    I know that she will always have a need to volunteer like this, but it isn't her life like it is for Sandra. Her entire family sees this too, and they try to get her to take time for herself and discover who she is inside. Especially Lessa, she is scary intuitive when it comes to her sister. It must be that twin thing that everyone always talks about. She just seems to be extremely in tune with my girl.


    The man who ran the shelter, Ralph, took Daisy to his office to play with Sandra's dogs as we washed up and got ready to feed the hungry masses. Leo was there, over by the main doors, preparing to let people in. I don't know why but he always hid over there and waited for everyone to go through the line before getting any food for himself.


    Bran knocked me out of my musings and asked, “Toast or eggs?”


    I grinned. “I'll do the toast.” She deposited me in front to the bin with over one hundred slices of toast in it. I really did enjoy this, I got to meet so many different people. I started doing this if Bran promised to take the rest of her weekends for Brandye Time. She readily agreed. I hope it is because she enjoys being with me as much as I do her.


    The homeless people around here have been getting to know me as I am here every other weekend with her. I heard Ralph signal Leo and then I heard the lock thunk and the main doors creek open and the masses flooded in to the room. I grinned to my left at my girl then to Sandra at my right, manning the sausage. She gave a childlike giggle of delight as she said, “Yay!”


    I was smiling more often than not. Most of the people coming through knew my name and would say something to me, and I would greet them and put a single piece of toast on their tray that they would hold out for me. The ones that didn't know me, Bran would bump my hip and I would greet them and hold the toast out so they could put it on their tray themselves. Even with disposable plastic gloves on, nobody wants their food tray groped.


    As usual, I could hear either Leo or Ralph turning a couple people away. They had a strict, no alcohol policy, if they smelled it on anyone they were turned away at the door. They could come back to the soup line the next day if they were sober.


    After a bit I recognized some people returing, it was time for seconds. I swear Sandra started vibrating in excitement. I already knew what that meant, her best friend, Leo, was on his way through the line. I still had five slices so I grabbed two. Leo always got extra. Brandye said in a sweet voice, “Hiiii Leooo.”


    The man is so shy for someone who has such a strong, commanding presence, I swear that all the Callahan girls all melt his heart. He mumbled, “Hey Branflake.”


    I grinned when he murmured in front of me, “Hi Robin.”


    I placed his toast on his tray with a huge grin plastered on my face. “Hi Leo!” I swear I could hear him blush as he moved along.


    After Sandra dished him up she said in a serious tone, “Solid Leo.”


    As he moved along Leo repeated, “Solid Dandelion.” Those two had their secret language of respect between them. Most people would find it strange that the heir to the Callahan Shipping empire and a homeless man are the best of friends. But if you ever met them both, then it would suddenly not seem so strange. They were both heroes in their own ways.


    Once all of our bins were empty, we helped clean up and just kicked back and joined some of the people at their tables to listen to them and discuss the world. It was both heart breaking and fascinating to hear some of their stories. Whenever I ask about Leo's story, everyone told me the same thing. “It is his story to tell, when he's ready he will share it with you.”


    I thought about these people, about how I was so much better off than them and I felt almost guilty. It wasn't often, but there are times that I am feeling particularly frustrated about my lack of sight. I am who I am and accept it and all. In ways I think sighted people are more blind than I am. I feel I am more capable than most sighted people, but there are times of weakness that I wonder what it is that I am missing. I felt that even with my affliction, I was still better off than most in this room... and I knew why Sandra was so adamant about helping them.


    I reached a hand over and found Sandra's arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. This family gave me such inspiration. More and more I found my art being influenced by them... changed by Brandye. She was my muse, the source of my recent burst of creativity. The... object of my affection.


    I leaned the other way and laid my head on her shoulder. She kissed the top of my head and said, “Lets get out of here Goldilocks. I belong to you the rest of the day.” I scrunched up my nose and smiled at her and we stood and gave Sandra hugs.


    My tiny surrogate mom kissed me on the cheek and said, “See you soon. Love you.”


    My smile doubled I wish it were that easy for me to tell Bran. I replied, “Love you too San.”


    I could tell she was beaming, you can just sort of feel the positive energy rolling off that woman. I find myself amazed at times that she is married to Penny Franklin. An intense, scary person if ever there was a scary person. But when they are together, they fit like two puzzle pieces, they were obviously meant to be together. I loved Penny too, she is so friggin protective of the people she loves. Plus, she brought Brandye into this world so that made her extra awesome. Like platypus awesome!


    We retrieved Daisy and made our way back to the car. As we got in, my girl asked, “So what's the plan today? Out to find a new adventure or home and listen to some books on the couch?” We used “home” to refer to both our houses.


    I quirked an eyebrow at her with a sly grin. She giggled, I melted, and she said, “Adventure it is then. Good choice Robin.” Then she asked, “You like to ride horses?”


    I shrugged. “I guess, I mean I rode ponies at carnivals and such as I grew up.”


    I could almost hear her wicked grin as she said, “Oooo you make this too easy for me.” Then we were off. Before I knew it she had us on the freeway heading... I could feel the sun on my face... East.


    We slipped into our easy banter as she absently played with my hand with her free one. Gawd, that always felt so nice, so, right. It did things to me I wish I could share with her.


    Before long we were on a dirt road, then we parked. She grabbed Daisy from my lap and we unloaded. I asked, “So spill woman, where are we?” I could smell trees and a nearby stream. Mmmmm mountain air.


    She didn't say anything, instead she just hugged my hand that was on her arm. We made it into a shop then she finally said, “Taa daa! Welcome to Valentines Cascade Experience, home of Silent Bob.”


    I grinned at her cheesiness then opened my mouth to speak when another familiar voice with a British accent chimed out from across the noisy room. This place was packed. “Bloody hell!”


    My smile blossomed as one of my old friends from college, Samantha Roth, daughter of Skylar and Kimi Roth from Satin Thunder, captured me in a silly side to side hug. “Robin! It is so good to see you! What are you doing here? I mean, I know you live in Seattle and all.”


    I chuckled. “Hi Sammie. When Brandye here told me where we were I was wondering if you'd be around. Small world.”


    She finally released me from the hug and Bran said in a voice that was a little cool, “You two apparently know each other and I don't have to make introductions.” Wait... was she jealous? I placed a hand on her arm and made my way down to grab her hand and lace our fingers. I could feel a tenseness relax in her. Oh my god, she was!


    Then she said more cheerily, “You got a couple horses free? I thought I'd bring Robin out on the trails down to Beggars Creek for a picnic lunch.” Then she added, “Oh, and do you have a picnic lunch too?”


    This caused both Sammie and Bran to snort. Sammie said, “That's brill. You are in luck, we only have a few horses free today. Any later in the day and they would all be out. Let me call our cafe upstairs and have them assemble a basket for you two.” Her voice came from down low and I could hear her playing with Daisy. I grinned at the thought of the spoiled dog.


    She made the call then led us across a gravel surface, the parking lot, and past another building, then down a little trail to what smelled like a stable. Horse crap has a distinct odor. I don't know why, but I was getting excited. This would be a new experience for me. I had to smile at my girl, she had a knack for sharing these new experiences with me.


    They stepped me through putting a blanket then a saddle on the horse I picked out. Myrtle, she had her mane in little braids. Sam called her a paint. I liked her coarse hair and sturdy build, all sinew and muscle.


    They checked out my attempts and were satisfied then Sammie asked Bran, “Want me to take your puppy or will she be ok riding with you?”


    Brandye replied, “She'll be fine in my bag unless... ahhh I see, a rhetorical question. Puppy lover!” She accused. Just causing Sammie to giggle as Bran said, “Here, take her, but I warn you, her soft belly fur is irresistible.”


    Sammie comically said, “Yay! I win!”


    


    


    Chapter 11 – Picnic


    The girls gave me a quick course on how to control the horse, and let me walk her through some paces before Brandye took Myrtle's reins from me and we said goodbye to Sammie and went on our way.


    I have touched a few horses before but this experience was nothing like the ponies I rode when I was younger. The animal beneath me surged with power and grace as we made our way down the trail. I was lulled by the smells and sounds of the forest as I swayed in the saddle. I looked up and took a deep breath of mountain air then I said softly as the breeze rippled gently in my hair, “Tell me about the sky.”


    She slowed our pace as her rich voice started describing what she saw. I savored every moment of it. When most people are asked to describe the sky they will flatly say something like, “It is blue and there are white puffy clouds.” But not my Brandye. Her descriptions are all about giving a feast for your other senses, putting arbitrary concepts like “blue” into vibrant comparisons that can put it into context of my own experiences. She evokes different specific emotions with each description that makes you “see” what it is that she is seeing.


    When a sighted person or someone who has lost their sight pictures something in their mind, they see a picture of what they are imagining. A blind person doesn't have that context since we have never seen anything so a picture is a foreign concept. We associate everything with our experiences with it using our other senses. Instead, imagining how something smells, sounds, feels, or tastes.


    Sight is only one sense and when you rely too heavily upon one sense there is a tendency to ignore the others. That is where I sometimes pity sighted people. They simply see something instead of experiencing them. But Bran... Bran has a unique gift to see things like I can, to experience them and describe that experience in a way that I can vividly imagine what she is describing. I don't know if she even realizes what a phenomenal gift she possesses. It is one of the things I love about her. Dammit, I can't think that way.


    We just chatted about everything as we trotted along. I could smell some wild flowers on the breeze, hints of dirt and water. The sound of a creek gurgling along as water flowed over rocks and other obstacles and the rustling of grass in the wind. I smiled, this must be Beggar's Creek.


    We came to a stop and dismounted. I gave Myrtle a big hug around her long sinewy neck and said, “Thanks for the ride girl.” I liked her musky smell, there is something unique about the way a horse smells.


    My best friend's hand snaked its way into mine and I gave her a little squeeze and shot a smile toward her. She said, “Here we are, Begger's Creek. She moved our clasped hands toward the left a bit and said, “There is a groomed trail over there that leads to Silent Bob's cliff just a quarter mile away, The Skin.”


    I nodded. “That's where she fell right? God, I can't imagine going through all of that. The fear and pain but mostly the thoughts that she'd never see her family again.”


    Brandye murmured, “It was her personal miracle that she survived. Probably the most amazing thing is that she still climbs. She doesn't let her leg braces and crutch slow her down. She loves these mountains.”


    I smiled again. A blanket was thrust into my hand. She chirped out in a playful voice, “Go make yourself useful, I'll grab the food.”


    I chuckled at her and walked carefully a few paces in the calf high grasses and flung out the blanket, holding onto one end. Then I walked around straightening it out and flattening the grass beneath it. Brandye joined me and we sat on the blanket and just relaxed for a bit. Just sitting on the blanket cross-legged facing each other and taking in the environment around us. She never let go of my hands and I reveled in it.


    It was so quiet compared to the city, but the subtle sounds of nature were all around us. I could hear insects clicking and the wind rustling the grass in the clearing and tress that surrounded it. The horses snuffling and chewing as they grazed. The water bubbling and splashing it's way lazily down toward the sea. Brandye's stomach gurgling. I laughed. “Let's get you fed before your stomach organizes a revolt. I smell turkey.”


    The meal was excellent and the company was even better. The turkey sandwiches melted in our mouths and the potato salad was to die for. I had never been to Valentine's before and had no clue they had a cafe slash coffee shop on the second floor of the lodge. We wound up sitting at the creek with Brandye's back to a rock and me laying back in against her with my bare feet dangling in the slowly bubbling creek, cooling them off on this hot summer day.


    I fell asleep holding one of her hands as she ran the fingers of her other hand slowly through my hair. I was in heaven and I never wanted her to stop. Why the hell am I so afraid to tell her?


    After a bit she was gently shaking me awake. She was saying softly, “Hey Goldilocks, we better get back before you start to burn.” Then she kissed the top of my head and I stretched like a cat. A really satisfied cat. She always knew the exact right thing to do to get my motor running.


    I tiled my head back toward her and smiled. “Kay.” I wanted to capture this moment by the creek. I made the decision that I would do exactly that with my next painting. Bran was my muse. She kept inspiring painting after painting. I had been finding it harder and harder to find inspiration before she came into my life, now I have endless possibilities.


    She helped me up and I swayed a little on the uneven ground by the creek and she caught me and steadied me but didn't let go right away as I was against her chest. She just hugged me for a couple seconds and gave me a squeeze then we continued to the picnic blanket. She is always making contact like that, I wonder if it means as much to her as it does to me.


    She packed the remains of our lunch while I folded and rolled up the blanket. Then we mounted up and she said, “This is a pretty big clearing, you want to ride Myrtle around a minute without me? Horses are smart and won't go anywhere they can get hurt.”


    I grinned and nodded and she handed the reins back to me. I started slowly and had Myrtle turn left and right experimentally, then slow and stop. Then I shot a wicked grin in Brandye's direction and had Myrtle start into a gallop. The summer breeze in my face and the powerful ease and surety of the horse beneath me, made me feel like I was on top of the world.


    I would turn back whenever Bran called out that I was close to the forest. After a few minutes, my face was starting to hurt from the permanent smile on it. I finally came to a halt close to where I could hear my neighbor's giggling. I heard her move her horse next to me and she took the reins and whispered, “You looked so happy.”


    I nodded. “I think I will want to do this again soon. I believe you just got me hooked on horseback riding my dear Bran.”


    She giggled again and my heart melted as she said, “All part of my evil plan.” But then she got quiet.


    I turned toward her. “What is it?”


    She paused a second then just said, “It's nothing. It's stupid. I just feel a little guilty out here having fun when I could be at the hospital or one of the shelters.”


    I cleared my throat expectantly and I could hear the smile in her voice again. “Yes ma'am, I have to take some Brandye time every once in a while. Gawd, what am I going to do with you?”


    Anything you want. I just smiled at her and as we rode back to the lodge to collect Daisy and the car. I said wistfully, “Tell me about black.”


    When we arrived back at the stables, Sammie was waiting for us and then I heard another voice from the past that made my face split into a big grin. “If it isn't Robin Red Breast.”


    My old friend helped me off the horse and I gave her a hug. “Abbey, what are you doing here?”


    She had a conspiratorial tone in her voice as she responded, “Well Sammie called and said you were out with your girl. So I thought I'd cut out of work to come say hi.”


    I stiffened, crap, I didn't know how Bran would take that statement so I started sputtering out, “Actually, Brandye...”


    I was interrupted by that angelic voice saying, “Is very happy to finally meet you. Since I only work nights at Cornfed, I've never caught you in the studio. Brandye Franklin-Callahan. Now that classes are out for the year I'll be putting in some full days there.”


    Abbey said in her ever confident voice, “Well it is a pleasure to meet you. But be careful with this one, she's a handful.”


    I smirked and reached out to touch Abbey, I found her and gave her a playful backhand to her shoulder. “Watch it woman.” Then I turned toward Bran. “Abs here is the only woman I know of who can get a guy to beat himself to a pulp and not understand why.”


    Brandye giggled, which made me smile even bigger and she said, “I'm sure there is a story to go with that... or is it one of the restricted June's Eight stories?”


    Abbey chuckled. “She knows about June's Eight? And she isn't in protective custody?”


    This got us all laughing except Bran who comically said, “Ok, now I'm going to HAVE to pry these stories out of you Goldilocks.”


    We went into the lodge and Sammie led us to the third floor where there were some living quarters. She explained it was her Aunt Bobbie and Aunt Blake's place and that she had a room there too whenever she was at the lodge. Then we sat and gossiped and caught up. We wound up sprawled out on the couches in a sunken seating area in the main room with me laying across Bran's lap with my head in her lap, our natural state.


    She just played with my hair and held my hand. After a bit Sammie said cutely, “Gawd you two are so cute together.” I felt Brandye tense up for a second but then relaxed without saying anything and start stroking the back of my hand with her thumb. I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. Then it felt like she did the same. I really needed to talk with her about how I have been feeling. It isn't healthy to keep it bottled up inside like this, but I am such a coward. What if she doesn't feel the same, or worse. What if it scares her off?


    Silent frigging Bob walked in as we talked into the evening. There was a tapping and creaking and clacking, from the braces on her legs and the crutch she used. She greeted us with a heavy Australian accent. Then a few minutes later her wife, Blake came in, her own brace creaking and clacking. They joined us. Oh my god! We're talking with a frigging legend and her wife. We wound up ordering Chinese food and visiting. This entire day seemed so surreal to me.


    Daisy seemed to be in heaven with so many people around to pet her and so many people like Bran dropping little pieces of meat. “Ooops.”


    I snorted. “You are all so bad! Poor Daisy is going to wind up weighing fifty pounds!” Then I dropped a little piece of chicken from my chicken fried rice. “Ooops.” Everyone laughing uproariously as Daisy hoovered it up. I scooped up the fuzzball and nuzzled her fur then put her back down in case anyone else had a food accident.


    After we ate we all kicked back while they watched the news on the television. I gathered my courage and turned my head up and whispered, “Bran, some day soon, we really need to talk.”


    I could feel her nodding as she wrapped her free arm across my chest and gave me a hug and kissed the top of my head. I smiled. There... I took the first step and she hasn't run yet.


    We said our goodbyes and Abbey and Sammie walked us to the car. Abbey gave us hugs and said, “Don't be strangers. We live in the same city Robin and we haven't seen you since college.”


    Sammie gave playful back and forth hugs and said in her sweet British accent, “What Abbey said. And you too Bran!”


    I'm pretty sure I didn't stop smiling the whole way home. After we parked in the garage and went into Brandye's kitchen, I heard Daisy scamper out the dog door. Bran silently took my hand and spun me like we were dancing then walked me out back and to my place.


    She stopped at the door instead of coming in for some reason and whispered, “Good night Goldie.” Then she kissed my cheek. It was a feather light kiss that she stretched out for a few seconds then she was gone like the wind. Leaving me standing there with my heart beating a thousand times a second.


    


    


    Chapter 12 – Unraveling


    I thought I'd have more time to myself now that school was out. Boy was I wrong. Kylee kept me busy at the studio and Robin kept me busy at home. I gave her every second that I wasn't flying off to various museums around the world. I found an unexpected ally in Mia Jacobs.


    There were some museums that were hesitant about allowing scans of various works. I was a nobody and though the project sounded intriguing, they just had to pass. That is until Mia Jacobs threatened to pull her exhibits from them if they had them or to offer one in exchange for their cooperation.


    I thought it was wonderful that all of her new work always included at least one sculpture that she encouraged everyone to touch. I wanted Robin to experience as much art as possible. This entire project was for her. I hated hiding it all from her, but it had to be perfect before I showed her.


    My golden haired angel forced me to take Brandye time with her whenever I could. I secretly called it my Robin time. We would alternate holidays between my folks house and flying down to see her folks. God Mister and Mrs. Hartford were some of the nicest people I have met. There was no doubt in my mind that they loved their daughter. Though Mrs. Hartford seemed waaaaay overprotective.


    Grandma and Grandpa Callahan tell Robin to call then Grams and Gramps.


    I slept more nights on Robin's couch with her than in my own bed. My guilty secret was that I preferred it. Since I was too scared to admit to her and myself how I really felt about her, because I know how all relationships end, I put off the conversation I knew she wanted to have, time and again. I loved her and I wouldn't let myself acknowledge it.


    Less would spend as much time speaking with Robin as with me on the midnight calls. I swear she treats her like a sister. They even sneak off from time to time to do sister-ish things together. It always makes me smile.


    The way my parents treat her as part of the family and just automatically include her in all things like I do warms my heart. Now why couldn't I ever be in a relationship as good as the one one I have with Robin, as good as the one I want so badly with her? It can almost make a person believe that all relationships don't have to end badly.


    The next three years were filled with the happiest times of my life. We had a scare a few months back when I was in France and the latch on my side gate had somehow popped open and Daisy went for a walkabout. Robin had called in tears. She was so scared and sobbing that she couldn't find her. Daisy is like our daughter and it scared the hell out of me too.


    I cut my meeting short at the Louvre in Paris to fly directly home. Robin and my family had been combing the neighborhood and the local pounds that day and the previous one with no luck. Then we finally got a call from a local vet. Some people had found Daisy and brought her in to have her chip scanned. It appeared that another dog had attacked her and she had puncture wounds on her back and some damage to one of her floppy ears. The vet assured us that she would be just fine.


    I couldn't thank the couple that had found her enough. I gave them a huge reward for finding our baby and when we got her home we spoiled her rotten. That night, Robin broke down as we sat on the couch. She cried into my shoulder and I tried so very hard to console her. I knew the relief she felt and the fears she had. God, I was never going to have children if this is what it felt like with a dog, I couldn't imagine my terror if it was a child.


    I had brought her to her bed after she had cried herself out but she just held her covers open for me as she hugged Daisy to her chest like she would never let her go. This was the scariest thing I had done in my entire life. I couldn't allow myself to fall any deeper in love with this wonderful woman, I have avoided things like this until I could tell her properly. I had been working on it for three years. But she needed me and I would always be there for her. She... she was my soulmate... that I could never have. I joined her and we both cuddled Daisy and each other until sleep finally claimed us after she had me tell her about the color brown.


    Lessa was telling me more and more frequently lately that Robin and my co-dependant relationship was unhealthy and that we had to make a decision one way or another. That I was hurting Robin every day I didn't say anything. I knew she loved Robin like another sister. So she started forcing the point and telling me I should start dating people in front of Robin. That my views on the volatility of relationships was flawed and needed to take a chance on someone. Robin always looked hurt when she said that.


    Last week I stopped by Phearson Robotics. Tim was beyond excited, the production units for our project had been delivered from the factory and he had one set up in our workshop for me to see. I was so amazed, it was so far beyond my wildest expectations. I had to wipe a tear from my eye as the presentation played. Tim informed me that the shipping had been arranged for the first batch, the second batch would ship to the museums and galleries directly from the factory.


    This put me in such a good mood. My graduation was less than a month away now, and the unveiling of my project worldwide. My project for Robin.


    When I got home I rushed over to her place and ran in and grabbed her up in a huge hug, spinning her around, causing Daisy to jump around barking. Robin was giggling and asking, “What's gotten into you?”


    I was lost in the moment and did the stupidest thing of my life and kissed her on the lips. God, her warm moist lips seemed almost too sweet, too perfect, too... I pulled back when she started kissing back and let go of her. “I'm... I'm sorry. I'm so sorry Robin. I... I got carried away. I just had the best day.”


    She was frowning and she blurted out, “Please don't. Don't apologize.” Then she turned and walked off toward the kitchen, effectively ending our conversation. She came back in a minute later with my coffee. She just whispered. “Sit. Tell me about your day.” Then for the first time in forever, she sat on the couch beside me with her own coffee and didn't lay back into me. Shit! I just fucked everything up didn't I?


    I realized I couldn't tell her why I was so happy. Not yet, she needed to be at the unveiling. So I just shrugged and guided the conversation to her day instead. She seemed so distant that night. After a while she just said she had to be up early to meet with Annette, then a gallery, and excused herself to bed.


    I really liked Annette, she was always pushing Robin out of her comfort zone and she was sarcastic as hell. But I felt like I was just told to leave. I can't tell you how deep that cut into me. Why am I such a screw up?


    Daisy followed me home as I slowly started to hyperventilate. As soon as I got in the back door I slid down the wall with my back to it and I grabbed my knees and started rocking back and forth as I sobbed. What had I done? I was in full panic mode and dug my silver dollar out of my pocket in desperation. I was frantically rubbing it but it wasn't helping, god damn it! I just sat there trying to breathe, I couldn't get any air in my lungs. I don't know how long I st there like that before exhaustion claimed me and I slumped against the wall to sleep. My dreams were full of nightmares of being alone. Maybe everyone is right and I should seek professional help.


    Robin was already gone when Daisy and I went over that morning. This hurt as well, we always say good morning. This started another panic attack. Everything was unraveling because of my boneheaded maneuver. I couldn't move for hours, I was in the corner trying hard to get air into my lungs when my front door burst open and Lessa came through with a scared look on her face.


    She saw me in the corner and rushed over to me and engulfed me in a hug as I sobbed. “Shhhhh... It's ok Bran, I'm here. Shhhhh...” I clung to her feeling the anxiety and fear slowly subside.


    I finally looked up at her, my eyes filled with tears. “What... what are you doing here Less? Aren't you supposed to be in Spokane today for a concert tonight?”


    She shook her head and stoked my hair. “You didn't answer my midnight call last night, and Kylee called me this morning looking for you, you are late for work and weren't answering your phone. What is it sis? What happened?”


    I told her about everything, about the project I have been keeping from everyone, about my true feelings for Robin, about how I think I just fucked everything up last night. How it was eating me up inside.


    Lessa just listened until I was done. She shook her head and said, “Classic lovers quarrel, only you aren't lovers. Everyone swears you are an old married couple but you aren't married. Good god sis, that was your first real kiss with her. This... thing... between you two is going to tear you two apart unless you grow a pair and tell the woman you are in love with her!”


    I shook my head and my voice sounded frantic even to me, “But if I start a relationship with her, it can only end. I don't want to lose her.”


    My sister just shook her head with a sad look in her eyes, “You ARE in a relationship with her, and a long lasting one at that. The only thing that can destroy it is you two not admitting it. Just look at what happened last night, that is the tip of the iceberg. You either need to commit or move on. Ask Tay out, see where things go. I worry about you sis. It isn't fair to Robin and it isn't fair to you.”


    I just nodded. She helped me get cleaned up and ready for the day. I called Kylee and apologized, my voice was hoarse from all the crying. She was so sweet and said that things happen, not to stress about it. So I went in to work late.


    For the couple hours I was there, June kept passing my work space with a squint-y look. Finally she walked in. “What's wrong Clyde? You seem way off your game and I've never known you to be late for ANYTHING. You are always trying to keep everyone else happy.”


    I shrugged and she rolled her eyes and closed the door to the graphic arts office. She dragged another chair in front of mine and took a seat and grabbed my hands, her eyes were forged steel as she shared her boundless strength. “Spill.” She ordered.


    There are just some things in this world that are constants, some irrefutable facts. Time marches on, the speed of light is a constant, for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction, and it is impossible to win an argument with June Harris-West, Force of Nature, patent pending and trademarked. So I spilled.


    It was just as tear filled as when I told Less what had happened. June patiently listened, nodding at appropriate points then said with all the love in the world. “Wow Clyde, you're a dumbass.”


    Then she held me as I cried again. When I was in control of my emotions then she said, “Easy fix. Tell her you love her. Taa daa! I won't even charge you for the session.”


    I had to snort at her and the silly look on her face. Especially because I knew she was right, everyone was right. But I was so terrified of two things, relationships and... what if she didn't feel the same way? I just whispered, “I know, I have been working up to it for three years. Just four more weeks...”


    Then she nodded as her eyes got wide in sudden understanding, “Oh my god! SmartCanvas?” I just nodded through watery eyes. Besides Tim, myself, Mia Jacobs, and my senior panel, only Kylee and June knew the truth about my “art catalog” project. Kylee because she's my boss and she worked my schedule around all my trips to various museums and galleries around the world. And June because she was the one who introduced me to Tim. But even if I hadn't have told her... well, I dare anyone in the galaxy to keep something from her. I swear she has inside people for her inside people.


    Well Lessa knows too but she pretends she doesn't because I haven't officially told her. But I have zero doubt in my head that she knows, just like I know all her secrets. I always thought of Less as the other half of me, until I met Robin and I realized I had really found the other half of myself that makes me whole.


    June was now just shaking her head at me with a small, sad smile. “You're all heart Clyde. You just need to let your girl know before it is too late.” I nodded shakily.


    Robin was home when I got back. I walked up to her back door with Daisy, who just darted through the dog door. I didn't know what to do. This was like an extension of my home the past few years but after last night. I raised my hand to knock, but then decided against it. My emotions were everywhere. I started tensing up as my anxiety built. I squared up my shoulders and walked in.


    Robin was crouched over Daisy giving her some loves. She seemed to stop breathing and she stood. I just wanted everything to go back to normal. “Hey Goldilocks, I'm home.” I kissed her cheek like normal and she seemed to exhale then the smile I craved spread on her face. Oh thank god.


    We chatted and then ate dinner. If she wasn't going to mention last night, I sure as hell wasn't going to. Everything felt normal again. I told her for the four thousandth time, “Make sure you have June fourth free, there is something important I need to share with you.”


    She chuckled. “You know, that's like the four thousandth time you have told me that. What else would I be doing if not being with you?” Her voice was tinged with something at that, a small stress, possibly hopefulness? I'm just imagining things, it has been an emotional twenty four hours.


    After cleaning up we sat at the table, sewing braille tags into some of her new clothing. She made sure to remind me to take my meds. I grinned, things were back to normal. I said, “Yes ma'am.”


    When we had moved back to the living room she kicked back to listen to a book while I typed up descriptions for the final touches on my project. I would have to get some recording booth time at Cornfed to record the last of it tomorrow. I already have the video portions finished. Damn, I'll have to make sure to get the finished digital files forwarded to all the participating venues by next week so they have time to set everything up by June.


    I noticed Robin hesitated a second before laying back into me and taking my hand. I looked down at her in trepidation but then she cuddled in and I sighed. After a while she said, “Less called this morning looking for you. She said you weren't answering your phone and were late for work.”


    I shrugged. “Yeah I was just having a bad day.”


    She tilted her head back with a look that was one part concern and one part... guilt? “Is everything ok?”


    I nodded and said, “Yeah, she's just worried about my love life, or lack thereof. She keeps saying that my outlook on relationships is hurting me and those around me.”


    She nodded in agreement. Then I again did something stupid. “I wish you could get inoculated against dumbass-ness,” I said. “She keeps telling me to ask Tay out and give a relationship a try. She thinks I'm only hurting myself by not giving anyone a chance.” I didn't want to add that there was no way that would ever happen since I knew with all my heart that I was in love with Robin.


    It felt like a blow to my chest and a vice on my heart when she sat up and paused her book. She whispered almost in challenge, “Maybe you should.”


    My god, she didn't really mean that did she? Didn't I mean anything to her? She was just being cruel. So I hissed out, “Maybe I should.”


    It looked like she was fighting something back then she reached into my pocket and handed me my phone. Now she wasn't just being cruel, she was daring me to do it! I stared at the phone for a long time and looked at her almost angry defiant look then I dialed... “Hi Tay?”


    ***


    That was the end of my happiness. Why was I so stupid, why did I feel the need to do it? Why did I take her dare when all I wanted to do was yell, “No! I love you!”? Instead I had set up a date with Taylor for the next Friday. She had excused herself to bed after that. I had cried myself to sleep for the second night in a row.


    She was gone in the morning again. She didn't get home till late that night. She said she was tired and wanted to go to bed early. I felt like I was being excused again. Did I finally do it? Did I destroy the only good relationship I had ever had? All relationships end.


    Her living room drapes were closed for the first time I could ever remember. This kept going for days. One day Daisy ran outside and was barking. I went out to see what the commotion was and the gate between the houses was closed. I opened it and went up to her house and the dog door was closed too. I knocked but Robin wasn't there.


    I finally caught up to her the next day and she just said she was getting really busy lately and didn't want Daisy coming over if she wasn't there to take care of her. She seemed so cold and removed. I asked if she wanted to talk about it but she said, “I'm really busy. We can talk later.”


    That was the last time I was in her house. She seemed to shut Daisy and I out. I had called Taylor and told him I really couldn't see him on Friday, that I was just mad at Robin when I called him. He was really sweet and said, “I thought it was kind of weird. I mean, you two are about the cutest non-couple couple I know.” I giggled at that.


    I was so depressed after that I swear my meds weren't working. Even Lessa's midnight calls were doing nothing for my mood. I was freefalling down into the pits of hell without a parachute. I couldn't even bring myself to go to the wards or the shelter, I didn't want to drag anyone down with me.


    There was no way my world could have gotten darker, that is until Saturday morning when I heard something outside and I saw a realtor pounding a “for sale” sign into Robin's front lawn. She wouldn't answer the door or the dozens of my frantic phone calls. This was her family home, she loved that house! What in the hell was going on? A part of my subconscious was screaming at me. “You know damn well why you idiot! Talk to her!”


    I sort of walled myself in at home, hoping to catch a glimpse of her, but her drapes were always shut now. It seems that she timed her departures and arrivals around my work schedule. Was I such a terrible person that I had pushed her that far away? I must be. Oh god... I can't live without her. Maybe I shouldn't.


    


    


    Chapter 13 – Rock Bottom


    My heart felt like it had stopped when Brandye said that Lessa wanted her to ask out Taylor. I was still trying to process the prior night when my angel had kissed me. Then she pulled away like she was disgusted. Well maybe she was, she's not gay but her parents are so I wouldn't expect that from her. Even if she thought it was a mistake, it was probably the first perfect moment of my life. You know, one of those defining moments who makes you who you are meant to be?


    I couldn't figure out what was wrong with me, why she didn't want me after our years together. Was I not pretty enough? Not good enough? I know I'm not the most direct person, and was always scared to death just to ask her what we were together. I mean, I know she's my soulmate with all my heart, but did that translate for her romantically? I took a chance, I have been such a coward the past three years and I said, “Maybe you should.” If I were honest with myself, I was perhaps being a little cruel and daring her to do it.


    I said a silent prayer but my heart stopped when she hissed out, “Maybe I should.” Then she did. I wanted to die right then. I knew at that moment that though she loved me, she wasn't IN love with me like I was with her. It was all just a foolish fantasy on my part all this time. Have you ever felt like your heart had been physically torn from your body and have it crushed and torn apart before your very eyes and you feel every moment of it? That was my moment, and it was excruciating. For a second I believed I was actually having a heart attack.


    I had to get out of there before I broke and looked foolish in front of her. I lied hoarsely, “I have to get to bed. I have an early appointment with Annette.” Then just walked off into my room and shut the door without another word. I listened at the door for a long minute. Did I just hear a sob? Then the back door closed with Daisy scurrying after her a moment later. I had never felt so alone, or hurt so much, in my life. I laid down on the bed and cried until I fell into a fitful sleep.


    I woke up early and called Annette. “I know it's early. I just... I just need to get out of here, can you come get me please?”


    She sounded worried and came to get me before Brandye awoke for her morning run. I couldn't see Bran now, I wouldn't know what to say. I had thought... I had thought there was actually something between us, but I'm just a friend to her and I most certainly can't see her with anyone else, it would tear me up and I'd have nothing left inside.


    I slipped that night and let her in, it hurt too much to pretend nothing was wrong so I excused myself to bed again. After she left, I raced out and shut my drapes.


    I spent the following weeks actively avoiding her. I made sure to be gone or pretend to be gone before she woke up and I would come home after midnight each night. I would just hang out in a coffee shop down the road. The daily visits by Daisy were killing me though. I loved that little dog so much but all I could do was imagine Brandye every time the furrball came over. So one night I went out into the back yard and shut the gate between our yards. It felt like that was the final chapter. It was over and I needed out!


    Brandye was waiting for me the next morning and asked why I had closed the gate and my dog door. I lied through my teeth.


    I hated her. I hated me. I hated everything. I hadn't been able to paint. The music deep down in my soul wasn't playing anymore. No... I can't even pretend to hate her. I still loved her and hoped she would find the happiness she deserved with Taylor, he was a good sort. But I couldn't witness it, it was too hard and I was too much of a coward.


    I called a realtor that day, I had to get out of there. I loved my house, I grew up there, but I couldn't live with myself there any longer knowing she was there next door, loving another. Lessa kept calling, and Sandra, and even Penny Franklin herself. I ignored all their calls.


    I tried to be mad at her, that would make things easier. She was always keeping things from me with Tim, with her god damn art catalog that was more important than me at times. I was just being selfish, I know, but I thought we could share all of our secrets. I was just walking around like a hollow shell of myself. I needed to start over, find myself again.


    The morning after the day Brandye graduated... I admit I had shown up and hid in the back and bawled when her name was called but she wasn't there to get her degree... my reminder alarm went off on my cell. When it chimed I grabbed it and hit the home button for a few seconds then said, “Play reminder.” I fought back a tear when it said, “June fourth, Brandye's senior project presentation.”


    I had to be out of the house by four tonight, the realtor was showing the house to another couple. I don't know why I haven't accepted any of the offers yet. Maybe I'm just a glutton for punishment. I took a deep breath and told myself that I would accept the next offer if it were even remotely close to my asking price. It felt like I were selling my childhood.


    So I went into the kitchen and packed more boxes and used my braille labeler to make labels to stick on the boxes. I couldn't bring myself to even touch Daisy's food and water bowls. I would just leave those on the floor by the counter for the new owners to dispose of. My phone had been ringing all morning, it was either one Callahan or another, I just ignored it and shut my phone off.


    Around three in the afternoon, I was packing the last drawer, my silverware, when there was a loud banging on the front door. It was Lessa. “Robin, get over here and open the god damn door!” I took a deep breath and sat there silently. There was more pounding then June's voice rang out, “Robin, we need to talk to you open up.” Then I heard a key in the door. Dammit, I forgot that both Brandye and Lessa had keys.


    I was panicking now. My anxiety was twisting the very fiber of my being. I couldn't move and couldn't breathe. Is this what Brandye went through all the time? My god, it was terrifying! My heart broke for her a little more.


    I heard them enter the room and Lessa was mad. No, not mad... furious. She rapid fired questions, “Where the hell have you been? Why are you moving? Why are you doing this to Brandye?” She was about to continue but it was all I could take, I had finally hit rock bottom, I lost all control and started sobbing. They were heart rending sobs, the type that you can't stop, that physically hurt. They take all your strength, then take even more.


    There were warm arms around me suddenly and I put my face into Lessa's shoulder and shook. I just started collapsing to the ground, sound wasn't coming with the sobs as I couldn't get any air into my lungs. Lessa never released me as she lowered me down gently and we just sat there. She was stroking my hair and just softly saying, “Shhhh... It's ok sis, I'm here. Shhhh...” June's hand was on my back. I heard her murmuring, “Everything is going to be fine Picasso.”


    I can see the magic Brandy describes when she speaks of Lessa's ability to calm her panic attacks. I let all the poison, and some of the pain, bleed away from me as my sobs gave way to gentle crying. I didn't want to let go, Less was a lifeline right now.


    We sat there like that for at least fifteen minutes in silence, on the ground, with me just drawing strength from the two women. They were so good. They just waited for me. Finally I pulled gently away from Less and sniffled as I wiped my eyes. “I... I'm sorry... I don't know what came over me.”


    I could hear the sly smirk on Lessa's face that almost made me smile as she replied, “Ain't no biggie. I'm always here for you.” She corrected herself. “We're always here for you. We love you.”


    June, with her comical timing said, “Damn straight.”


    They led me into the living room and sat me on the couch. One on either side of me, sharing their warmth. Lessa reached over and brushed my hair back over my shoulder and put a hand on my cheek for a second then said, “What is going on Robin? We don't understand.”


    I took a deep breath. “I just can't do it. I can't watch her with Tay. I hope... I hoped I was enough for her, that one day she could love me. It hurts too much.”


    There was a dual snort that came from both the women that shocked me a little. June's voice was full of mirth when she said, “You really don't know do you?” Then she chuckled. “Damn woman, you don't do things in halves do you?”


    I turned toward her. “What don't I know?”


    Lessa spoke and I turned back toward her, “Besides the fact that she called Taylor the moment she left your house to cancel? Brandye is so in love with you that you pushing her away like this is tearing up her soul right now.”


    I shook my head in disbelief and whispered, “She would have told me. She's stronger than me.”


    Lessa just replied softly, “Relationships scare the hell out of her. She believes they are all destined to fail. She was scared to tell you and curse it.”


    I whispered, “No, she would have said.” My heart had started beating again, it hurt, from lack of use. Did I dare even hope?


    June was pulling me up off the couch. “She has been saying it, over the past three years, in slow motion. Let us show you.” I was so confused now, what were they talking about? She gave me a shove toward my bedroom. “Go get yourself cleaned up, there is someplace we need to be, you are sort of the guest of honor.” I tried to protest but June just ignored me. “Dress nice. It is semi formal.” I was getting more confused by the moment. I trudged off toward my room and I heard June telling Less, “You go find our girl and get her there, I got this shit.”


    


    


    Chapter 14 – Love Note


    June wouldn't say a thing to me in the car about what was going on as she deftly navigated the streets. She would only say, “I told you, we are going to the Museum of Arts and Culture. Now zip it Picasso.” She sang along to the music on the radio, I have to admit I was a little shocked, I mean, I know she is the daughter of none other than Mandy Fay Harris and all, but my god could this girl sing.


    We arrived and it was packed, we had to use a parking lot three blocks away. I flicked out my cane and proceeded to the building carefully in my low heels and sequined dress with June guiding me. I loved the soft sound of the sequins fluttering as I walked, that's the main reason I bought this dress. Well that and Brandye said I looked hot in it. I blushed at the admission. It was her favorite color, midnight blue. She had described midnight blue to me and as always, her description took my breath away. She's the only person that could ever do that for me.


    I admit I had been distracted ever since the girls said that the object of my affection loved me. A little fire in the corner of my heart was daring to hope again.


    We got into the MAC and June said to someone at the ticket counter, “June Harris-West and Robin Hartford.”


    A woman responded, “Of course, go right in, they are waiting for you.”


    She must have waved us in because the guy at the turnstiles just let us walk through. We hadn't got more than three steps when I was engulfed in a desperate hug. I smiled and said, “Hi Sandra.”


    She babbled out, “Oh thank god you made it. It was so very important to her for some reason. We still have no idea what is going on and the evil girls won't tell us.” I heard Daisy's familiar whine coming from her. I reached down to her handbag and rubbed Daisy's ears. God I missed the little fuzz bucket.


    I shrugged, I had no clue either. June just piped up, “Hey now. Not my secret to tell. I already told one secret tonight. Just shush and enjoy the night.”


    Then another set of arms were around me from above. I grinned and said, “Hi Penny.”


    Her rich voice replied, “Hi hon. I can't tell you how happy I am to see you here tonight. Maybe it will knock my girl out of her depression.” I felt guilty.


    Just when I started to get my bearings there was a male voice at my side, “Oh thank god you made it. I was getting nervous. Where is she? Let's get things started.”


    I was more that a little confused, who was this man? June was reprimanding the man. “Yo, Tinker. Remember social etiquette. I swear you intellectual types have no room in your brains for common human interaction.”


    Then he said like an afterthought, “Oh yeah. Ummm... Hello, I'm Tim Phearson. Your girl's partner in this project. We need to start the presentation with or without Lessa. Please miss, come with me.” I shook his hand, still confused then he took my elbow much more gently than his hurried voice would have indicated as he led me off.


    I looked back over my shoulder in the general direction of the women and said meekly, “Help me?”


    This got some snickering from the women I see as my other moms and a, “drama queen” from June.


    I whispered to the man, “I don't know what is going on.”


    He seemed nonplussed as he said, “You're here just to look at something... follow my lead. She's supposed to do the speech but it looks like I'll have to wing it.”


    I nodded numbly as he positioned me beside him and a woman beside us said into a microphone, “Hello everyone and welcome to this exciting and groundbreaking event here at the MAC. Here to do the unveiling is Tim Phearson, for the woman who came up with the concept, Brandye Franklin-Callahan.” There were applause and Tim took the microphone.


    His taciturn demeanor seemed to transform as he spoke almost eloquently. “Thank you Board President McCoy.” He paused and I could hear his suit rustle a bit as he looked around, then he began. “There are few points in history where we take great strides forward, to take a chance on something new that can revolutionize or effect our culture in a profound way. Art has had few advancements in hundreds of years. The only one of any consequence has been digital art in the computer age. Sure there have been new methods like the Jacobs Effect but mostly the materials and mediums have remained unchanged to present an artist's work to the masses.”


    He took a breath and I heard him turning again as if surveying the crowd. “Unfortunately not everyone can experience art the same way others can. For those with limited vision or complete blindness, they can only experience art by touch or by description. Of course, in most cases, this limits most of the works of the masters to these generalized descriptions since they would never be allowed to touch these pieces.”


    He took a deep breath. “One young woman, Brandye Franklin-Callahan, didn't take this as a given. She decided to defy that logic and asked herself a simple question. What if? She came up with an idea and came to me with it after being told by countless people that what she wanted to do was impossible. But my personal motto and now Brandye's is that it is only impossible until someone accomplishes it.”


    I could almost hear the smile in his voice. “And with that, SmartCanvas was born.” I heard some fabric rustle and then there was clapping, Something had been unveiled. He continued, “Current technology limits the resolution of the canvas to accomplish what we have at the actual size of the master works, so we again asked a simple question, why limit ourselves that way? So we developed a reactive canvas that allows the operator to zoom in to areas of a piece of art and examine that area by touch so that a sight challenged individual can feel the actual brush strokes at a much larger scale. Allowing anyone to actually 'see' the art as it was intended.”


    There was more clapping and oohs and aahs, they must have been showing something. He continued, “It is accompanied by spectacular audio descriptions of the colors and styles and emotion each piece evokes and a refreshable braille display. All the while, for sighted individuals, the fiber optic pins, that push up from the canvas using a network of muscle wires behind the canvas, project the area of the artwork being displayed as well as the monitor on the side with the controls in full color.”


    There was pride in his voice when he added, “Today, the SmartCanvas sytem is being unveiled around the world in sixty three participating museums, and thirty seven galleries. That number will only grow as our factory produces more units. There are three units in Seattle alone. Here at the MAC, at the Downtown Gallery, and at the Seattle Alternative Art Museum for the blind.”


    Then he finished with, “As Miss Robin Hartford was the inspiration behind the project we think it is only fitting that she be the first person to experience the SmartCanvas.”


    There was clapping and he thunked off the microphone and lead me a couple steps to the right and turned me around. He whispered to me, “You have a hell of a girl, getting this project finished for you has been her life's obsession the past three years.”


    He placed my hand on a braille display and I started reading as it refreshed. A voice, Brandye's voice... my heart skipped... chimed out of the console in her smooth rich tones, echoing the words I was reading. “Hello, and thank you for using SmartCanvas today. Use this pad to control your exploration of some of the greatest art pieces in human history. You will find examples from most of the masters here with the catalog growing as more works are scanned.”


    I had to smile, I heard excitement in her recorded voice. “You can either select a guided experience of some of the most prominent art works or select from an extensive list. We encourage you to touch the canvas at your left to experience the art in full.”


    I don't know why but my body was humming with excitement and... fear? This is her secret? What she kept from me? She did this... for me? My emotions were everywhere and I had to take a calming breath as I selected the guided experience. Again, her voice chimed out, causing a harmonic vibration deep down in my soul as the music inside me started playing again. “Please place your left hand on the canvas and use the touch pad below the refreshable braille display to zoom in and pan around the artwork.”


    Suddenly the canvas I had my left hand resting on sprang to life, there were applause as I ran my fingers along a turbulent surface. It was like feeling giant brush strokes to me. The narration in my angel's voice started up “This is a piece from sixteen thirty three by Rembrandt van Rijn titled The Storm on the Sea of Galilee. As you can feel, the turmoil of...” She went on to describe the colors the scene, the fury and turmoil of emotions as only she could do. I could almost taste the urgency, smell the sea spray, empathize with the angst and bright visceral emotions the artist imparted into his work. But mostly I could feel exactly what she was describing. I couldn't stop myself, I was freely crying as I experience for the first time, the work of one of the masters I never thought I would in my lifetime.


    I smiled and moved on to the next work. Her voice guided me. This was the most amazing thing I had ever witnessed. It was a spiritual experience for me. My pride and amazement for the woman I loved soared freely now.


    I smiled when a piece specially done by Mia Jacobs for SmartCanvas came up. The almost machine accurate depiction of a smiling woman holding a baby was displayed, and it was like the contours at the larger scale were designed specifically to guide your fingers along the flowing surface. I almost snorted, knowing Mia, she had intended this. Then it hit me, my god she was good, she translated the Jacobs Effect in reverse to touch!


    Then I paused as the Mona Lisa by Leonardo Da Vinci came up. My hand shot to cover my mouth when a small surprised squeak came from me. I slumped my shoulders and they shook while I silently sobbed as I felt that legendary ambiguous smile. The room was silent. This was my dream, the whole impossibility of it all hung over me. There was suddenly an arm around my shoulder. It was June. She whispered, “You ok hon? You want to go on?” I nodded I had to finish.


    She whispered, “Ok, I'm right here for you. And Robin? This is the love note that took Brandye three years to write you.”


    I took a deep cleansing breath and smiled, I raised my chin in pride for my girl. My god, she did love me! I thought that there wasn't anything in this world that could have possibly made that moment any better. I was wrong as the last piece was displayed... Giggle by Robin Hartford. I wasn't breathing as her description began. “I saved the best for last, this is a piece by the woman who gives me my inspiration she is my hero, my strength, my love.” Then she went on to describe my work in a way I wouldn't have thought possible. There was only one emotion that her description evoked... love. She ended the description with one of those giggles that keeps my heart beating and then said, “Thank you for experiencing SmartCanvas with us here today and we hope you will return frequently as more art is added.”


    June led me quickly away as the silent sobs started again.


    


    


    Chapter 15 – Where the Hope Lives


    June brought me to the restroom and just held me for a while while the moms Callahan stayed outside and blocked people from coming in. When I finally composed myself I whispered, “Sorry... Where is she?”


    June said, “I'm shrugging.” Smartass! Oh, my humor is back! Then she said, “Lessa just sent a text message saying she still can't find her. She is scared. Nobody has heard from her since this morning. She dropped off Daisy with Sandra and said she needed to be alone. That she needed to go where the hope lives... whatever the hell that means.”


    I stiffened. Then started to panic. No... she wouldn't. No, no, no!


    This got June's attention. “What Robin?”


    I grabbed her arm. “We need to get to your car. I know where she is.”


    I'm sure it looked like a procession or something as Lessa had arrived in the the parking lot and she followed June and I down the road, then Sandra and Penny in their car, and Devon and Tay and the kids taking up the rear in another vehicle.


    We pulled onto a side road beside the Aurora Bridge. Yeah yeah, I know it is called the George Washington Memorial Bridge but not to us Seattle natives. This is the place. The place Brandye's mother, Penny, almost took her own life. But Brandye saw it differently... she saw it as the place her mother's life started again. This... is where the hope lives.


    Everyone piled out. June said, “I see someone out there. Lets go.”


    I stopped everyone. “No. Please... stay here. She's my girl.” There was silence then a warm hand pressing a leash into my hand. Of course Sandra knows what her daughter needs. I flicked out my cane and made my way down the sidewalk on the bridge. I walked for a few minutes then Daisy was pulling frantically on the leash. The sidewalk had high concrete barriers on each side so I let go of the leash and she skittered off barking.


    I heard from maybe ten feet away, “Hey Daisy, what are you doing he...” Brandye's voice cut off and then she whispered, “Robin?”


    I just stood there stock still fighting back the tears again and just nodded my head up and down like a stupid bobble head. I whispered, “I'm sorry I was too afraid to tell you I was in love with you.”


    I heard a muted cry then I was engulfed in the hug I have needed from her for the past month. The hug that told me everything was going to be ok. She croaked out, “I am so in love with you Robin Amelia Hartford. It has always been you. I swear to god you are my soulmate. I just didn't want to screw it up and I did anyway. I wanted so bad just to die when you shut me out. I... I had to come here, to think...”


    I nodded into her shoulder. “Just shut up for a minute woman!” I shut her up with a desperate kiss that she returned eagerly. It was as if we were trying to become part of each other, sharing our souls, healing the shared ache in them. This is how it should be, how it should have been all along if I had just been brave enough. Gawd, I was melting into her.


    We had to break the kiss to breathe, that didn't stop us from reconnecting at the lips, this time more tenderly. I swear my toes were curling as I heated up in all the right places. A passing car honking at us startled us and started us laughing. Well fine, I was laughing, Brandy was stuck in sexy giggle mode... she doesn't laugh.


    Then she held me at arm's length and said, “Two things. One oh my gawd you look sexy in that dress. And two, how did you know where to find me?”


    I blushed at the compliment then shrugged and said like it was common sense, “This is where the hope lives.”


    I reached out my hands toward her face hesitantly, when she didn't pull back, I truly saw her for the first time. I ran my fingers lovingly across the graceful contours of her face for the first time. She was smiling. My god she was beautiful! I gave her a quick peck on the lips.


    She hugged me and her fingers laced with mine. I felt her bend down then stand back up, I heard Daisy's excited whine as Bran picked her up. Then we started the long walk back toward the cars. She said, “There is something I need to show you at the MAC.”


    I leaned in and gave her a quick peck to the lips. “I already got your love note. It was amazing Bran.”


    She sounded almost meek. “Really?”


    I nodded with a smile. “Really.”


    I laid my head on her shoulder as we walked. “Tell me about my favorite color?”


    She replied, “What is it?”


    I grinned, “I hear your hair is a chestnut color. That's my favorite.” She spoke lovingly to me about chestnut as we strolled. I was right, it is my favorite color now!


    After tear filled reunion with the motley crew at the end of the bridge, Brandye asked if explanations could wait until tomorrow, qualifying it with, “I need to talk with my girl.” They agreed and we said our goodbyes and Bran lead me to her car.


    We didn't say anything on the short drive home, she just held my hand, stroking it with her thumb. Daisy curled up in my lap. We pulled into her garage and got out. Before she closed the door I flicked my cane out. “Help me do something.”


    “Sure, what?” she asked as she followed me out to the front and we crossed over the lawn to my place and I swung the cane around until it struck some wood.


    I grinned at her and reached out and found the for sale signpost and grabbed it and started rocking it. She giggled and joined in with me and we pushed the sign over. Then I led my girl and our dog into my place. I bypassed the couch and all the packing boxes and led her into my room with a sly smile on my face. I swear I heard her breath hitch.


    


    


    Epilogue


    Devon grabbed the lighter from Robin and grunted like a caveman. “Men make fire, fire good!” Then he led Tay off with him, shoving each other as they went to warm up the grill. I heard our moms pull up in front. I snuck in a kiss to my girl as I looked around the back yard where we had a couple picnic tables set up for our weekly family barbecue. “Hey Goldilocks,” I breathed as sexily as I could.


    She giggled. “Hey yourself hot stuff. Now don't go starting something, it would be hard to explain why we disappeared from our own barbecue.”


    I rubbed her round belly as I said, “I can't help it, you're so friggin sexy all pregnant like that.”


    I was still beyond excited. Four months after the unveiling of SmartCanvas, Robin wrote something on her labeler in braille and taped it to my sleeve. I had only just begun my braille course so it took me a minute to work out “Marry me Bran.”


    I said, “If I gotta.”


    It was cute the raised eyebrow chastising look she shot in my general direction. “You better!”


    The wedding last year was perfect, totally unique from Lessa's, thank god. Sometimes being a twin is a pain. The Hartfords flew up for it. But then Robin attacked me with brain fogging kisses and nibbles of pleasure on my neck and said she wanted a baby. Hell, I would have agreed to jumping into the sun if she just kept that up. So six months ago, we hit the clinic using sperm from an anonymous donor and one of my eggs.


    I giggled, which made her bite her lower lip, causing me to smile, I couldn't wait to meet our daughter in a few short months. “Sorry, you're just such a cute oven.”


    She rewarded me with a kiss and said, “Yeah but I can't wait for the bun to be done. If I would have known being pregnant was going to be so uncomfortable I would have insisted you go first.”


    I hugged her then greeted our moms as they made their way to the back yard. Their yapping carpet of fuzzballs streamed in to play with Daisy and her tiny brother Gigantor.


    I heard a large truck or van stop on the road and Robin stopped for a moment to looked across the yard. I asked, “What is it?”


    She smiled. “Someone is moving into your old place.”


    I smiled and took her hand to lead her to a lawn chair. She mothered me. “Did you remember sunscreen? You know how you burn.”


    I nodded and said with a grin, “Yes. Did you remember your pre-natal vitamins?”


    She nodded. “Yes, just because I forgot once doesn't mean you have to keep reminding me.”


    I fluffed up a pillow for her and we both looked around indignantly as there was a chorus of laughter. I said, “Oh shush you lot!”


    There was playful murmuring about old married couples but I didn't care at the moment as I surrendered to a tingling kiss from the woman I loved. A promise between soulmates.


    


    “Tell me about green.”


    


    Books in the Music of the Soul universe...


    (All books are standalone and can be read in any order)


    Music of the Soul


    A Deafening Whisper


    Dating Game


    Karaoke Queen


    Silent Bob


    Five Feet or Less


    Broken Song


    Syncopated Rhythm


    Progeny


    Girl Next Door


    


    Short Stories in the Music of the Soul universe...


    Misadventures of Victoria Davenport: Operation Matchmaker


    


    Books in the Valkyrie Chronicles series...


    Return of the Asgard


    Bloodlines


    Folkvangr


    Seventy Two Hours


    


    Books in the Fracture series...


    Divergence


    


    Books in the Drakon series...


    Awakening


    


    


    


    


    Sample Chapter from Drakon: Dragonfall


    Chapter 1 - Griffon


    I charged across the ridge with the reassuring presence of my mate and protector at my side with her granite fists aflame. We were gaining on the griffon, I lashed at it relentlessly with pyres of flames from my outstretched hand and a barrage of dirt and rock I willed into its path.


    It would have been so much easier to just destroy the abomination, I could feel the rotting and decayed magic that had been twisted from its intended purpose to animate the beast. It wasn't a real griffon, but a sick and twisted being called from the underworld to masquerade as one. All of my dragon instincts were screaming at me to just transform and destroy it to set the magics free of their suffering. But as Quinn keeps reminding me, we need this one alive so we can try to discover who is controlling it.


    The creature reached the cliff and dove off, its wings billowing as it let out a roar. My temper flared an I yelled, “Oh no you don't you feckin' eejit! I'm a queen dragon!” Without hesitation, I dove off the cliff as Quinn did right behind me.


    Gods above I loved the feeling of freefall now! It seems like a lifetime ago that height and flying paralyzed me with fear. Now I live for it since I can fly on my own. I threw my arms wide and my flaming wings exploded from me as I let my immense dragon of flame out to play. My wings caught the wind and I felt a light impact on my back between my shoulders.


    I lifted my head and roared in challenge as we gained on the slower abomination trying to evade me in the air. The force of it reverberating the ground and carrying down to the city of Denver below. A pyre of flame shooting up into the heavens.


    I almost moaned in pleasure as Quinn started stroking the sides of my dragon form neck. “Easy there firecracker. Remember, we need this one alive.” I could feel her teasing me through our blood-tie. I swear this woman tries to stoke my hair-trigger temper. It does things to her that are most arousing through our link. I smiled and rolled my eyes.


    I flapped my wings in three mighty strokes and gained altitude. I snickered when Quinn muttered, “Oh shit.” She quickly wrapped her arms around my flaming dragon neck as I tucked my wings neatly onto my back and dove in a spinning dive directly at the griffon. I may have done this part on purpose so she would hug me like this, but I'm not going to be admitting it, ya know.


    I got a quick chastising feel from her but rolled my eyes again as I suddenly spread my wings just as I reached my target, and I soared in the wind again as my talons of flame grasped the roaring griffon. I craned my huge head back to give Quinn a self-satisfied smile.


    She was laughing and shaking her head at my display. Lords above but she was a wondrous sight riding my shoulders with a hand on my neck. She stood to let the air flow through her hair. The griffon kept struggling and making a ruckus. I released one talon then smacked it upside the head, rendering it unconscious. Sometimes I wonder how much I have changed since I had discovered I was a dragon. I was almost afraid to admit just how exhilarating I found the hunt now, and the flow of elemental magic through my body.


    I looked around for a clearing in the dense forests of the Rocky Mountains. Quinn chuckled on my back. “Way to go Einstein, where are you going to land your fat dragon ass?”


    I chortled flames licking from my mouth. Sometimes she was just too fecking funny. I could put us in a clearing, or on a ridge or peak, but then we'd have to carry the beast out on foot. I gruffed in frustration. Trying to reign in my quick temper. We'd have to land in Steamboat Springs or down in Denver. The state is starting to get annoyed with me landing on the highways and freeways. Not only do I tie up traffic but I damage their precious roadways.


    I turned us in a swooping glide to spiral down to Denver. They had a few areas reinforced for my dragon form. Quinn let out a whoop as the wind whipped past us, it was as exhilarating for her as it was me. I wonder how much of that is my emotions bleeding through the blood-tie and how much is hers. It is hard to tell anymore, we are like two parts of a whole now. God I love that woman!


    We got down to the city to land in the specially fortified courtyard by police headquarters. It had high walls and human snipers with high power rifles and bazookas all along the high surrounding walls. They built this area especially for when Quinn and I bring in the more dangerous magical beings like this griffon. Plus the meter thick reinforced concrete helicopter landing pad slash dragon landing pad is ideal for me.


    As I passed over the wall just barely above the guards, I quickly spun before Quinn could read my intentions and she spilled off my back and fell thirty feet down to the concrete below. She hissed and flicked her arms and legs and they were immediately covered in granite. She deftly landed in a skidding three point stance then started laughing boisterously as she ground to a halt with the sound of granite dragging on the concrete while I landed on the pad with the griffon.


    She walked over to me and rubbed me lovingly between my dragon eyes as I nuzzled her with my snout. I dissolved my dragon form and showed my smirking human form to her as the spotlights from the walls snapped on to illuminate the landing pad and the unconscious griffon. I was silently thankful that I had finally figured out how not to burn away my clothing when I let my dragon out. My clothing bill was getting astronomical and I was sometimes left in embarrassing situations walking around naked in Denver. Then I said in my Irish brogue, “Me ass isn't fat Agent Trask!” She knew I wasn't amused when I called her by the name she first wanted me to call her, which I never did unless I was chastising her.


    She chuckled and just pulled me into a kiss, then she said, “You and your Irish temper. Were you issued that with your red hair 'lass'?” She said, “lass," mocking my accent.


    I squinted my eyes and shook a fist playfully at her as armed men came streaming out of the station and into the courtyard. We ignored the men as we bantered back and forth while we absently flipped the griffon on its side.


    Sergeant Amanda Johnson was beside us snickering at our back and forth barbs and just absently handing us braided steel restraints as we hogtied the beast and lashed its wings down. The tall blonde detective in her smart business suit cleared her throat and raised one eyebrow at us.


    I blushed profusely and said, “Oh. I'll be begging your pardon Mandy.”


    She chuckled, rolling her eyes at us as she asked, “What do we have here?”


    Then Quinn went into professional agent mode. I just bit my lower lip in want as she said, “Accomplice in the water dragon murder of Oscar Westminster. This thing was the lookout that took down two police officers and a forest ranger yesterday.”


    Some of the men around us were glaring at the beast and I saw a couple kick it. Amanda asked, “Does it know its rights?”


    Quinn was already shaking her head, “No. It is a magical construct of flesh and death like the last one. It isn't real.”


    The man growled. “Real enough to kill our men! Oh... and one of our dragons.”


    My tall protector shook her head, I loved when her usually immaculate and professional hair was all wind tussled as it was just then. She straightened her professional blouse and jacket as she clarified, “I just mean it doesn't have its own consciousness or sense of identity. For lack of a better term, it is a zombie.”


    Amanda nodded understanding but still asked, “Are you sure? What if it is a thrall, they have been starting to pop up again?”


    I answered this time. “No, I can taste the fetid and twisted magic in the thing. Besides, it has no rune mark on its forehead. We need to find out who is controlling it.”


    Sergeant Johnson snapped at the men, “You heard our dragon. Get this piece of shit into holding. Don't worry about being gentle, it has no rights.”


    Humans can be so vindictive at times. Feck, there I go again, saying, “humans” I'm still human myself you know.


    Quinn and I looked at each other as eight men roughly dragged the griffon across the ground. She smiled at me and cocked an eyebrow. I understood what she was saying. We can read each others basic thoughts. I agreed with her, it was getting late and we should get some sleep before we try to figure out where that thing came from. Well, she mostly thinking about sleep.


    I smiled amorously at her then said offhandedly over to Amanda, “Hey Mandy, d'ya think you could be givin' us a ride home? Me car is up near Steamboat.”


    Quinn added, “We'll investigate this in the morning.”


    Our friend laughed at us. “I don't need any stinking blood-tie to know what you two are thinking. Yeah, I'll give you a ride home myself. Just give me a minute to finish up some paperwork.”


    Then she looked at me and tilted her head. Quinn whispered, “Your eyes love.” Oh! I concentrated and my enhanced sight faded. Oh, it was dark out. I felt like half my senses were blunted when I was human like this, like I could barely experience the world, but dragon eyes on a wee Irish lass disconcerts people for some reason. The only bonus was that I didn't have to smell everything, humans, no matter how many times they wash, still reek. Except Quinn, I swear her pheromones were designed specifically to target me. Her musk drives me crazy just having her near.


    We all shared a chuckle and we followed her into the station. My flesh warmed and tingled where Quinn had grabbed my hand and laced our fingers, walking slightly in front of me. I smiled. My Quinn, always my protector.

  

OEBPS/Images/00001.jpeg
When it comes to‘iove Brandye can't see
what is right'in front of her. A blind artlst
Robin, shows her that all relationships are
not doomed to end badly, and soulmates
are destined to find each other.






