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Prologue
 
   I stood back and looked at the unassuming apartment block then at the hastily scribbled note that Fran had handed to me at the office.  She had noting written on it but an address.  I grinned.  Leave it to Small Fry to figure out this mystery that has plagued Nessie and me for weeks.
 
   I'm assuming that she finally figured it out with books, of course, the girl lives and breathes books.  This has been one of the most frustrating couple of months in my life.  Almost as frustrating as getting my wife to admitting she loves me.
 
   An artist that didn't want to be found could be as creative in hiding as they are with their music.  Van and I have been obsessed with this woman's music since we found a thumb drive with one of her songs in our things at a rave last April.  A handful of people there wound up with one on their car.
 
   Minuette.
 
   We didn't know if that was the song title or the artist.  It was the only file on the drive.  Her voice was haunting and the piano accompaniment was a cascade of notes, coalescing into something I couldn't quantify.  The piano music was eerily similar to my mother, Anabella's playing.  My mom, being deaf, can feel the music rather than hear it, and her music is the heart that embodies her emotions.
 
   We had been out scouting at one of Ronnie Marx's old haunts in the underground music scene before he became the manager of our jazz club, Walker's... to hear an a capella pop group.  It was a bust, I didn't see what others were saying about the group, and neither did Nessie.  So we left pretty early.
 
   That's when we found the thumb drive under the windshield wiper when we got to the car.  We sat in the car and looked at it.  It was a cheap purple throwaway with nothing but an “M” written in silver script on it with a permanent marker on one side, and “listen” on the other.
 
   I almost threw it out, people were always sneaking me unsolicited demos.  They should know better, my record label, London Harmony doesn't take unsolicited anything.  We are an invitation-only venue, that's what makes us so sought after.
 
   But alas, curiosity got the better of me when I noted that other cars in the area had the same thumb drive, so we weren't specifically targeted.  I shrugged at my lady and I plugged it into the radio's USB slot.  The track name scrolling on the radio read Minuette.  Then we sat back and had one of the most unique listening experiences I have ever had the pleasure of having.
 
     A few seconds after the end of the song, the woman whispered, “Minuette out.”
 
   There was something about the music, the words, and the thumping of a drum, or maybe it was someone just tapping the side of a bench or piano.  There seemed to be some sort of pattern I couldn't quite understand.  The lyrics were inspired and invoked a certain melancholy warmth.  But it was the combination of it all that spoke to me.  Vannie agreed.
 
   I wanted... no, I needed this woman and her music at London Harmony.  How had we never heard her stuff before then?  We had dozens of feelers on the street, looking for just this sort of unique music.
 
   We started to head back to our condo at One Hyde Place when we noticed a girl in the alley placing a thumb drive on another car.  I stopped immediately and the girl looked up.  She looked scared.  I rolled down the window and called out to her, “Excuse me.  Could we have a word, please?”
 
   The girl looked to the other end of the alley as if she were contemplating bolting.
 
   I added, “You're not in trouble.  I just have a question for you.”
 
   She exhaled and looked around again then slumped her shoulders and then timidly approached us.  She was average height and build for a girl her age.  She looked to be about Small Fry's age, about twenty-one.  Everything about her just said average.  She was dressed in everyday, run of the mill clothes.
 
   There wasn't anything remarkable about her... except her eyes under her dull brown hair.  I have only seen eyes that color one other time.  Such a vibrant blue they almost glowed a light violet.  The sparkle and sharp intelligence in them made them stand out even more.  You would never forget her for that one reason alone.
 
   I held up the thumb drive. “Where did you get these?”
 
   She said in a quiet voice, “I didn't do anything wrong.”
 
   I nodded.  “I know.  Do you know what's on them?”
 
   She shrugged a shoulder.  I smiled, hoping to help her relax.  I prompted, “There is music on them.  Where did you get them?”
 
   She was looking past me to Vanessa who had lowered the ridiculous black hood on the hoodie she insisted on wearing when we were scouting music.  Her “Scratch” persona.
 
   She asked past me. “Are you alright ma'am?”
 
   I glanced between the two.  Vannie had the uncertain, confused look she got when she was wondering if something she was seeing was real or not.  Her doctors had changed up her anti-psychotic meds.  It always took time for things to balance out for her when they did that.  I touched her arm lightly and nodded.  Assuring my love that I was really speaking with someone.
 
   She seemed to relax and took my hand.  I told the girl, “She's fine.  It's just been a long night.”  Vannie nodded and pulled her hood back up.  The girl looked genuinely concerned and that marked her as a good person in my book.
 
   Then she looked past our car and said, “Some lady in Hyde Park gave me twenty quid if I'd put these on the cars around the rave.”
 
   I asked, “Do you know her?  Or how we can find her?  Can you describe her?”
 
   She shook her head and said noncommittally, “She was just a lady.”
 
   Damn.  She looked to be overly nervous still so I asked her, as I handed her a card that had nothing but my cell number on it, “I'm June, what's your name?”
 
   She took the card and said cautiously, “Annette.”
 
   I smiled at her and said, “I'm pleased to have met you, Annette.  I'd appreciate if you could contact me if you ever see the woman again.  My number is on the card.  There is a large finder's fee in it for you.”
 
   She nodded and then headed back down the alley, looking back just once before we continued on down the street.
 
   Things only got worse when we contacted Ronnie Marx with a copy of the song.  He chirped out right away, “Oh yeah, rumors about the mysterious Minuette have been circulating for a couple years in the underground.  But since it isn't the type of music I showcased at the raves, I've never heard it.”
 
   I asked, “Mysterious?”
 
   He chuckled. “I think she took a page out of the June Harris-West handbook, and how you handled your J-Card mystery.  I thought all the Minuette shite was all just urban legend, but now you play a song for me.  It is a haunting melody isn't it?”
 
   I agreed and asked, “So she's anonymous then?  That's the mystery?”  I understood the need, I had done something similar with my J8 persona.
 
   He chuckled. “A small part of it.  Nobody knows who she is, but those bloody thumb drives keep showing up all over town at music events, both legit and underground.  They always have a different song.  And people started noticing the strange patterns in the music.”
 
   I nodded to myself since we had noticed that too.
 
   He added, “I heard rumors that a group of sleuthing audiophiles discovered the Phantom Melodies inside of them.  I always wrote it off and not looked into it until now.”
 
   I repeated, “Phantom Melodies?”
 
   He was getting enthusiastic with his response as he sped up as he said, “Those odd off notes, syncopated lyrics, and the thumping, it's all a code.  When you decode it, there is a short message in each with a separate counterpoint melody.”
 
   He went on, “Let's say a song is about beauty and life, and the promise of love.  The Phantom Melody tells of heartache and longing.”
 
   Good lord.  I needed to know more, but that's all he had except for how to contact the group that discovered the Phantom Melodies.  I had to grin when he sarcastically gave me the name of the supposed group's defacto leader.  Edward Canter, from Canter Recording.  Bear and I were good friends.  The giant of a man did our sound bites and overflow recording when we overbooked our artists in our studio.
 
   Bear had all kinds of information for us that told us absolutely nothing about the woman but everything his group had discovered about the music.  Minuette was a friggin' genius to seamlessly embed music within music and make it sound so beautiful and haunting.  He had a couple tracks for us.  It was just as amazing as what we had, and she always signed off with a whispered, “Minuette out.”
 
   For weeks, we tracked her but were no closer a week ago than we were in the beginning.  She would sing at various piano bars or coffee houses in random locations.  The managers never knew any other name than Minuette, and had no other records for her because it was either open mic nights or they paid cash under the table.  We collected recordings from every venue, always one step behind.
 
   We found Annette again placing thumb drives on cars in our own Walker's parking lot.  She again told us that a woman in Hyde Park paid her.  I didn't believe her that time, she knew something she wasn't telling us.  How could she be randomly approached by the same woman twice?
 
   We started paying her to help us locate the woman.  She worked side by side with Fran on it.  Now finally, Fran and Annette have done what we couldn't.
 
   I stuffed the note into my pocket and stepped into the lobby of the old brick structure.  There was an old freight elevator at the end of the hall, but Nessie and I headed up the stairs.  2H was at the far end of the hall, and my smile grew as I got closer to the door.  I could hear the cascading piano music through, rich, full and inviting.
 
   This was it.  I took a J-Card from my pocket.  I really hoped the woman would be receptive and accept my invitation to sign with our label.  I wanted to share her genius with the world.  There was a piece of tape with “Buggered” across the doorbell.  I grinned at it then knocked.
 
   When the door opened, my eyes went wide at the girl who was standing there, music coming from the grand piano I could see in the room behind her.  Then I started laughing at her sheepish grin as I asked, “Minuette I presume?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 1 – Her Voice
 
   When I got back to my apartment block, I was still shaken a bit at being caught putting thumb drives on the cars near the rave by that June lady.  I walked to the stairs, counting.  Thirteen?  I had done something wrong, I was a little keyed up so I must have been lengthening my strides.  I ran quickly back to the door and turned back and walked to the stairs.  Fourteen, that was better.
 
   I ran up the stairs and then hurried down the hall to my place.  I grinned as I approached our door, I could hear Mindy composing her next piece on the piano.  Twenty-two, twenty-three, twenty-four.  Perfect, twenty-four steps.
 
   I had to grin at the tape with “Buggered” that Mindy put across the doorbell to stop me from ringing it three times.  The sad part is that it works even though I know that it isn't true.  I retrieved my keys and knocked three times and then unlocked the door and stepped in.
 
   Mind glanced up from her playing and shot me a teasing grin.  My heart fluttered.  She always teases me for knocking, but it is a door, I can't help it.  It was in an etiquette book I read once.  It is always polite to knock before entering. She's the only person in my life besides my parents who puts up with my eccentricities.
 
   I placed my jacket carefully on its hook by the door, kicked off my shoes and made sure they were directly below it.  Her brow creased, paused in her playing, and checked the time on her mobile. 
 
   She said in her strained, raspy voice, “You're back early Annette, everything ok?”  She ran her fingers through her long, sandy brown hair.
 
   I shrugged as I placed my bag on the sideboard, making sure it faced North.  “I got caught seeding the music.  My bloody heart was threatening to beat its way out of my chest.”
 
   She looked worried as she pulled the fallboard down over the keys on that beautiful grand piano of hers.  It took up three quarters of our living room.  One day we hope to be able to afford a two bedroom flat so she can have a room dedicated to creating her works of auditory art.
 
   I was sad anytime she covered the keys like that, it meant I had interrupted her creativity and I always feel bad about that.  I took the eight paces over to the kitchen as she asked, “What happened?”
 
   I poured a cup of coffee, and placed it on a plate with the handle to the right.  Then a second the same way.  Two spoons of sugar in one, tapping the rim three times to get the droplets of coffee off of it, and laying it across the lip of the cup,  I then paced back over to her to sit on the piano bench, handing her her coffee.
 
   If I didn't bring her coffee to her, she'd forget.  She always starts a pot before she sits down to play, but then gets lost in her music and never gets around to it.
 
   She grinned at the saucer, she always teases me about it, but that is how to properly serve coffee, I had read about it in that etiquette book, and now I couldn't serve it any other way if I tried.  I'd go off my trolley if I did.  I know I sound like a bloody git, but that's me, Annette Lenore Corrick, nut case.  I get things in my head and I can't seem to ever get them back out.  I'm extremely compulsive that way, that's my damage.  I mean, everyone has little quirks don't they?
 
    The kids in school took to calling me Pavlov because of it.  Which to me was right silly, I mean, it was his dogs, not Pavlov who was conditioned.  Then Mindy would read them the riot act.  Bringing the hammer down, she calls it.  She's been my protector all my life.  She may be small but so is a stick of dynamite, and look at the punch it packs.  I've been on the receiving end of her rants on many occasions when I am hard on myself, so I should know.
 
   She stirred her coffee and then just put the spoon on the saucer without tapping it.  The sly smile on her face told me she was teasing me.  Oh dear lord, I just stared at the spoon as she sipped her drink.  I realized she was looking at me, and I blushed and explained.  “A woman saw me seeding and was asking questions about Minuette.”
 
   She tilted her head a bit, prompting for more with her awesome hazel eyes.  “I told her our cover, about a woman in Hyde Park paying me to pass them out.”
 
   I stood, setting down my cup and saucer and paced to the door, stopping half way, scolding myself and retreating back to the bench and taking normal strides to the door.  I fished out the card from my bag and returned to Mindy, eyeballing her spoon as I handed her the card.
 
   She looked at both sides.  “It's just a number.”
 
   I nodded. “She said her name was June.”  Then I added because it still bothered me.  “She had another lady with her who was haunted by something, I think she was hurting inside.  But that June woman seemed to calm her.”  I'm always veering off topic when things bother me.
 
   Speaking of.  I growled and grabbed her spoon and licked it clean to her giggles.  I told her as I shook the spoon at her.  “You are just mean sometimes!”
 
   She nodded in smiling agreement. “What are best mates for?”
 
   I put the spoon back on her saucer and dared her to say more.  Then I went back on task.  “They are looking for Minuette, I don't know why.  I got out of there as fast as my legs could carry me.  I still have six drives to hand out.  It is going to drive me absolutely bonkers if I don't get them out there soon.”
 
   My knee was bouncing, now I really really wanted to go back and do just that.  I froze when Mindy laid a hand on my leg to stop it.  Bloody hell, didn't the woman know what that did to me?  Like a git, I found myself falling for my best friend back in secondary.  I'll never ruin our friendship by telling her.
 
   She was silent until I looked up at her, knowing she had my attention, then she said, “It's fine Nett, I can put the new track on them or you can hand them out with the new ones when you're out next.”
 
   I fidgeted and took a sip of coffee then asked her, “Can I put one of these along with a new one... so that I don't feel out of sync?”
 
   Did she look sad just then?  Wait, had she just said that?
 
   She tilted her head, “Of course.”
 
   I let out a breath and relaxed.
 
   She stared hard at me until I relaxed more and nodded, then she smiled.  “I don't know how much longer we can do this before someone finds out.  You're going to have to come out as Minuette one day.”
 
   I shook my head violently, I hated when she did that, saying I was Minuette.  I responded forcefully, “I am only your voice, Mind.”
 
   Even as little girls, Mindy had a gift for music.  When she first sat down at her grandmother's grand piano with me and experimented on the keys, we were just in year five in primary school.  In a matter of minutes, she was playing music, mirroring some of the popular music of the time, some Amber LaLanie hits.  She could hear music and then just play it.
 
   She would encourage me to sing as I dusted the piano, and the tables, and furniture, and picture frames... whatever, compulsive remember?  A clean house is a happy house, ok?  With the trouble she has with her vocal cords, she can't sing or talk for very long or they get strained and hurt her.  So I was always her voice.  I would sing for her.  To my surprise, I'm not terrible.
 
   Her love of music just grew from there and she started composing her own music.  But it was never right to her.  Her style evolved and she began combining two melodies together, she was a genius to make them work together.  That seemed to soothe her, but she still said something was missing.
 
   Then she added lyrics to her music and the embedded melodies, and again, I was her voice.  The complexity and subtle nuances of her music kept evolving and became these haunting tunes that I could sing forever for her.  She jokingly said that together we were one full musician.  So she smashed our names together and Minuette was born.
 
   We wanted to share her music, but neither of us wants to be out in public.  So we started putting a couple tracks online in hidden files, but I wanted people to know the amazing creations that Mindy could weave.  Share the music and the emotions they evoke, with like-minded people.  So I started printing fliers with links to the music, to put on people's cars around karaoke bars and concerts.
 
   It was amazing how many people were downloading her music after that.  It encouraged her to compose even more for me to sing for her.  I am always mesmerized by her playing, the cascade of notes soothed me because I can hear both melodies as I sing, as clear as if they were separate songs.  I knew her heart and what caused each and every one of the emotions that inspired her to write them.
 
   People were starting to post on London music communities about the mysterious Minuette and they wanted to know who she was and wanted more tracks from her.  We had a good chuckle about that since we weren't about to come forward, but it did encourage us to continue on sharing her music covertly.
 
   Then I read an article about how easy it is to track someone down on the Internet, even if you use anonymous file sharing websites.  I panicked and took down all of Mind's stuff.  If she didn't want people knowing it was her, then I'd move heaven and earth to protect her.
 
   Chatter online just increased, with speculation as to the disappearance of all the tracks.  There were postulations ranging from it being just a promotional mystery a studio had been doing, to Minuette being killed in a car accident.
 
   We had to admit to ourselves that we loved the feedback and the excitement of the intrigue.  We were sharing her music and people were enjoying it the way it was meant to be enjoyed.  So we wanted to figure out a way to continue doing it without the possibility of being traced online.
 
   That was around the same time I was doing a temp stint, organizing and taking inventory at an electronics warehouse when I was seventeen.  I came across a case of old 8-megabyte thumb drives that was not on their inventory sheets, nor on their online store listings.  Not gigabyte, but megabyte, just how ancient was the case?
 
   When I showed the warehouse manager, Jerry, he had snorted.  “Just throw it out.  Those were written off over a decade ago, I didn't know we even had any left.  We've done inventory every year and nobody ever found them.  How did you?”
 
   I blushed. “Well I was in the attic crawlspace, and there were these and a case of four Sony WebTVs that I couldn't carry down the ladder.”
 
   He snorted again. “WebTV's?  Bloody hell, those are from the nineteen nineties.  I know your uncle said you were a little obsessive compulsive, Annette, but you don't need to be crawling around every nook and cranny of the warehouse.”
 
   I fidgeted, Uncle Skip said that?  I murmured, “I'm just being thorough.  The instruction sheet I was handed for taking inventory said to be thorough and not miss a thing.”
 
   He paused a second and looked at me a little oddly for a moment, then his tone changed.  I hated when people did that.  Sure I'm a little odd, but it always sounded like the “poor little girl” tone to me.  “No, you did a wonderful job, I don't think anyone has organized our shelves, or database, or lunch room, or supply closet so well.”
 
   Then he looked at the case of thumb drives and grinned. “Sheesh, 8 megabytes, couldn't put more than one or two mp3s on them, not even a whole album.  Just toss them.”
 
   My internal antenna pinged when he said one or two tracks, and I kicked into idea-mode as I asked quietly, “May I have them?”
 
   He looked at me then the box and cocked an eyebrow.  “Knock yourself out.”
 
   I held the laptop out to him and he looked at the inventory control database, where I had created a complete entry for them.  Trek 8mb Flash Drive, 1,000 count.  Status, Inactive.  Location, Crawlspace.
 
   He snorted and typed in his supervisor override and marked them as DIF, for destroyed in field for the official writeoff.  He assured me that he'd send someone up to get the WebTVs and throw them out when I was insistent about it.  I wanted all my data to be correct and he marked them as DIF when he marked the thumb drives that way.  It was a relief because I was mentally trying to figure out how to bring the case down myself when it weighed half of what I did, and it would kill me to leave them there.
 
   I went home that night with my prize in tow and over to Mindy's.  I had my hand poised to knock three times before I stepped in, even though Mr. Stevens tells me just to walk in when the door had swung open to reveal a grinning Mr. Stevens. Gah!  I hated that.  I'd have to knock three times on something in Mindy's room or I'd explode.
 
   That's when I revealed my evil plan of just putting tracks on the old thumb drives that weren't much use for anything else, they were such low capacity.  I'd hand those out instead of fliers.  This queued our evil laugh.  The rest is history.  Believe it or not, we handed out all one thousand in less than two years.  I gave out twenty of them at fifty venues.  We ran out about when we moved into our own flat here when we turned eighteen.
 
   I save all year then buy old drives in bulk from Jerry after the holidays every year now for pennies.  We use little one gigabyte throwaways now.  Last year he offered to just keep me in supply if I help him do inventory after the holidays on a weekend each year instead. He says that nobody has ever done such a good job since I had done it.  I think I heard someone cough out “anal” in the background of the call.
 
   Sorry, I digress, back on topic.
 
   She looked at me and tilted her head, sussing out my thoughts before I knew them myself.  “Well, it isn't like we are doing anything illegal.  So there's no trouble to be had.  Let's not worry ourselves.”
 
   Then she grinned in an overly cute manner, then sipped her coffee before saying, “It's your birthday Tuesday after next.”
 
   I groaned.  Bloody hell, she was going to make me go out and sing in public again.  She convinced me that it would only be polite if I did that for her on special occasions like birthdays and the lot.  It was playing dirty because I felt I'd be terribly rude if I didn't.  And I didn't want to hurt her feelings.  So though it terrifies me, I sing for her in public, at whatever karaoke place, cafe, or coffee house that has open mic nights those nights.
 
   I find I don't pass away from fright if I sing the words she had crafted, directly to her as her music plays over the speakers.  One day I'll get her to play live for me at one of those venues so I can sing to her the way it should be.  We make sure to never visit the same place twice so that nobody can identify me.  I'm not Minuette, Mindy is, I'm just her voice.
 
   She was rocking on the bench being all cute and stuff and she asked with big doe eyes,  “Will you sing for me down at the Jackson?”
 
   I bit down on my tongue.  No, the answer is no.  Say it Annette.  No.  Just two letters.  “Ok.”  Argh!  Wrong two letters!  I blushed and finished my coffee.  I have no defense against the woman, and I think she knows it.
 
   She seemed supremely pleased with herself.  Grrr.  She grabbed our cups and headed to the sink.  “I'll get supper started. You get cleaned up and relax.  Remember, you have to get off to work early in the morning.”
 
   I nodded, she knew my schedule with the temp agency better than I did.  I'm not too proud to admit that it made me feel special that she seemed to be always looking out for me.
 
   What are best mates for?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2 – The Jackson
 
   The next week and a half went by in a flash.  With her working at the little mercantile down the block from us and me hopping from one temp job to another.  The agency has a knack for finding positions for me that fit my particular umm... eccentricities.  Mostly inventory, cleaning, or organizational jobs.  I may be an odd platypus, but my particular quirks work well in those environments.
 
   I've never really been able to hold a job for long, before I get “the talk” and I get sacked because I “do not fit in”.  So it is the temp agency for me.  I find it interesting, all the various places I have worked at, and things I have learned at each.  I'll never get bored with my job.
 
   I had dropped off another batch of singles in the car park at a Rayleigh concert last Friday night.  I admit I hung around near the building to hear her sing through the walls.  Her voice just dripped honey and I had all of her music.  She got her start right here in London you know.
 
   Over the weekend, we got a kick out of the conspiracy nutters online postulating about the hidden messages in the latest.  There is even one group who has a page dedicated to Minuette.  It is run by a guy named Bear, who works at a recording studio.  They've been the most dedicated to the whole Phantom Melody aspect of Mindy's music and found her pattern and how to extract the secondary melody efficiently.
 
   I had told her, “There you have it.  You've got fans lady.”
 
   She countered with, “It is your voice Nett.”
 
   I shook my head at her.  She never takes credit for her genius.
 
   To my consternation, Tuesday came round just like every other Tuesday, regular as the calendar.  Why couldn't the bloody thing give me more time?  I was a nervous wreck on my birthday since Mind was going to force me to sing the open mic at my first pub, the Jackson now that I was twenty-one like her.
 
   We had to submit ourselves to the ultimate torture first, though.  We stepped off the coach in front of my parent's house.  Bloody hell, mum had a Happy Birthday sign taped to the front door.
 
   Mindy started reaching for the handle so I shot my hand out first to knock three times before she swung the door open with a smirk.  She is such an evil woman, I seriously don't know why I put up with... she smiled, her left cheek dimpling like always, giving it cute overtones... oh yeah, that's why.
 
   I rolled my eyes at her and bumped her hip as I passed by her, causing her to stumble.  She grinned as she muttered, “Bint.”
 
   I smirked.  “Takes one to know one.”
 
   She giggled. “Scathing comeback Nett...”
 
   She was interrupted by the squeal from my mum.  Let the torture begin.
 
   She gave us both hugs and chastised, “You two never come around anymore.  I feel like you've forgotten all about us.”
 
   Mindy beamed at her and said in that wonderfully low, raspy tone, “I'm sorry Mrs. C, I'll get her to drop by more often.  How else will I get my supply of your sinful pound cake?”
 
   Mum grinned at her and slapped her shoulder lightly.  “Don't Mrs. C me, Mindy.  Your mum has the same complaint, at least, call her from time to time.  I swear you two girls are stubbornly independent.”
 
   I was going to whine something in my defense, but grinned hugely instead when a deep voice came down the hall from the kitchen, “What is all the bloody ruckus about in here?”
 
   I squeaked as dad engulfed both of us in one of his bear hugs.  He was a little on the portly side, but that just made his laugh that much more grand.  I looked up at him as he released us.  There seemed to be more silver than black in his hair now.  It had only been since the holidays since I was home so I knew it had to be a trick of the light.
 
   Mum arched an eyebrow accusingly at him and wiped a thumb across the corner of his mouth.  Frosting... the man was busted.  Mum rolled her eyes and exhaled and said in a resigned tone.  “You are worse than the kids, Henry.  Wait until supper before cake.”
 
   We all sat and caught up for about an hour, then mum had us all sit as she served us dinner.  My favorite, meatloaf and mashed potatoes.  I may not have sophisticated tastes, but I knew what tasted good, and it was mum's meatloaf.
 
   Mindy would always leave her fork half off her plate, daring me with her eyes to fix it.  It drove me batty.  Mum didn't miss a beat as she said between bites, “Mindy dear, don't torture the birthday girl, please.”
 
   Mind grinned and blushed at being caught and said, “Yes, Mrs. C.”  Then she crinkled her nose at me and placed the fork on her napkin.  I took the high road and stuck my tongue out at her.
 
   Dad cleared his throat.  Bullocks, busted.  Why did I always feel like a kid around my parents or hers?  Maybe because she brought out the playfulness in me.
 
   Mum asked about Mindy's music and, being subtle like all mothers in the world, she casually mentioned that she heard there was an opening in the London Symphony for a masters level pianist.  I blushed for my friend who found her potatoes extremely fascinating just then.  I rode to the rescue with a well-articulated defense, “Muuum.  Leave the poor bird alone.”  Ok, fine, it was a well-articulated whine.
 
   I should have left it alone, mum glanced between us.  “Any news on the dating front?  I'm not getting any younger you know, Henry and I want some grandchildren before we're too old to lift them.  Your mum too, Mindy.”
 
   I dropped my head.  Every single time.  Maybe I just figured out why we don't visit much.  Neither Mind nor I have done much on the dating scene.  We are always busy with work, and music, there isn't much time for much else.  Not to mention my inordinately huge, and inappropriate crush I have on my best mate.  I'm silently relieved she doesn't pursue romance.
 
   I opened my mouth to say something, but Dad piped up, “Irene, leave the poor girls alone.  When they find the right ones for them, it will just...”  He looked between us and finished with, “...click,”  like he was deep in thought.  I'm pretty sure dad sussed out my crush years ago, but he never calls me on it.
 
   Mindy changed the topic quickly as she wiped her mouth.  “Right.  Well, we need to be going soon if we are to get Annette to her appointment.”  We didn't let our parents know that I performed Mind's music in public.  This time, the excuse was that I had to meet with management of the temp job I had in the morning.  She grinned like a loon. “Presents?”
 
   After they sang a horrific rendition of Happy Birthday and embarrassed me as mum passed out slices of cake with a small sliver of pound cake on the side for Mindy, the 'Great Presenting' began.  I'm always giddy and feel like a little girl every time I get presents for any reason, I don't know why but it makes me feel young.
 
   Mum and dad gave me a bunch of household stuff.  Between our two sets of parents, Mindy and I had the more kitchen and organizational stuff than any young adults had any right having. And also a musical card with some cash inside.  I grinned.  They always knew the perfect gift.
 
   Then I opened the gift I was most excited about, that heavy present from Mindy.  I paused when I had the wrapping paper half off the huge leather-bound book.  The collected works of Vee Jacobs.  There was a limited run of one thousand of these.  They sold out within minutes of being released in the stores across the globe.
 
   Vee was one of those artists who died too young.  The prose in her poems is not what is traditionally expected.  But her words can move you in such a way... make you feel emotions tied to them that... when you read them, you would swear she knew you intimately and was expressing your own hopes and fears.  She gave your dreams a voice, and emotion that made you feel like you weren't all alone in the world.
 
   Mindy knew Vee Jacobs was my kryptonite.
 
   The book cost a hundred pounds when they came out five years ago, I can't imagine how much they were worth now.  It must have cost her a fortune.
 
   I meeped out some nonsense sounds as I got emotional, and wiped my watery eyes as I gave her a hug.
 
   She chuckled and said, “You're welcome Nett.  I know how much you love her work.”
 
   I grinned at the three and then finished unwrapping and looked into the book.  I sighed at the first poem, Counting.  The line about a deafening whisper always gets to me.
 
   Mind reached over and chuckled as she closed the book on me, looked at my parents, and said, “As unfashionable as it is to celebrate and run, I have to get our girl to her appointment.”
 
   She was pulling op the bus schedule on her mobile as she spoke.  Dad tossed the car keys to her to the old, powder blue, Ford Anglia beside his sedan in the garage.  He said, “Just use the old bucket of bolts for as long as you two need her.  Remember to gas her up when you return her.”
 
   She grinned at him. “Thanks, Mr. C.”  She gave me a smug grin as she held up the keys.  I didn't have a driver's license yet.  The examiners never have the patience for me when I have to get things exactly right.  I guess there must be a time limit for parallel parking as they always get frustrated after I have gone back and forth four or five times to get it just right, and have me pull back out into traffic.
 
   So Mind has always been our designated driver.  We always talk about buying a bucket of bolts ourselves one day.  Most of our plans have a 'we' or 'us' in them and that always makes me grin.  Dad keeps trying to get us to buy the old Anglia from him, but it is embarrassing enough to drive as it is.  Owning it would be worse.
 
   Ok, fine it isn't that bad, and we actually do love the freedom it gives us whenever we borrow it.  It's just too bad everything in the world seems to cost money, or we would have our own already, but it is hard enough making ends meet as it is.
 
   Before long we were pulling up to the Jackson, it was one of those pubs that was more of a piano bar.  Live music all the time and open mic nights on off nights like Tuesdays.  I counted our steps from the car to the door.  Then couldn't get the bloody goofy smile off my face when I showed my ID at the door and they wished me a happy birthday and I was in my first drinking establishment.  I must have looked like a git because Mindy's smile was twice as big as mine.  I could have gone to the pubs when I was eighteen but haven't really wanted to, until now.
 
   I looked around, I don't know what I was expecting.  You see all these seedy pubs on the telly, all hazy with smoke and glasses that haven't been washed, dubious looking characters all loud and tipsy.  So that's sort of what I had pictured in my head.  The reality of it was more like a coffee house, people were just a little more rambunctious. Huh.  I grinned at myself.
 
   Mindy scurried off to the stage to the DJ up there and handed him a thumb drive and spoke with him as he wrote something down and nodded.  She was setting up my eternal embarrassment.
 
   We took a seat and a waitress showed up immediately.  “What can I get you, ladies, tonight?”
 
   I blushed because here I was in a pub, but I detested the taste of alcohol.  Mindy saved me by ordering first, “I'll have a beer, heavy on the root.”
 
   The lady grinned and looked at me.  I fidgeted and said in a squeaky voice, “The same.”
 
   The woman turned toward the bar and said in a pleasantly cheerful voice, “Two root beers coming up.”
 
   Mind glanced over at me and whispered, “Relax Nett.  You look like you're about to explode.  Then I'd be the one stuck cleaning Annette bits off the bar.”  This got me grinning and I tilted my head in apology and tried to relax as the DJ announced open mic night.
 
   My best mate said, “He said you'd be sixth up.  Let's just kick back and enjoy the performances.”  So we did, as I organized the table.  Setting the beer placards behind the salt and pepper and sugar packets which I arranged so that everything was color coded.
 
   Some of the performers were not bad, and some were abysmal but having such a good time you couldn't help but smile and encourage them.  It was like karaoke.
 
   There was one bloke, who was third at the mic, which made me cock an eyebrow.  He sat at the grand piano that marked the place as a piano bar and he played some Beethoven and was bloody brilliant.
 
   I watched Mindy, off in that world she gets lost in when the music takes her away.  She just swayed with the music, her fingers playing the notes on the table in time with the man.  Her eyes were locked on a point in space, focused on something only she could see.  She lived the music and I found it mesmerizing, especially the little smile that quirked at the corners of her lips.
 
   All too soon, the deejay was calling me to the stage.  “Ladies and gentlemen, let's welcome our next vocalist on open mic night, Minuette.”
 
   I glared at Mind.  She was Minuette, but she always had people introduce me as Minuette.  She parried my glare away by sticking her tongue out at me and shooing me away.
 
   I paced up to the stage, seventeen steps, and shrunk away from the spotlight.  I took up the microphone and smiled shyly at the crowd who were quieting down.  I gave a tiny wave stupidly from my side and said, “Hello everyone, my manky bint of a best mate is making me do this.”
 
   There were some chuckles and Mindy crossed her arms behind her head and leaned against an imaginary wall in her chair with a supremely smug look on her face.  She was quite proud of herself.  See if I let her have any of the pound cake in the care package mum packed for us.
 
   I said, “This one is called ‘Revelations.’”  I nodded at the deejay and a moment later, the familiar cascade of piano music came drifting out of the speakers.
 
   I closed my eyes and soaked it in.  It always had the same chilling effect on me.  I could feel the patterns, the embedded melody, the words carefully chosen.  Every single one of her creations was a work of art and love.  The tracks she created were her children, and the emotions she embedded into them were subtle and sang to your heart.
 
   She used the piano as a device to share what she was feeling inside as she wrote each piece.  And my voice was the other tool she used to express it.  She knew my range and limits, and every idiosyncrasy of my tone like it were her own and played to its strengths.
 
   I was her voice and I loved sharing her creations with people.  I opened my mouth and sang, swaying with the music, caught up in its spell.  Smiling internally at the secondary melody, knowing which words went with each story, just as instinctively as if I wrote them myself.  I couldn't help but channel the emotions she wove like a tapestry, being pulled along by the current, swirling away to a destination only this music could bring me to.
 
   The music ended and I stayed there with my eyes closed a moment to collect myself.  I took a deep cleansing breath as the cheers started.  I whispered, “Minuette out.” Then I opened my eyes and blushed and smiled as I got off the stage and retreated back to Mindy.  I was in too much of a hurry and half way there, I had to turn around and go back to the stage and force myself to take normal strides to the table.  Fifteen, sixteen, seventeen steps.  Good.
 
   I stood there and nudged my head toward the door. “Let's make good our escape.”  She nodded, with something twinkling around in her hazel eyes that she always had after I sang her music for her.  She always let me make a discrete exit after I embarrassed myself on stage.  I loved her for that.
 
   She looped arms with me and dragged me toward the door as she said, “You were brill, Nett.”
 
   I shrugged. “I only sing 'em like you write 'em.”
 
   We got to the car and she surprised me by not driving us home. Instead, we wound up heading out of London toward Oxford.  We wound up at Colne Valley Park, just past Uxbridge.  She parked us near a stream that we played at as kids when we visited her Aunt Mavis.
 
   I cocked my head toward her, wondering why we were there and she just smiled at me, closed her eyes, and leaned back in her seat.  She looked so tired suddenly as she just asked quietly, “Read to me?”
 
   I regarded her a moment, she looked so pretty, but it was tainted by a weariness I couldn't place.  I just silently nodded and fished Vee Jacob's book out of the bags at my feet and flipped through the pages, stopping at Every Day, my second favorite poem.  And I read to her.
 
   A half hour later she finally opened her eyes, turned her head toward me, and smiled as she sat up straighter in her chair.  “Thanks, Nett, I needed that.”
 
   I just nodded, not knowing what to say.  But the weariness was gone from her and she looked, I don't know, content?  I was happy I could do that for her.
 
   She smiled as she started the car. “Happy birthday lady, love you.”
 
   I blushed and said, “Love you lots.”
 
   We didn't talk all the way home and I sort of liked it, it wasn't awkward, it was just a certain atmosphere of sharing, of just being next to each other and us both instinctively knowing that is what we needed at that moment.  We were always so in tune with each other, and that left an ache in my heart.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3 – Walker's
 
   Later that week after a couple days of practice each night, we recorded Mind's latest.  The song was like a playful dare to the listener, to take a chance on things and good things would happen.  The Phantom Melody was the counterpoint, a warning that things are sometimes better left unsaid.
 
   We tossed around some ideas as to where to seed the track.  That was one of the wonderful things about London, there is no lack of happenings on the music scene, whether legit or underground.
 
   We started going through the BackBeats darknet site online.  Sort of a back-channel, hidden website, run by some of the elites in the underground music scene.
 
   BackBeats is sort of a calendar of upcoming events where you can find a variety of tastes to satisfy any musical palate.  If you like classical, thrash metal, pop, rock, or any other genre, they listed the concerts, gigs, raves, and other venues.  It didn't matter which side of strictly legal they were on.
 
   A good percentage of the entries were posted by Ronnie Marx, a local rave organizer gone legit,  Bear, the man that was always posting about Minuette's Phantom Melodies.  Not to mention the Broken Note instrument repair shop, they have their finger on the pulse of the London music scene.
 
   Mindy paused on one entry and pointed at Ronnie Marx's name.  “He's the manager at that new club that spotlights raw, up and coming talent, Walker's.  They'd have a variety of people there since they cater to all types of music before they end the nights with jazz.  Why don't you hit their car park?”
 
   I nodded, that made a lot of sense.  We tried to never hit the same place twice if we could help it.  The only exception is some of the raves that rotate venues, it is varied enough that we only overlapped every six months or so.  So this would be our one-shot at Walker's.
 
   I started packing my shoulder bag.  “That's brill.”  She was already loading the address onto my mobile.  The map showed me that Walker's was right on a bus line and had a tube station just a block over.  That was handy for us of the transportation-impaired lot.
 
   I looked at Mind.  “We really need to start tucking cash away for a vehicle.  Just look at how much we spend on filling our oyster cards each month.  Between the both of us that's a car payment in itself.”
 
   She nodded thoughtfully then smirked a little.  “Public transportation grinding you down?”
 
   I gave her a mock-snitty look. “Bloody hell woman.  You never come out with me to see the types of people who ride the tube late at night.”
 
   She chuckled at me and countered as she moved over to the piano bench, “You are the one who insists on getting our music out there for people to experience.”
 
   I sighed.  “Your music Mind.  People need to hear it.”
 
   She tilted her head and said carefully, “Minuette's music.”  Then she furrowed her brow a little.  “But you are right, we should start squirreling away some nuts for an automobile of our own.”  I grinned a little realizing that we were doing it again.  It was always we or us when we started making plans, never I or me.  I really liked that.
 
   She grinned and made a show of wiggling her fingers in a dismissive motion.  “Now shoo woman.  Need to create some music while you're out.”  She shot me a cute little wink and turned to her piano and raised the fallboard and started playing “Mary Had a Little Lamb” with one finger.
 
   Lord help me if I didn't giggle and almost lose count of my steps toward the door.  Damn was that six or seven.  I growled in mock frustration at her grin, she meant to distract me on purpose.  I paced back to the table and then started counting my steps to the door again.
 
   I said, “See you soon, you evil woman.”
 
   She just smiled from ear to ear and rocked her head in a silly manner, back and forth with the one fingered music she was playing.  I shut the door behind me and leaned against it.  Bloody hell that was cute.  I swear she knows what it does to me somehow, and does it on purpose.  I closed my eyes and just imagined wiping that smug smile off her face with a kiss.
 
   I swallowed and opened my eyes, alrighty then, that was not a good plan, now I was heating up.  Time to concentrate on getting her music to the masses.  A moment later I was pacing off my steps to the tube.
 
   Now, I have never been to Walker's before, so I didn't know what to expect.  It opened its doors to London just last year and has become a hotbed for up and coming talent in all areas of the musical spectrum, even though it was primarily a Jazz Club run by London Harmony.  I didn't have any preconceptions about it, but the sheer size of the place was astounding.
 
   It was in an old brick warehouse building that was restored to its original glory.  There was a small portion of it on the east end of the building that was the overflow studio for London Harmony, but the bulk of the monster building was dedicated to the club.  Usually this late in the evening, everyone would be inside and I could work in peace.  But at eleven at night, the line of people waiting to get in still stretched the length of the building.
 
   I swallowed and just kept my head down as I moved to the back of the car park to give myself as big a buffer as I could and counted my thumb drives.  Twenty.  I placed one under the wiper of a large truck, then counted my thumb drives again.  Nineteen.
 
   This continued until I was down to five.  Place a drive and recount.  Then a nice looking SUV started driving slowly down the aisle toward me.  I stuffed my hands in my jacket pocket and started walking away, swiftly counting my steps and measuring my stride.  I wasn't doing anything wrong.  I don't know why I felt like I had been.
 
   The car sped up and blocked my way at the walk.  A grinning woman rolled down the window as I paused and looked up.  I blinked.  It was the same woman that caught me a few weeks back.  What was her name?  June?
 
   I exhaled and then said before she could speak, “I wasn't doing anything wrong.”
 
   Her smile bloomed, making me feel at ease as she asked in her American accent, “Annette, was it?”  I nodded carefully, and she prompted, “Are those Minuette tracks again?”
 
   I looked around for an escape but had to remind myself again that I hadn't done anything wrong so I couldn't get into any trouble.  She tilted her head and looked worried for a moment, had she just read me?  She put out a hand. “May I have one?”
 
   I looked at her and then sighed.  It couldn't hurt.  I nodded and pulled them out of my bag and counted them again.  Five.  I handed her one and then counted them again.  Four.
 
   She kept one eye on me and handed the drive to that haunted woman she was with before.  The woman deftly plugged it into their radio and I relaxed as I heard the beautiful cascade of piano music wafting out on the night breeze.  The other woman just nodded once at June and pulled the drive out of the radio and pocketed it.
 
   June cocked an expectant eyebrow at me and asked, “May I ask where you got these this time?”
 
   I shrugged. “A woman at Hyde Park paid me twenty quid to distribute them here.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes. “That's twice in a month.  Quite a coincidence.  Did you get a good look at her this time?”
 
   I shook my head and she assured me, “You aren't in trouble here Annette, I just want to find this Minuette.”  Then she flat out asked, “Do you know who she is and where I can contact her?”
 
   I froze.  Bloody hell  Annette, just advertise it.  I exhaled and played it off.  “I don't know who she is, but I see her around from time to time.  Why are you looking for her?”
 
   She considered me for a moment and explained, “Well, I am always on the lookout for fresh musical talents and I really like what I hear on these drives.”  She tapped her chin thoughtfully as she spoke, then made an offhand gesture into the nether.  “You do this to pick up twenty quid a pop?”
 
   I nodded and she grinned. “Can I hire you to work with my people to find Minuette?  Twenty quid an hour.  That's a lot better than twenty for a night's work.”
 
   My eyes snapped wide. Bloody Hell!  I only made ten an hour through the agency, and it wasn't always steady employment.  If only I could take a job like that, the excess could help fund Mindy and my car.  But I'd never betray Mindy and give her up.
 
   I shook my head.  “Sorry, no. As tempting as it is.  I work for a temp agency in the core.  They already have me assigned for the next week.”
 
   The corner of her mouth quirked up and I swear one eye twitched before she grinned. “Which agency?  I applaud your work ethic.”
 
   I mumbled, “Lethridge.”  I didn't know why I was telling her, I just wanted to get rid of her and run off home and bury myself in my bed and scream or something.
 
   She just smiled a smile like she had just won a prize and she said, “Thank you, Annette.  You have a great night now.  And get inside, you look positively chilled.”
 
   I nodded as she drove off.  I followed their car with my eyes until they disappeared out into traffic.  I shivered then ran to the Tube, having to backtrack five times before I got the proper two hundred and fifty-three steps.  I had to calm down.  It might have been that I still had four drives in my bag.  I hadn't finished.
 
   I sighed heavily remembering how I had dwelled on it the last time June made me go home early with leftover thumb drives.  I didn't feel right until I had seeded them with the others the next time I went out.  I really hate myself sometimes.  Why can't I just be normal for once?  I headed back to Walker's to finish my job.
 
   I chuckled to myself on my way back to the tube.  Mind was going to tease me for weeks about that.
 
   Queue self-fulfilling prophecy just forty minutes later.
 
   “You are the oddest duck in the pond and I love that about you lady,” my evil best mate said.
 
   I countered, “I'm just thorough and professional.”
 
   She coughed out, “OCD.”
 
   I smiled at her crinkled nose and repeated, “And OCD.  Leave me alone bint.”
 
   This made her break into giggles.  And she took my hand and put it on the keys of the piano and she started playing Chopsticks.  I grinned back at her, it was the only music I could sort of play.  She asked as I butchered the piece a five-year-old could play, “Maybe you should stop?  That's twice in a month.  Our music doesn't need to be out there if it causes problems for you.”
 
   I sighed.  “Your music, and yes it does.  It needs to be out there for people that matter to experience.  It is such a gift and it would be a crime if nobody hears it.”
 
   She stopped playing and said with a touch of anger, “Somebody does hear it.  The only one who matters.”  Then she stood.  I moved my hands back as she closed the fallboard and started to our bedroom.
 
   “I'm tired.  I'm going to bed.”
 
   I just watched her go.  What did I say to make her mad?  I wrung my hands as I stood then followed her to our bedroom.  I looked over to her bed as I got into a nightshirt and slipped into my own bed.  She had her back to me.  I whispered, “I'm sorry.”  Then added, “Good night Mind.”
 
   She sighed and turned around to look at me.  Even in the dim light of the nightlight by the loo, her eyes twinkled.  She whispered back, “It's alright Nett.  I'm just in a mood.  Good night.  Love ya.”
 
   I nodded once and we just laid there staring across the room at each other until we faded off to sleep.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 – London Harmony
 
   I was contacted early Monday morning by the agency.  They had a new client who had requested me personally for a whole month.  They were going to pay almost triple the fee for them to rearrange my schedule and restaff the jobs I had originally been assigned to for the week.  Bloody hell that would be just over twenty quid an hour after the agency took their fees.
 
   When they told me the client, I almost hyperventilated.  London Harmony!  Mind had to calm me down.  London freaking Harmony.  I wondered why an elite record label was requesting me to temp for them.
 
   I blurted, “Bloody hell, what am I going to wear?”  I didn't have too many nice clothes, almost every job the agency set me up with was in the back rooms, warehouses, or stuffed into some back office somewhere.  But this was London Harmony, I was going to look like a ragamuffin there.
 
   Mindy chuckled as she got ready for work herself.  She walked over to the closet and pulled out the blouse and slacks I wore to church whenever mum corralled us to come with her every few months.  She handed them to me on her way to the kitchen for her coffee.
 
   I called out, “Thank you.  I don't know what I'd do without you.”
 
   She giggled out, “You'd still be living with your mum then.”
 
   True enough.
 
   I got ready and squeaked when I looked at the time after I brushed out my hair.  Fifty strokes right, fifty strokes left.  I quickly pulled my hair into a ponytail and tied it off with scrunchies.  I ran to the door that Mindy was standing at, and holding open.  At her grin, I mumbled, “Smartass,”
 
   She giggled and I slowed at the door and paused in my count.  Damnit.  I ran back to our room then came back out quickly, restraining my gait.  I exhaled in relief at the proper number.  I almost ran out and started to turn back just to see her holding up a disposable cup of coffee.
 
   I grinned as I took it. “Brilliant.  See you tonight, love ya lady.”
 
   She called after me,  “Of course you do, there's nothing for it. I expect autographs if you see any superstars.”
 
   I waved her off and couldn't get rid of my smile as I scurried off to the bus stop, counting my steps.  After scanning my oyster card and finding a seat in the back, I pulled up my transit maps on my mobile and looked at the routes.  I'd only have to make one transfer.  They were located near the Tower Bridge, just off of Aldgate, in the core.
 
   I reviewed the printout from the agency after I transferred buses.  It was a security building so I had a phone number to call to gain entry.  The number looked so familiar, but I couldn't place it.  I went through my sparse contact list, but it didn't match any.
 
   I hopped off on Aldgate and paced off the steps to the narrow, one way, side street.  I looked at a three-story brick structure, four if you counted the dormered attic.  It was unobtrusive and had little shops sprinkled along the length of it.  I glanced to the other side of the lane to the modern concrete and glass structure.  That had to be London Harmony.  I started pacing my way to it toward the glass entry way and paused.  It was a legal firm, Feltman, Heinz, and Graves... and the address was wrong.
 
   I glanced across to the old brick building and narrowed my eyes.  London Harmony is in there?  I made my way quickly back to the bus stop then paced off my steps to the building.  There was a plain black door on the corner that had gold lettering over a round blue silhouette of a building.  It read, “London Harmony”  and in smaller letters just below it, “Meetings by appointment only.”
 
   I looked around, this was a joke, I was being pranked right?  The most influential and exclusive record label in London was in this old building? I reevaluated it, it had character, but the shops on the ground floor along its length didn't inspire confidence.
 
   I tried the door and it was locked.  Oh yeah.  I checked the paperwork again and dialed the provided number on my mobile and on the first ring a familiar voice answered, “This is June.”  Son of a...  I froze.  Wait a minute.  June was June Harris-West?  The owner of London Harmony and the singing sensation J8?  And I had spoken to her twice?  I was such a git!  How had I not recognized her?
 
   I felt light headed and my head was spinning.  Her voice was on the line, “Hello?  Hello?  Is anyone there?”
 
   I stiffened and narrowed my eyes as I realized why I was here now, the woman had manipulated things to get me to help her find Minuette.  I snapped out of it and said, “Sorry, this was a mistake.”
 
   I almost rang off but she spoke quickly, “Annette?  Sweet!  Someone will be at the door in a moment to get you to Fran.”  Then the bloody bird rang off before I could argue.
 
   I was wringing my hands, debating whether to run or not when a gorgeous woman in a professional business skirt opened the door.  I looked down, I was so plain compared to that elegant woman, I felt very self-conscious.  The woman smiled and said in a low honey voice as she offered her hand, “You must be Annette, I'm Jen, the front desk receptionist.”
 
   I blushed a little and looked at her as I shook her hand.  She was the receptionist and she looked that glamorous?  I looked down at what I was wearing, feeling plain and drab.  I was going to be out of place in there.  Even her nails were perfectly shaped and manicured.  I put my hands in my pockets as soon as I let her hand go, to hide my ragged, unpolished nails.
 
   She caught that and tilted her head cutely and gave me a crooked half smile, and said into the ether, “The bashful ones are always so cute.”  Then she stepped aside making an ushering movement.  “Please come in, I'm to show you to Fran.”
 
   I swallowed and stepped up but then hesitated.  I looked down at my feet as I shot a hand out and knocked on the door three times and stepped quickly in, not making eye contact.  She shut the door and I glanced up, her head was tilted now and her brow was furrowed a little as she seemed to really study me now.  Yes, I know, I'm a freak.  She said offhandedly, “You're supposed to have a contract from the temp agency.”
 
   Just to stop her scrutiny I pulled the paperwork out of my bag and thrust it at her with both hands.  “I don't think this is going to work out, though.”
 
   She smiled and accepted them and thumbed through them.  Then she made a beckoning motion with her head and started walking.
 
   That's when I realized I had just stepped through some sort of portal into another dimension or something akin to that.  The lobby was spectacular, it didn't look anything like the outside of the building.  It was a welcoming space that just hinted at all the wonders hidden inside.  Giant exposed timbers were the counterpoint to the smooth polished hardwood and stone floors.  There was a single podium style desk of black marble in the middle of the space, between the door and a glass elevator and sweeping staircase.  The lobby would be the envy of the Lanesborough, the most elite hotel in Britain.
 
   There were large brass letters on the glass walls around the elevator that read London Harmony.  This was more of what I had expected of the studio than the outside of the building.  I had to grin as I realized that that was the whole point, wasn't it?  After a minor letdown, you were welcomed with something spectacular that just screamed at you, “You have arrived.”
 
   Jen had a little smirk on her face and I had to grin at her.  I said, “Whoever engineered this contrast is brilliant.”
 
   She nodded and said as she looked around herself, “That's its intended purpose.”  She kept walking swiftly up to the desk, leaving me behind, taking measured strides and counting my steps.  She looked back over her shoulder to see me catching up.
 
   I couldn't read her expression as she asked, “A counter?”  I blushed and nodded.
 
   She quickly placed a hand on my shoulder and said, “Oh, sorry.  I didn't mean to make you feel self-conscious.  You aren't the first counter here and you won't be the last.  You'll find most of us here are... ummm... unorthodox.”  She seemed proud of that, so I couldn't help but smile at the huge crooked smile on her face just then.
 
   She quickly scoured the paperwork then signed and dated it and also stamped it with the date.  She lifted what looked like a leather pad on the desk and placed the signature page down on a piece of glass inset flush into the desktop.  The green light of a scanner ran across it.  Sheesh, everything here was meant to impress including the receptionist and her desk.
 
   She handed the paperwork back to me and she made another ushering motion as she asked, “Stairs or elevator?  Fran is on the second floor right now, recording some work for the SmartCanvas music intros.”
 
   Oh, I loved the new SmartCanvas, now that it did music too, for people with various visual and auditory afflictions which prevented them from getting the whole experience of music and the artists.  I remember reading something about the girl, Francine Brighton, who developed the concept of adapting SmartCanvas to music, had been just eighteen at the time or something like that.
 
   This Fran person must be her!  So she'd be twenty or twenty-one like me about now.  That made me feel even more intimidated.  Even someone as young as her had done more in her life than me.
 
   I shrugged and she said, “Let's take the stairs, they do wonders for my calves.  Then she added, thirteen steps to the base, twenty steps up.”  She winked at me and I counted my paces and had to grin at the silly bird when I hit thirteen at the base of the staircase.
 
   She gave a silly grin back, she was doing a great job of putting me at ease and not making me feel like a misfit.  I guess that makes her pretty darn good at her job.  I ran my hand along the smooth wood railing on the way up, even it was finely crafted.  I walked a little slower than Jen as I counted the wrought iron spindles.
 
   She caught that and slowed a bit.  I admit I peeked at her nicely shaped calves encased in shimmering nylon as she went. She was right, the stairs did do wonders for them.  Hey, don't judge, I'm human and she's hot.
 
   Twenty steps as advertised, and forty spindles later, we reached the second floor.  There were a few doors in a spacious corridor and another set of stairs that weren't quite as ornate as the first set.  I saw a red light by one of the doors it read, “recording”.
 
   We stepped up to the door and Jen opened it quietly and we watched as a blonde girl in a sound booth finished up an introduction for a jazz track by that rad Eliza Montrose.  Lil' Walker was London Harmony's latest find and damn could she play the string bass like nobody I have ever heard.  Her music was a mashup of rock and classic jazz and it always got my hips swaying to the beat as she sang.
 
   The blonde in the booth was dressed in leathers and had her hair pulled back by a red bandanna.  It would have been an intimidating badass look if she weren't so bloody cute with a perma-grin on her face.
 
   She tilted her head in an amusing manner at the man behind the mixer board outside the booth, her tongue lolling off to the side.  Her hands were moving ever so slowly toward the headphones she wore.  He shook his head and said into a mic on his console, “Ok, Small Fry, that's a wrap.  I swear you are even worse than Tabby Cat.”
 
   The girl let out a victorious squeak, pulled the headphones off, and opened the isolation booth door.  Jen stepped into the studio and I followed, pausing to knock three times lightly as we went through.
 
   The blonde gave the man a playful “ha, take that” look.  Then sort of did a jump step and planted her two feet in front of Jen and I.  Jen rolled her eyes and gave that crooked smile of her's. “Fran, this is Annette Corrick, your newest victim... I mean temp.”  Then she turned to me. “Annette, this is Francine Brighton, our resident walking thesaurus.  I leave you in her capable hands.”
 
   She aimed one of those cute crooked smiles at me and turned and left.  I stood there dumbly and waved from my hip.  Then I turned to Fran, who was standing a step closer and I almost stumbled back.  She had her hand out and said in an American accent, “A pleasure to meet you, Annette.  May I call you Ann?”
 
   I shook her hand as I looked around at the studio and isolation booth.  The sound engineer scooted past us, giving us a smiling nod.  I looked back at the girl.  “Ummm... nice to meet you... Nett please.”  Then I released her hand and said in earnest, “I really shouldn't be here, this is a mistake.”
 
   She chuckled. “You are June's Squirrel aren't you?”
 
   Ok, now I was confused.  “Squirrel?”
 
   She chuckled and explained, “Sorry, June is always giving people nicknames. It is unavoidable, I've been saddled with Small Fry since I met the woman.  You are the girl darting around in parking lots like a squirrel leaving nuts on cars aren't you?”
 
   I nodded and she said, “Great.  Now that that is cleared up, let me show you where we will be working.  I love a good mystery.”
 
   I tried to explain that I couldn't help her but she was already motoring off and speaking, “I only have another hour today before I have to get back to class.  But I only have two classes today so I won't be but three hours.  So I can finish the day out with you before I have to get to my other job.”
 
   I blinked and caught up as I forced myself to take normal steps and count.  We reached the stairs again and I asked, “Class?  Other job?  Aren't you the Francine Brighton that came up with SmartCanvas 3?  Why do you need another job or Uni?”
 
   She paused on the first step and looked at me like I was daft.  “I have to finish college.  I'm only a Junior.  At least for the next few weeks.  And I'll never give up my job at the Archives, I mean... books.  Hello...”  Her smile almost split her face when she said books.
 
   It was contagious and I caught myself smiling back.  I think I liked this woman.  She seemed to have principals that extended beyond her apparent success.  I recognized her voice now as well.  She was the voice of the audio versions of SmartCanvas.  It was sort of neat that they used the voice of the mastermind behind it.
 
   She started to dart up the stairs and looked back and slowed down as I counted my steps and the spindles.  She cocked her head and just waited patiently until I caught up then she walked at my pace.  I paused at the top and looked down with a creased brow.  Nineteen?  And thirty-eight? There were twenty steps in the first set.  Did I count wrong?
 
   I had an urge to run back down and try again, but I didn't want to look like a freak in front of Fran.  Her brow furrowed in concern.  “Everything ok, Nett?”
 
   I mumbled, “No...”  I turned to her, wringing my hands.  She didn't miss anything as she glanced at them.  I sighed. “I miscounted.”
 
   She brightened up, no pun intended.  “Oh, that.  No there's one less step on this flight.  And the attic stairs only have thirteen.”
 
   I exhaled and relief flooded over me.  I felt my muscles relax, I hadn't known I had tensed up so much.  I smiled sheepishly at her, but she seemed nonplussed over my neurosis.  She put both hands forward and I followed her gaze.  She said, “This is the Pit.  The bulk of the London Harmony workers infest this cubical-ville.  This is where my desk used to be.  But my evil sisters said I needed more space for my SmartCanvas collaboration work with Phearson Prosthetics and Robotics and Robin Hartford.  Sooo they are finishing the attic for me.  I shouldn't complain, the view is great.”
 
   The area was a large open space with low cubical walls so all the workers could see each other.  It was bustling with activity.  There was a frosted glass-walled conference room at the far end with what looked like an office on either end of it.
 
   She put two fingers to her lips and almost split my eardrums with a shrill whistle.  It was funny really, everyone came to a sudden halt and looked up.  You could have heard a pin drop as some people even stopped in mid step to turn to look.
 
   The silly bird called out, “Everyone, our latest subject for catch and release, Annette Corrick.  She's helping track down June's white whale.”
 
   I heard June's voice from the conference room, “Hey!”
 
   Fran grinned wickedly. “Not talking to you Captain Ahab.”  Everyone chuckled and Fran asked, “Sisters, what ya gonna do?”
 
   People murmured a hello and I blushed and gave a little wave from my hip.  One woman seemed to be homing in on us like a guided missile as she hustled over.  She was dressed all in black, and very stylishly so.  She had long, shiny black hair and matching shiny black lipstick, and actual chains on her neck, waist, and wrists.  She was a hot goth who looked to be in her late twenties, but something was off.  Oh!  Her huge smile.  Were goths allowed to smile?
 
   She sort of glommed onto Fran and swung her side to side.  “You didn't say hi this morning Small Fry.”
 
   Fran grinned and blushed as the goth woman released her.  She looked at me.  “Zil this is Annette, Nett this is Zilrita Marx, our general manager and resident goth.”
 
   I put my hand out to shake and Fran said quickly, “Umm... I have to warn you, Zil is a...”
 
   I made a “Gack!” sound as the Goth pulled me into a silly side to side hug.  She somehow had my arms pinned so I was just along for the ride.  Just how many arms did she have?
 
   Fran finished on a sarcastically flat note as Zilrita released me, “...hugger.”
 
   The goth gave me a silly look and crinkled her nose as she wiggled her fingers in front of her... “Mmmmm hugzz.”  Then she sort of bounced on her toes and said in a much more professional tone.  “It is a pleasure to meet you, Annette.  Make sure Fran get's you situated with an electronic key that will be active as long as you are working with us.”
 
   I nodded stupidly and mumbled, “Nice to meet you.”  Then I added, “I think there has been a mistake, though, I can't really help you.”
 
   June's voice came out of the conference room again. “La la la, we can't hear you.”
 
   Fran shrugged in apology as the activity in the Pit resumed, a couple people giving me head nods of welcome.  Fran called out over the murmuring in the room, “You're supposed to be the mature one J-Dub.”
 
   I swear I heard laughter from the direction of the conference room as Fran looped an arm in mine and dragged me along at a sedate rate, giving me time to count.  Was I really that obvious?
 
   My mind caught up with me, wait... sisters?  June and Fran were sisters?  Bloody hell.  We arrived at a little screen wall at the side of the room that hid a bland set of plain oak stairs with a simple metal railing.  There was a construction tarp hanging down at the top.
 
   True to her word, there were thirteen steps up to where she pulled the trap aside for me and I stepped into a large open space that had a high ceiling in the center but it sloped quickly to where you wouldn't be able to stand at the outer walls. So workbenches and shelves were built in at the low points.
 
   The exception was the two dormers.  They were recessed in and kept the high roof profile from the center.  Beautiful walnut desks and shelves were in the process of being installed in one of them, the other one looked finished.  Everything smelled of fresh paint.
 
   There was a worker at the far end of the space installing some beautifully ornate crown molding at the ceiling, another looked to be finishing up some work on the lighting.  In the center of the space, was a sparkling new SmartCanvas unit with some additions to it I haven't seen in the museums or music halls they were installed in.
 
   I mouthed “wow” when I saw it.  Fran seemed to be bubbling over with pride and said, “I know, right?  It is all a little surreal to me too.”
 
   Then she turned and said, “Come on Girl Friday, we should get to work.”
 
   I hustled after her.  Twelve steps later we were in one of the dormer alcoves.  It was set up as a gorgeous office area with walnut cabinets and shelves on either side of it leaving the window wide open above a long walnut work surface between the two, with a great view of the city proper.  Off to the left, I could see the Thames a few blocks away.
 
   She sat at the long desk in front of one of the many computer screens there, she motioned her head to the other chair at the desk, and I sat.  I went to protest again, but she was all business and went straight to it.
 
   She was sliding printouts to me as she pointed at a timeline on the screen, there were locations and links to a city map and names like “Golden Sunburst”, or “Silent Words”.  I recognized them as words from some of Mindy's songs.  They must have given them names.  Mind doesn't name them, she says it is all part of one masterwork though I give temporary names to them when I sing live.
 
   She explained the setup.  “This is the timeline and locations that Minuette songs have cropped up.  It isn't complete because we don't have recordings of a few of the live locations she has sung.  And you can see some gaps in the timeline that have no activity, so something was missed somewhere.  We have all the information that the PMers have, and the tracks that they have been able to separate from the original music.”
 
   Bloody Hell.
 
   I was going to say that I couldn't help, but curiosity got the better of me.  “PMers?”
 
   She nodded. “The group that first found the Phantom Melodies.  PM  Phantom Melody.”
 
   She clicked on one that Mindy wrote a couple years back on her birthday and I smiled as the music seemed to fill the space from all around us. The fidelity of the speakers in the work-space was phenomenal.  This one was one of my favorites.  I had to stop myself from humming along with the song.  It was one of happiness and hope, underscored by a lonely longing in the buried melody.
 
   She surprised me by clicking the second link and I heard my voice singing that lonesome verse with a sad piano backing me. I blinked twice and she continued, “Bear over at Canter Recording was able to isolate and extract the Phantom Melodies in each of the tracks we have located.  But it gives us no clue as to Minuette's identity.  If anything it highlights her genius, listen to that...”  She played it again.  “This was a live performance at a coffeehouse in Greenwich.  And the Phantom Melody still stands alone, perfect tempo and pitch.”
 
   She pulled up a video of the darkened coffeehouse with me up on stage, the video was grainy in the dark and you couldn't make out my face.  I swallowed.
 
   “She never leaves a real name, and only does open mics.  If they split the gate, she always takes cash, so there is no record of her or her real name.”
 
   I shrugged and offered, “It sounds like she doesn't want to be found.”
 
   She grinned at me.  “That, my erstwhile assistant, is where you come in.  You're the only person we can find that has ever talked to her.”
 
   I shrugged. “That's what I have been trying to tell everyone here.  I think you have the wrong person for the job.  I don't know anything and I am just wasting your money here.”
 
   She smiled at me and laid a hand on my shoulder in a reassuring manner.  “That's where you are wrong.  You know more than you think, we just need to probe your brain a bit and fit your puzzle pieces into the big picture.  Knowledge is power, no matter how insignificant it may seem.”
 
   She grinned like a loon.  “Besides, it is a mystery, and who can resist a good mystery?  Just look at all the questions to be asked.  Like why does she misspell minuet?  Is there significance there?  Or does it have nothing to do with music?  Is it her real name or a pet's name?  Is it a tip of the hat to Bach?”  She wiggled her eyebrows and I had to smile at her excitement and enthusiasm.
 
   I took a deep breath.  “I really don't see where I can help.  I don't remember much about the lady that paid me to seed the drives.  She may not be who you are looking for.”
 
   She shrugged and said, “Then we find her with your help and she can give us more information to finish the puzzle.  I can use your help organizing each track and establishing the timeline.  I'm seeing a pattern emerging but I just can't put a finger on it.”
 
   I started clicking on the tracks and looking at the gaps.  They certainly had almost all of Mindy's later stuff.  They were only missing one or two recent ones.  The first three tracks and another earlier one were missing as well.  I pointed at one and said before I thought, “These two should be the other way around.”
 
   She pushed her rolling chair closer and looked at them as I was kicking myself for opening my yap.  She grabbed the printouts, flipped through the pages, and scrutinized them.  “Oops, I input the date it was brought to Bear, not the date it was found.”  She smiled and updated the info on the screen.
 
   Then she turned to me looking smug and crossed her arms over her chest as she cocked an eyebrow. “Not sure how you can help huh?”  Then she paused and side glanced at the screens again.  She shuffled some files and said, “Just a second.”
 
   She slapped on some headphones and hit a few controls and closed her eyes, her head bobbed a bit then she tilted head head like she were trying to figure something out.  Then she shook her head in frustration and took the headphones off.
 
   I asked, “What is it?”
 
   She shrugged. “I don't know, but it has been bugging me since we started putting all of this together.  There's something there that I just can't quite grasp.  It is like there is another puzzle hidden in the music.”  Another puzzle?  She was piquing my curiosity again.
 
   Then she pointed at the gaps in the timeline.  “If we could figure out what we are missing, then maybe it will click with me.”
 
   She shook her head again and checked the time.  “I don't have much time before I have to get to class.  Why don't you tell me everything you can remember about the woman who gave you the drives.”
 
   I paused and asked instead, “May I ask just why June wants to locate Minuette anyway?  She hasn't done anything wrong.  She just wants to share her music.”
 
   Fran chuckled at me and shook her head. “No, she hasn't done anything wrong at all.  Just the opposite, everything she has done is just right.  Especially the emotions that shine through her words.  June wants to help her share her music not just with London, but with the world.  She wants to sign her.”
 
   I swallowed hard, it almost hurt as my throat was so tight.  I could feel my pulse racing.  Mindy wanted to stay in the shadows and that's what we'd do.
 
   A hand was waving in front of my face and I looked up to an amused looking Fran.
 
   She was saying, “Earth to Nett.  You went pale there.  I've been trying to get your attention.”
 
   I blushed and looked down at my hands.  “Terribly sorry.”
 
   She chuckled. “No problem.  Now what can you tell me about the woman you saw?  What did she look like?  How was she dressed?  Did you see her car?”
 
   I took a deep cleansing breath and made the decision to protect the girl who put music in my heart.  I'd have to keep track of Fran and June, they seemed way too intelligent for their own good.
 
   I shrugged and said, “I didn't see any vehicle.  She was just dressed in everyday clothes both times.  You know jumpers and jeans.”
 
   She nodded and asked, “What did she look like?  What color hair?  Eyes?  Was she Caucasian, Asian...”  She left the questions hanging.
 
   I smiled thinking of Mindy and could have kicked myself when I absently started describing her.  “Caucasian.  She has shoulder length sandy brown hair that looks like it has deep streaks of chestnut when the light hits her just right.  Her hazel eyes have so much depth in them that you could get lost for days in them.  She's a little short, which just makes her that much more...”  I paused.  Shite.
 
   Fran was positively beaming at me.  “Sounds like she left quite an impression on you.  Did she have an accent or anything?  How old did she look?”
 
   I had already stepped in it, but there was no way they could identify her with what I shared so I shrugged and said, “No accent.  She's about our age.”
 
   Fran nodded again and entered some info into the computer.  “Ok, so we know she is British then and around our age.  If we assume a Londoner for now, that narrows the list considerably.  I'll start corralling some yearbooks for about two to six years back for the area for you to look at.”
 
   Double shite!  She was scary smart.
 
   She grinned at me and looked at the time again.  “I have to jet.  I'll be back in a couple hours.  Until then, if you can listen to the tracks, make sure we don't have any other mixups, and write down everything you can remember about your meetings with her.  I'll catch up with you after my classes.”
 
   I tried one last time.  “I really don't think I'm the right person for this.”
 
   She waved it off as she stood. “Nonsense, you've already helped more than you know.”
 
   That's what I'm a afraid of.  I waved as she left.
 
   I turned to the computers.  I've really buggered thing up this time hadn't I?  I couldn't help myself and found myself listening to all of Mindy's music they had gathered.  I loved her creations.  I wound up cranking the music and went about organizing the office space.  Fran may be smart, but she was sort of an office slob... and I kind of liked that.  It made her more of a real person to me.
 
   I couldn't help myself when I flopped two tracks and shuffled one of them to the other side of a gap.  It was bugging me that they were out of order.  It couldn't hurt right?
 
   I lost myself in organizing the office and absently typing out a description of Mindy as I daydreamed about her face.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 – Layers
 
   The next couple weeks were about the same.  Mindy got a good chuckle over the whole thing and suggested that I lead them on a merry chase. She's such a bad one.  Of course I agreed, I'd do anything for her.  I felt guilty taking their money when I had the answer they were looking for but would never tell.  So I would take part of my days to organize everyone's offices whenever I could.
 
   I was listening to the latest Phantom Melody that Bear had stripped out of a track from a month back when June came up the stairs to the now finished space.  She grinned over at Fran and me, grabbed a rolling chair, and scooted backwards until she was close to us.  She gave a big, final push and rolled right between us, the chair bumping the desktop.
 
   I asked in a tiny voice as she just regarded me, “Hi?”
 
   She had her head cocked, scrutinizing me.  “Why are you doing it?”
 
   What?  Bloody hell, she knew.
 
   She sighed.  “You don't need to be organizing everyone's desks.  They are all complaining that they are more efficient now and are getting more work done in the day.  They are allergic to productivity and you have them all breaking out with severe cases of it.”  The corners of her mouth were twitching as she restrained a smile.
 
   I relaxed, exhaled, and shrugged.  “I'm not any use to you here, I don't know why you keep me around.  So I figure I should do something to earn my pay.”  Then I admitted in a whisper with a blush, “And I can't handle seeing a disorganized mess and not do something about it.  It makes me twitchy.”
 
   Fran aborted an explosive laugh.  “She arranges my pencils by size.”
 
   June did grin this time, a toothy grin that lit up her face.  She looked back and asked offhandedly, “Hey Squirrel, how may steps to the stairs?”
 
   I answered before I slapped my hands over my mouth, “Five here in the dormer then twelve to the steps.”
 
   The smile she gave me was warm and accepting as she slowly nodded.  She pushed back and spun in the chair lazily as it rolled back across the space.  “Keep up the good work.”  She hopped up and wander back to the stairs and paused at them as her brow suddenly furrowed.
 
   She looked back. “Play that again.”  She had an odd look on her face.
 
   Fran looked at her and started the single verse of the phantom track.
 
   Then June asked, “The one before that?”
 
   Fran played it and June started humming a familiar tune that haunted my dreams that I could never hold onto when I woke.  She stopped then just shook her head with a smile and disappeared down the stairs.
 
   Fran was squinting after her.  “I hate it when she does that.”
 
   I tilted my head. “Does what?”
 
   She growled like a cute puppy with a sock and said, “She's figured something out and isn't saying.”
 
   I looked back at the stairs.  What could she have possibly figured out with the last two Phantom Melodies?  Fran had her headphones on and started listening to something with her eyes closed as she started humming.  I watched as some sort of realization spread on her lips as her head bobbed and she swayed with the verses.
 
   She pulled her headphones off with a thoughtful expression. “Son of a...”  She looked up at me and grinned and changed the vulgarity to, “...chipmunk.”
 
   She was suddenly a woman on a mission as she started arranging the phantom tracks in an audio mixing program.  I watched as she put in some gaps about four measures apart.  She still didn't know about the first three.
 
   Then with a victorious look on her face as she started humming and slapped her iPad.  Music started playing through the room and it matched her humming.  Then I listened in shock as all of the verses seemed to form another song when strung together.  Bloody Hell!  Had Mindy layered yet another Phantom Melody through all the songs?  How many layers deep was it, and how had I not picked up on it? I was intimately familiar with the music.
 
   I heard June chuckle at the bottom of the stairs, she must have been waiting down there as Francine worked. Fran called out, “Wench!”
 
   I can't tell you how much in awe of Mind I was at that moment as I listened to my voice sing a sad melody about a love that was just out of reach to the haunted and moody piano music.  A familiar syncopation in the rhythm tugged at my ear.  Good lord, there was something else underneath it.  Layers upon layers.  That brought up Mindy's raspy voice in my head talking like Donkey in Shrek.  “Layers, like an onion or a cake.”  I suppressed a chuckle.
 
   A desperate curiosity welled up inside me.  Mind had hidden from me that all of the Phantom Melodies were part of a single song, and I wanted to hear the whole thing.  Before I could stop myself I mumbled, “Minuette performed at the Jackson a couple weeks back.”
 
   Fran paused and looked up at me, squinting her eyes.  Then asked, “When were you going to tell me about that?”
 
   I blushed and looked away.  “About five seconds ago?”
 
   She snorted and retorted in an accusing tone, “Well, in that case, you are impeccably punctual. Did you know she was going to be there?  Were you there?  Did you see her?  Is there any video?”
 
   Good lord, I hoped there was no video.
 
   I lied. “My flatmate told me. She... umm, knows I'm assisting you in locating Minuette.”  Not a total lie, right?  I'm going to hell, aren't I?
 
   She sighed and then was on her mobile.  I listened in as I straightened up her desk.  “Hi, Bear?  Yeah, there's another missing track.  Two weeks ago at the Jackson.”  She looked over at me, with a prompt in her eyes.
 
   Oh.  “Open mic night Tuesday before last.”
 
   She relayed the information and then said to him, “No that's ok, I'll send Annette to see if they have a recording.”  She paused. “What if we put out a want ad and fliers, offering a reward for any of the missing tracks?  Post it in the papers, the Crier, and at the hot spots like Broken Note?  Post a thousand pound bounty on each.”
 
   She nodded and said, “Great, we're on it.  Thanks Bear... bye.”  Then she rang off with a positively satisfied grin on her face.  She looked at her mobile then me and scrunched an eye, “I don't suppose your flatmate recorded the set?”
 
   I shook my head.  Not entirely the truth since she did when she had me practicing it with her at our flat beforehand.  It was going to be our next seed batch.  She deflated a little then her smile almost split her face when she looked past me.
 
   I turned to see her girlfriend, Natasha peeking her head into the great space from the top of the stairs.  She picks up Fran every night after work and is pretty sarcastically funny when I speak with her.  Though she always looks so bashful to me every time someone spoke to her.  She waved at Fran who tilted her head and watched her girl with desire written all over her face.  I silently wished I could realize my love like that, but it was impossible.
 
   Tasha walked over to us and took Fran's hand then looked me up and down.  She did that every single time we met, like she were seeing me for the first time and categorizing me.  She finally looked at my face after she took in everything else about me.  She said almost in a question, “Hi... Nett.”
 
   I squeaked out a “Hello,” right back at her and she seemed to relax.
 
   Then she asked, “Can I steal Fran from you for lunch?”  Then she added, “Or come with... we're heading over to Gertrude's”
 
   Pizza?  My mouth watered and I just nodded.
 
   She chuckled and said to Fran, “Aren't I supposed to be the shy one?”
 
   Fran looped her arm in Tasha's and said with her lips close to her ear, “There's room in the world for two.  No need to appropriate all the reticent diffidence of your demure sheepishness.”
 
   Natasha grinned then rolled her eyes. “Yes, thesaurus girl.”  She snagged my arm with her other and released her girl and pulled me along.  “Nett and I are going to eat while you regurgitate words.”
 
   Fran chuckled and ran to catch up as I desperately counted strides.  “You my love, are an evil woman.”
 
   I pulled out of Tasha's hold at the stairs and desperately looked back, we missed a step.  I looked at them in shame and then untangled myself from them and quickly strode back to the desk as Fran chastised her girl.
 
   “Now see what you've done?”
 
   They waited patiently and didn't say a single word or raise an eyebrow as I paced back to them.  It took a couple tries because I was so anxious that they were watching and wasn't metering my steps correctly.
 
   But I wound up beside them, looking at my feet in embarrassment.  Without a word, Tasha re-looped our arms and we went down the stairs at a more sedate pace so I could moderate my steps.  I exhaled and looked between them.  They were right good sports for putting up with me and I liked them and felt we were becoming friends.
 
   I loved Gertrude's.  It was a little pizzeria in a hidden cobblestone back alley just a short drive away.  You didn't order there except for drinks, you were just served whatever fresh slices that came out of the oven.  It was a flat rate for all you could eat.  Mindy and I frequented the place.
 
   It was a fun lunch and the girls got me talking about myself and Mindy.  I made sure I didn't mention anything musical.  Though I did let slip that Mind played piano.  At one point Fran was grinning as she looked at me over her pizza as she took a bite.
 
   I exhaled, it was one of those, 'I know something that you don't know' looks that she got.  It was infuriating because she usually did.  On the other hand it was pretty endearing and something just... Fran, about it.  I pointed my pizza at her and squinted an accusing eye, “What?”
 
   She shared a smile with Tash then looked at me and grinned.
 
   I mumbled, “Would I get sacked for calling my boss a bint?”  She giggled at that and I prompted, “Spill.”
 
   She rocked back and fourth with a cute dreamy look on her face as she said long and drawn out, “You liiike her.”  Tasha was smugly chewing a bite of pizza, agreeing with her other half.
 
   I blushed so hard my face felt like it was on fire.  I looked down and shook my head, and said in a hoarse voice, “You don't know what you're talking about.”
 
   She cocked an eyebrow in challenge.  “Really?  Then why do you light up every time you speak about her, and your eyes get this twinkle that I see in the eyes of every girl in love.”
 
   I was going to deny it, then I got afraid.  If they could see it, then I had to be more discreet lest Mindy found out my secret.  I shrugged and shook my head. “She doesn't know, and I'm not about to ruin our friendship by admitting it to her.”
 
   Natasha shrugged back as she looked at the toppings on her slice.  “What if she feels the same?”
 
   I looked at my half eaten slice, I suddenly wasn't hungry anymore, so I put it down on my plate and said, my voice cracking a bit, “She doesn't, she can't.  She isn't into girls.”
 
   Fran put her slice down too, she looked a little alarmed at my change of mood.  She said as she dropped some cash on the table, “You'll never know unless you speak to her.  If she really is your friend, she will still be your friend whether she reciprocates your feelings or not.”
 
   We all stood and made our way back to Fran's car.  They dropped the topic and they sang to some Tabby Cat tunes on the way back, trying to get me to sing.  I couldn't sing a single note or Fran would know, so I just shook my head and hummed along as I rocked in my seat to the beat.
 
   They dropped me at the door of London Harmony.  Fran said, “We only have one class today, I'll see you in about an hour and a half Nett.”
 
   I hopped out and grinned at the two and gave a tiny wave as they pulled away from the curb.  I dug out my key card and raised my hand to knock three times, but the door swung open before I could.  A super smiley Jen stood there, saying, “Ah ha!  I beat you to it.”
 
   I looked at her then at my raised hand and I reached past her and knocked three times defiantly on the door she was holding.  Which elicited an explosive burst of laughter that had her covering her mouth with her hand.
 
   I went to stick my tongue out at the evil woman but instead made a gleeping sound as someone behind me gave me a silly side to side hug.  I couldn't escape.  I relaxed as I realized I was just a victim of one of Zilrita's “squid hugs” as the other employees called them.
 
   I looked back over my shoulder as she released me.  I grinned. “Hi Zil.”
 
   As she started to turn to Jen, she replied to me with a fun little, “Hey lady.”  Then I saw her hesitate a moment as she looked at a silent Jen.  I have never witnessed Zilrita, hug-addict, pause before hugging someone.
 
   She made her funny “Grawl.” sound of wanting more hugs.  Then she hugged Jen in a similar silly manner.  It seemed to last an extra heartbeat longer than her normal hugs and she seemed hesitant to let go.  A small smile started forming on my face as I realized that Zil liked Jen!
 
   Then just like that, she was stepping past us and heading for the stairs, I swear the goth was putting some extra sway in her hips as she went.
 
   I glanced at Jen then did a double take as Jen's eyes were swinging too, glued on Zil's hips.  I squeaked and covered my mouth in embarrassment of my outburst.  Jen looked at me accusingly and I pointed that the goth who disappeared up the stairs.
 
   I cocked an eyebrow at her as I grinned.  “You're sweet on Zil!”
 
   She blushed profusely then sighed and nodded.  “I was never into women before my transition.  Men are my kryptonite normally, but that woman just does something to me.  I... argh...”  She closed her eyes and exhaled and smiled.  Then she winked at me and nudged her head inside.
 
   I couldn't help but return her mischievous smile and I paced into the lobby toward the stairs.  She followed and sat at her desk, crossing her legs demurely at her ankles.
 
   I was halfway up the first flight when I paused.  Wait... her transition?  I peeked down over the railing at the woman who was so poised and elegant.  She was transgender?  Well her transition went very well indeed.  I smiled to myself and darted up the rest of the stairs, happy she could be the woman she knew she was inside.
 
   After cleaning the area and dusting the SmartCanvas unit I sat down at the computers and looked around, then I copied the Minuette track from my mobile to the computer, then I put it on one of the thumb drives in my bag.  Erasing the track from the computer.  I looked around for some reason, just paranoia most likely, then I pulled out my silver permanent marker and wrote an M on the drive and placed it on Fran's desk.
 
   I sat back and listened to all of the tracks in order again, with all the missing tracks on my mobile and started to type out the words I could pick out of the Phantom Melodies from the ones that Fran didn't have.
 
   It would take me a bit to get even just one complete melody, then I'd only have the words, not the accompanying music.  Maybe that's why I gave Fran one.  I wanted to hear it just as badly as she and June did.
 
   When she returned it was pretty humorous.  She hung up her coat and came over to the desk and froze.  Then she bent and moved around in front of the thumb drive with an eyebrow cocked.  Then she crouched.  Keeping her distance like it were a trap, or it would snap at her.
 
   Then she looked up from her prize to me.  I couldn't help but grin at the silly look on her face as she nudged her thumb toward it, still crouched over.  “Thumb drive.”
 
   I nodded. “Indeed.  All those college classes are paying off.”
 
   She chuckled, snatched it up, and said as she pointed the drive at me.  “You're finally loosening up and getting playful.  It's nice to meet the real you.”
 
   I blushed then she prompted me, “I know it's a thumb drive, but where did it come from?”  She was plugging it into her computer.
 
   I shrugged. “Remember my friend I told you about?”
 
   She nodded and said, “Mindy.”
 
   I put my hands out, palm up.  “There you go.”
 
   She licked her lips in anticipation and then cocked an eyebrow.  “You said she didn't record the number.”
 
   I'm such a muppet sometimes.  I nodded. “She didn't but this was on her car.”  Lies, lies, all lies.  She did record it and we don't have a car.  I mitigated my lies a bit. “Well, my father's car.  We borrow it at times.”  Oh hell, why was I babbling about cars?
 
   She chuckled. “It's ok Nett.  Let's have a listen shall we?”  I nodded and moments later the space was filled with Mindy's unique piano music.  It thrummed inside me, in harmony with my heartbeat.  If I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine Mind was playing just for me.
 
   Before long Fran was humming along to my voice singing the tune, so I hummed along with her.  She got cute and modulated her humming so that we were in harmony.  Was it wrong that I was having fun?
 
   When it was over, she copied the track to the folder that held all the raw tracks and shot off an email to Bear with the track attached.  She looked at me and said, “He's a whiz and will have the Phantom Melody isolated within a day.”
 
   I smiled in anticipation.
 
   Then she added, “I'll have Zil cut a bounty check for Mindy.”
 
   I shook my head. “No, she wouldn't want it.”
 
   Fran paused to regard me for a moment then slowly nodded.  “If you are sure.”
 
   I nodded then got an idea and blurted, “Why not give it to the Flotilla Project charity?”
 
   Her smile bloomed as she nodded at that.
 
   We sat and listened to all the phantom melodies again as they formed a song.  Francine looked pensive.  “I think we need to work fast.  There won't be much more.  I hope she continues with something new afterwards.”
 
   Ok, now that was confusing.  “What do you mean?”
 
   She played the last bits she had. “Feel the change just there?  And the repeated line?  It is sounding an awful lot like a tag to me.  The Phantom Melody is ending.”
 
   I cocked my head as I listened.  Bloody hell, she was right!  Well of course she is, her life is music here at London Harmony.
 
   I felt cold and hugged my arms to my chest, the song was coming to an end?  After years of creation?  Mind had another one in mind for after this, didn't she?
 
   Fran asked with genuine concern, “Are you alright Annette?  You're shivering.”
 
   I closed my eyes, took a deep breath and then forced a smile on my face as I opened my eyes again.  I nodded and we went back to work.
 
   I suddenly had a million questions in my head for Mindy that I was afraid to ask.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 – Moments
 
   The next couple weeks just dragged by and my contract with London Harmony had to be renewed.
 
   Two people came forward with missing tracks to collect the bounties.  The only ones missing now were the first three that they did not know about.  When we listened to the whole thing it even felt incomplete without the ending.
 
   June had come up to listen and she even shook her head.  “That isn't all of it.  It feels as if we came in the middle of something.  I think there are some older tracks that we are missing.  The whole beginning of the song is not there.”
 
   Did I mention just how scary smart these women are?
 
   It was a treat to watch June and Fran listen to the tracks, they would both close their eyes and dance and sing along, adding backups and harmony to each track.
 
   So the bounty was upped to two thousand pounds for any Minuette track that June didn't have.  She was a woman on a mission and money was no obstacle.  I had to wonder why she was on such a crusade.  I finally asked, knowing it might cost me the temp position I never wanted, “Why are you so determined to find her?  She obviously doesn't want to be found.  Can she make you that much money.”
 
   Fran froze and June paused to study me as she formed her response.  I couldn't tell if she were upset or not.  Then she smiled.  “I don't care if we make a single penny on the deal.  I just want to share her music with the world.  Something so beautiful and inspiring, filled with that much emotion shouldn't be hidden away in a corner someplace.  It should be shared, to make it something bigger than itself, give it a life of its own.  People deserve to hear her music.  Even if she never steps out of the shadows and we present the music anonymously like my early J8 music.”
 
   I almost felt ashamed for thinking this was about money.  I just looked at the superstar in wonder and blinked, then said sheepishly, “That's a pretty good answer.”
 
   She chuckled and Fran joined in.  I blushed and wrung my hands.
 
   June placed a hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze.  Then headed toward the stairs.  She pause before going down and looked back.  “It's Thursday Night.  You and your friend...”  She thought then asked, “Mindy?”  She nodded to herself then disappeared down the stairs.
 
   I turned my confusion to Fran.  She beamed at me and said as she turned to work.  “She likes you.  She just invited you to our weekly family gathering on Tabby Cat's Water Witch tonight.”
 
   I blinked.  Tabby Cat?  Oh good lord, how do I get this stupid smile off my face.  This just made her grin.
 
   “So that's a yes?  We'll see you tonight at...”  She typed on her computer and looked at a sunset table.  “...around eight?”
 
   I nodded dumbly and mumbled, “I'll ask Mind.”
 
   She looked satisfied as she said, “Good.”  Then moved over to the SmartCanvas.
 
   I followed.  Since there was nothing to do on the Minuette front for most of every day, I had been assisting her with loading up more titles on a server to test cloud streaming of music from various artists to the unit instead of using onboard memory.  She explained that that would give them virtually unlimited catalogs instead of only twenty or thirty titles.
 
   I had asked once, “How exactly does that work, is there some sort of...”
 
   She had cut me off with a silly nose crinkle. “I don't know.  I think it is some sort of black magic Tim has devised.  Fairy dust and elves or whatnot.  All I know is how to operate the beast.  Tim does all the testing remotely from the States.  That and I have to record thousands of intros.  It will take me a year to catch up.  I can only record about a hundred a week.  The evil man and June won't let anyone else record them.  I think it is my penance for coming up with the idea.  It is how they punish me.”
 
   I had chuckled at that, especially since I could tell she absolutely loved doing it.  It had something to do with Natasha who seemed amazed by the machine and spent every second she could when she visited here to operate the unit.  I noted she always closed her eyes when she did, her hand on the screen.  One day I'll get up the nerve to ask about it.
 
   I assumed the additions to the unit were the wireless communications modules to allow it to stream the music and data to create the faces of the musicians and tactile streams of music on the metamorphic screen.  That was a heck of a lot of data.
 
   Fran had shared that each track contained over two and a half gigabytes of information as opposed to a simple MP3 file that averaged around five megabytes.  You could pack five hundred MP3 files into the same space as a single SmartCanvas file.
 
   She absently handed me a list and I started typing at the console as she listened to her intros that they had sent up from downstairs.  She screwed up her face. “It is always weird hearing your own voice.  It never sounds like it does in my head.”
 
   I chuckled and said, “You mean with too many long words that most people don't understand.”
 
   She exploded into a surprised laugh.  “There you go!  We're getting through that shell of yours.  Nice burn.”
 
   I blushed, I was feeling awfully cheeky just then.
 
   I kept typing with a grin on my face, then paused.
 
   She glanced over and asked, “What is it?”
 
   I shrugged.  “Nothing, it's stupid really.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Out with it.”
 
   I exhaled in defeat and explained, “I just realized that this is the longest anyone has ever kept me employed. I never quite... fit in... with my ummm... idiosyncrasies.  And this is the one job I didn't want, you sort of, made me take it.”
 
   She crinkled her nose with good humor and said, “It is... unique... people that make up our entire family here, so you fit right in.”
 
   I was sort of sad that the day was rapidly coming when I wouldn't be working here anymore, either by choice or getting sacked if they ever learned the truth or finally gave up on finding Minuette.  I did more work here organizing things and truly becoming Fran's Girl Friday, than Minuette work.  I really did like it here and especially liked all the odd people.  The quirks of the people around us were endearing, and I enjoyed them all.
 
   Fran smiled at me, then pulled up her email.  She squinted and just asked out of the blue, “Can you sing Nett?”
 
   I blinked at the question and asked carefully, “Why?”
 
   She wiggled her eyebrows and said, “No reason.  You seem to really enjoy music, I hear you humming along all the time but you never sing.”
 
   I just buried my chin in my fists and shook my head.
 
   She grinned and said, “Don't worry about it.  Well, come on down to the iso booth, you can watch me flounder a couple intros for SmartCanvas tracks.  Maybe we can mock one up for Minuette to show her the results once we locate her.”
 
   The silly look on her face was priceless.
 
   I nodded timidly then we headed toward the door.
 
   As we walked, she started saying, “Five, seven, four, ten.”
 
   I lost track of my count and shot an incredulous look at the far too smiley woman as I had to turn around and start over again.
 
   I said in a mock accusing tone, “You're supposed to be the nice one, Small Fry.”
 
   She just chuckled all the way down the stairs with me down to the second floor.  The 'recording' light went out on the larger sound room.
 
   I haven't seen the inside of that one yet.  I mean it was always occupied when I pass it, but I have never seen inside it or who was recording.  I am intimately familiar with the other one as Fran drags me down to watch her in the little isolation booth when she needs to re-record an intro for a SmartCanvas track.
 
   The door swung open as we approached and a group of people walked out.  They were all moving in a tight group.  I blinked twice as my smile grew when I saw the short girl, with obvious Asian heritage, who had a guitar slung over her back.  She had only one arm.  This was one of the house bands, the Purple Horseshoes, and that girl was their lead guitar.  She looked around at the others as they discussed heading out and said, “Someone needs to feed me.”
 
   The girl with the drumsticks in her back pocket, who had her finger in Mei's belt loop, said as she looked down at the woman with love in her eyes, “Of course, we wouldn't want to see you die of starvation or anything now would we?”  The others laughed as the group paused when they were in front of us.
 
   A tall woman with dark hair, dressed in black leathers, shot us a suggestive smile and she pointed at her cheek.  “Give us some sugar, Small Fry.”
 
   Fran squeaked, “Hi Mick.”  She stood on her tip toes and gave the woman a kiss on the cheek, did Fran just blush?
 
   Ok, now I was blushing as this Mick girl looked down at me with a hungry look on her face. “Who's your blushing friend?”
 
   Good lord, that was a suggestive look if I ever saw one, she had a dangerous edge to her looks that combined with the smoldering look she was shooting me, which turned me into a puddle.
 
   Fran slapped her shoulder. “Tone down the 'drop your panties' look Mick.  Annette here doesn't have any defenses against you yet.”
 
   This got a chuckle from the others then Mick dropped the come hither look and looped an arm with the man beside her.  She crinkled her nose at me. “Sorry mate, was just funnin' ya.”
 
   I swallowed and nodded, then Fran said, “Everyone, this is Annette, my assistant.”
 
   I was her assistant?  I smiled at that as she continued, “Nett, this is Michalea...”  She stuck her tongue out at the tall woman and continued, “Mei, Kacy, Caroline, and Animal.  The Purple Horseshoes.”
 
   I gave a tiny nervous wave then went pale as a sheet when another woman strode out of the sound room.  Bloody hell, how do I breathe?  I forgot how!  Someone help me!  That copper hair and matching eyes gave her up even if I didn't recognize her face instantly like I did.  It was Tabitha Romanov!  I think someone squeaked out, “Tabby Cat.”  Oh wait, it was me.  I sounded like a bloody git of a fangirl.  Wait, I 'was' a bloody git of a fangirl.
 
   It was bad enough I worked in the same building as another superstar, J8, but now to see Tabby Cat just walk out of a room.  It was too surreal.  I believe my mind was yelling the correct thing in my head.  Squee!
 
   She tilted her head at me and grinned and offered her hand and said with a slight Russian accent.  “Tabs, please.”
 
   I shook her hand and her smile started to grow as I just kept shaking.  She prompted me with her eyes to say something.
 
   Again I squeaked out, “Tabby Cat.”
 
   She looked up like she was thinking then shook her head with her eyes full of humor. “No, I think that is my name.  What is yours?”  The others chuckled.
 
   I let go of her hand and blushed profusely.  I was making an exhibition of myself.  Fran bumped her hip hard enough to make Tabby bump into Mick and chastised the artist, “Can't a single one of you be civil and not pick on my assistant?”  She shook a finger playfully at the copper haired pixie who was beaming a smile at her.
 
   Then she said, “This is Annette.”
 
   Tabby went to take a step to me but made a glurking sound as Mick pulled her back into a reverse hug.  Tabs grinned and said in a playfully strained voice like she was being crushed, windmilling her arms in the air, “Sorry Annette.  It is a pleasure to meet you.”  Mick grinned and released the woman.
 
   It struck me as something unexpected how everyone seemed to treat each other like family here, including the artists, not as professional colleagues.  I was really getting to love London Harmony.
 
   I managed a lame, “Hi.”  Smooth Annette. Another woman came out, leading a young man, no... he held himself like a boy younger than he looked.  He was clasping his hands together in front of him, rocking forward and back as his eyes locked on some point in space that only he could see.
 
   The band got animated as Kacy put a hand up as he passed by.  “Great show in there James.”
 
   His face became more animated a little as he raised a hand absently to high-five her.  All the other band members high-fived him as he passed, saying things like “Good show, mate.” and “Brilliant as usual.”  Even Tabby Cat.
 
   He and the other woman got to us, and Fran held up both of her hands, fingers splayed and James actually smiled a tiny bit as he raised his hands and they clasped hands for a second.  She had his attention and she said, making sure to trap his eyes when they went to wander, “James, this is Annette.”  She moved her eyes toward me and his eyes followed as she released his hands.
 
   I put out a hand. “Pleased to meet you, James.”
 
   He didn't seem to acknowledge it as he rocked.
 
   Tabby reached over and grabbed my wrist and held my hand up high.  James gave me a high-five and the woman with him smiled at all of us and lead him toward the stairs.  I froze when he mumbled to the woman as they started down the stairs, “Phantom Melodies.”
 
   Bloody hell, had he recognized my voice?  How?
 
   Fran looped arms with me and dragged me along.  She called back to the others, “No rest for the wicked.”
 
   We got murmurs of goodbye and Fran looked at me as we went into the other sound room with the small isolation booth.  She nudged her chin back at the door and said, “James is one of those hidden diamonds, music wakes him up and he has the voice of an angel.  We contract with him and his sister to sing backup on occasion.”
 
   I smiled at that and looked back at the door and she asked, “You know the backup harmonies on J8's, ‘Music in Your Eyes?’”
 
   I nodded, that was one of the most haunted songs that June had ever put out, and the harmonies made your entire being hum in compliment to them. My eyes snapped wide. “James?”
 
   She nodded, with a look of pride on her face.
 
   I nodded back with a smile. “Well good on him.”  Again, this place surprised me, I was going to miss it.
 
   As I sat on the coach later that day after work, I wondered how I could get the first three tracks to Fran without turning the spotlight on me.  But that was short lived as my mind drifted to the image of Mindy playing her piano with her eyes closed.  Those intimate moments she had with her music fostered a calm in me that felt like all the weights on my mind seemed to sigh on their own and relax.  Not for the first time, I wished she would share more of her music with the world if people felt the same connection to it that I did.
 
   I smiled at each memory of her singing the songs with me as I practiced for her.  Her scratchy and gravelly, hoarse voice, actually brings something to the music that I wish she would let me record.  She thinks she sounds like a troll, I think she sounds like the emotion she buries inside each song.  She has to rest her voice for hours after she does that with me.
 
   I was in such a great mood when I arrived home with Mindy on my mind.  I had to smile as I approached our door, counting my steps.  She beat me home tonight and I could hear her practicing something new. I closed my eyes and basked in the music and her voice, it set off a tuning fork in my soul every time.
 
   I took a deep breath and stepped trough the door.  She opened her eyes and they twinkled as she looked over at me as she played and sang.  She nudged her eyes down beside her and I slid onto the piano bench and looked at what she had written.  It took a second to find where she was in the piece and then I lent my voice to hers.
 
   I thought about how I wished this is how it would always be.  Our voices meshed seamlessly, I just wish our hearts did as well.  Her imperfect voice giving something to the music that was always missing, something that made it whole.
 
   I closed my eyes on the last note and held it after the piano had died out.  I opened my eyes when she laid her head on my shoulder.  I caught a hint of her scent and fought back a sigh.
 
   She whispered, “I love that you are my voice.”
 
   This old argument?  I shook my head, laid it on top of hers, and said quietly, “There is nothing wrong with your own voice.”
 
   She pulled away reluctantly and grinned at me. “I write it all for your voice.”  She stuck out her tongue and lowered the fallboard over the keys.  She always won every argument with that motion.  It closed off the keys as well as any hope I had of winning any argument with the woman.
 
   I watched her as she stood and moved over to our tiny couch by the oversize chair.  We didn't have much room for anything larger since the grand piano took up the majority of the space.  I tilted my head and smiled at her as she sat.
 
   She cocked an eyebrow. “What?”
 
   I shrugged and stood and moved over to flop bonelessly onto the couch beside her.  I shook my head.  “Nothing, You're just in a sassy mood.  It is fun.”
 
   She crinkled her nose and I melted a little then sat up a bit.  “Oh, we're invited to some sort of event tonight.”  I paused for dramatic effect. “With J8 and Tabby Cat.”
 
   She was sitting bolt upright, excitement on her face.  “Why didn't you lead with that you manky bint?”  She stood.  “Bloody hell, what am I going to wear.  Is it formal or casual?”
 
   I found myself chuckling at her antics as I shrugged and pulled out my mobile to call Fran to ask.  I do not admit to watching Mind's hips sway as she headed toward our bedroom on a mission.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 – Thursday Night
 
   We had dropped by my parent's to borrow the old Anglia, then headed off toward the waterfront.  We were both too excited to talk much so we settled on listening to music on the way to the little marina where Tabby Cat's huge houseboat was moored.
 
   The security gate was open and there was a small gatehouse which was empty,  but a sign was taped to the window of the gatehouse that read, “Thursday Night.” An arrow pointed down into the little marina.
 
   We parked, got out of the vehicle, and just stood side by side looking at the yachts and houseboats moored at the marina docks, each of which cost more than we could possibly earn in an entire lifetime.  Though they went through great pains to make the place look quaint, it was obvious it was anything but.
 
   I had read the unauthorized biography of Tabitha Romanov, and that made what I was looking at even more impressive.  She had been virtually homeless before she was discovered by June Harris-West.  She lived in abject poverty on a floating slum.  She never felt as if she were destitute because she was surrounded by friends and music.
 
   She had been just like us.  Making the best out of her situation.  Surrounding herself with good people to make wherever she lived into a home.
 
   I thought about that a minute, and of the fact that she still lived on the Thames.  Did she think of the river as her home after living on those run down grain barges?  I looked at all the boats around us and grinned, this was a huge improvement on that, now wasn't it?
 
   I looked over at Mind, she had her arms crossed defensively across her chest just like me.  I grinned sheepishly at her and she grinned back, took a deep breath and stood tall, letting her arms drop to her sides.
 
   She whispered, “Tell me again what we are doing here?”
 
   I shrugged and whispered, “Right about now, I'm really not sure.”  I looked at the car. “We can escape now if you want.”
 
   She giggled and her eyes twinkled as she grabbed my arm and hugged it.  I reminded myself to keep breathing.  Her smug half smile urged me into walking.  “You aren't going to dangle Tabby Cat in front of me then take the prize away, lady.”
 
   I straightened up and swallowed.  She wanted to see Tabby, who was I to deny her?  I just nodded. “I'm glad one of us is brave.”
 
   We glanced around and I realized I didn't know which slip was Tabitha's.  But my eyes settled on a large houseboat at the end of the dock, with the best view of the river and city skyline.  In bold black swoopy letters, it declared itself the Water Witch. I smiled and pointed.
 
   She arched an eyebrow.  It was as long as most of the yachts and had two floors and people were milling about on what was apparently a deck on the top of the vessel.  We got to the end of the dock and looked back at the little marina office, done up to look like something from the fifties or sixties.
 
   We stood at the base of an aluminum gangway from the dock to the deck of the ship.  There was a wooden signpost with a Victorian looking wooden sign that had the slip number, 7A, carved into it and Water Witch carved just below it.  We could hear the murmurs of conversation drifting down from the upper deck.
 
   Did we just walk on?  We looked at each other and I shrugged and reached over to the sign and rapped loudly on it three times and called out in a cracking voice, “Ahoy?”  Could I be more of a muppet?
 
   A gorgeous woman with middle eastern features popped her smiling head over the upper rail, looking down at us, and asked in an amused voice, “Ahoy?”
 
   Fran's head popped over the edge too and she rolled her eyes and shoved the other woman away.  She half smirked down at us. “Ahoy.  Come on aboard ladies, I'll meet you down there.”
 
   We made our way onto the boat, there was glass everywhere, I was convinced the views from inside were spectacular wherever you looked, that was most likely the point.  We saw Fran come down some stairs inside and hustle over to open one of the huge windows, she nudged it and it slid easily off to the side.
 
   She again said, “Ahoy.”
 
   I blushed and defended, “I didn't know what I was supposed to say.  You're a mean, mean woman.”
 
   She chuckled and said, “At least you didn't say 'permission to come aboard' like most people their first time here.”
 
   Her eyes flicked between me and Mind, who was still plastered to my arm, spreading warmth through my entire being.  Before I could make the introductions, Fran had her hand out as she looked at my best mate.  “You must be Mindy.  I'm glad you could make it.  Nett gushes about you all the time.  You're just as cute as she described.  Fran, Fran Brighton, but you can just call me Small Fry.”
 
   Bloody hell!  I was ready to die just then, I could feel the intense blush burning across my cheeks and down my neck.
 
   Mindy looked like the cat who swallowed the canary and just added to my embarrassment by grinning at me as she shook Fran's hand.  “The pleasure is mine.”
 
   I rolled with the punches and squeaked as I pointed at Francine, “One morning you're going to wake up to find I had tracked you down and shaved your head in your sleep.”
 
   The two women had a good laugh at my expense.  What?  Wasn't I threatening enough?  I looked down when a weight slammed into my leg.  A golden retriever with a lolling tongue and wagging tail.  I squatted and rubbed his ears.  I'm sure my smile threatened to split my face.  “Who's this handsome boy?”
 
   I looked up at Fran, who grinned at the dog.  “That's Percy, Abi's service dog.”
 
   I heard a gurgled squeak from Mind as she just stared at Percy and asked, “Abi, as in Abigail Addison?”
 
   My eyes snapped wide, I was so slow at times.  This was Abigail Addison's dog?  The one woman band?  This was Sir Percival!  I heard that he saved Abi's life once.
 
   As soon as I stood back up, Mindy grabbed my hand and squeezed it in excitement.  I recovered first as Fran nodded.  “Good lord, Mind is going to be fangirling out in there.”  I was shut up when her fingers somehow found their way between mine, lacing together.
 
   Fran looked down at our hands then got an evil grin on her face and said, “Come on in, let's grab some refreshments and join everyone topside.”  She leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Breathe.”
 
   Oh yeah, sure, umm... how does that work again?  I exhaled experimentally as Fran stepped inside.  Ok, that was half of it.  I inhaled shakily, my entire attention on our hands.  But I snapped out of it as we passed through the glass door and I reached out with my other hand to knock on it three times.
 
   Percy shot past us and up the stairs, I noted he had a limp, was he hurt?  The door slid shut on its own now that Fran wasn't holding it, must be counterweighted.  We stepped into the kitchen area, which was as big as our entire apartment.  Fran grabbed some grapes from the counter and opened the fridge.
 
   “Pick your poison.  Sodas, juices, and water on the lower shelves, beer on the upper shelf.  You are both twenty-one right?”
 
   We nodded and Mindy said, “Drinking age is eighteen.”
 
   She chuckled. “I really love your voice Mindy, it has character.”  Then she said off handedly, “Blame me on the drinks thing.  In the United States, drinking age is twenty-one.  June insisted on it here to keep me from drinking, and Tabby thought it was a good rule for everyone on her boat.  The joke is on them, though, now that I'm twenty-one, my poison is...”  She grabbed a cola and held it up triumphantly.
 
   I grinned at her antics and grabbed a cola myself.  Mind grabbed a bottle of apple juice.  Fran cocked an eyebrow at us in question and I explained, “We are more... people watchers, than participants in the tipsy games.  Plus, she has to drive us home later.”
 
   She nodded approval and said, “Let's get you introduced around.”  She checked her mobile. “We only have ten minutes.”
 
   I asked, “Ten minutes till what?”
 
   She shrugged and said cryptically, “Thursday Night of course.”
 
   Mind rasped out, “Mysterious much, Small Fry?”
 
   I counted my steps to the steep stairs and noted there were matching stairs outside on the deck.  You could get to the upper deck either way.
 
   We emerged into a surrealistic world.  A world dominated by a veritable Who's Who in the London music scene.  We just stood there staring as we saw J8 speaking with Tabby Cat and another woman.  Abigail Addison was there with a heavily tattooed girl I recognized from the Broken Note. They were speaking with members of the Purple Horseshoes.  Percy was getting pets and pats as he made the rounds with his tail wagging.  I recognized the giant of a man that was Bear, speaking with someone who looked suspiciously like Rayleigh.
 
   I was speechless and obviously lost all motor control as the woman I had a terminal crush on dragged me around by our clasped hands as we were introduced or reintroduced to well over a dozen people.  I think Mindy was on squee overload as she barely said a word as she shook people's hands while her eyes bugged out.  Though she did get a wicked gleam in her eye and smirk on her face when June called me Squirrel.  I was doomed later, wasn't I?
 
   I thought we were done when I was suddenly engulfed by what seemed like about a dozen hands from behind as I glurked.  I grinned and said, “Hi Zil.”
 
   She released me from the squid hug and bubbled out as she moved in front of us with a look of curiosity when she looked at Mind.  Oooo this was going to be fun.  I made the introductions, “Zil, this is my best mate, Mindy.  Mind this is the general manager of London Harmony, Zilrita Marx.”
 
   Mindy offered a hand and Fran and I chuckled at the surprised gleep she made as Zilrita squid hugged her.  I said as she got a silly side to side, “Oh, and I should mention, Zil is like, a hug-slut.”
 
   She released my best mate, who was blushing, and she shook a finger at me, squinting one eye playfully.  Fran chuckled at the display, and Zil turned to her and asked with a wicked look, “What are you laughing at Small Fry?  Grawl, I need more hugz.”  And Fran got her very own Zilrita special.  It still struck me as wrong, seeing such a happy and playful goth.
 
   We stepped over to Natasha.  She categorized all three of us, seemingly examining us before she turned her smile to meet Fran's and they took each others hands.  She kept looking at Mindy's clothes and hair, her brow furrowed slightly.  Fran said, “Tasha, this is Mindy, Nett's... umm... She's Nett's...”
 
   If I didn't know any better, I'd say that Tasha looked relieved that she had not met Mind before. I thought back over all my interactions with her, she never met my gaze until she had virtually examined me whenever she came to steal Fran for lunch.
 
   I almost face palmed when I realized... She was face-blind, wasn't she?  I have heard of that affliction before, I had just never met someone affected by it.  It must make things hard, staring someone right in the eyes and not knowing if you should know them because there was no recognition.  You'd have to use other markers, like hairstyle or... bloody hell, that's why Small Fry rarely changed the way she dressed.
 
   Natasha put a hand out and they shook.  I saw her eyes gain laser focus at the sight of the upside down heart shaped birthmark on Mindy's neck.  I knew she'd use that as her visual cue.
 
   She grinned. “So you're Annette's... are you?”  She shot a teasing look at Fran, whose nose crinkled as I blushed.
 
   Mindy seemed nonplussed by the women teasing me and each other and said as she hugged my arm and asked me, “Ever since our stint in lockup?”
 
   Both women paused at that.  Fran cocked an eyebrow, prompting for clarification. I blushed even harder. “What the evil woman means is since we shared playpen together.”
 
   Mindy shrugged and rasped out, “Well it had bars didn't it?”
 
   The others chuckled as I lowered my eyes from Mindy's, lest I get caught in the sparkling hazel pools.  Tasha cocked her head and looked at Mind with a smile.  “You've got such an interesting voice.”
 
   Before she could respond the lights started dimming, and everyone started taking seats around the upper deck.  That's when I noticed that all the outdoor chairs and wicker sofas were pointed in one direction, toward the marina office, where a large white sheet was unfurling between large trees.  Fran whispered, “Have a seat ladies, and prepare for the Thursday Night tradition.”
 
   I was confused, but Mindy pulled me down onto a little wicker love seat.  The air was a bit nippy and she shivered.  I saw the various blankets and throws at each seating area and pulled a heavy wool blanket over us.  I secretly basked in the warmth of her leg against mine.
 
   I noticed there were about a dozen people on shore in lawn chairs all facing the sheet.  I looked around and saw people on the decks of the other boats all looking on in anticipation.  What was going on?
 
   Then I heard the clicking of an old film projector like they used in primary school, and the classic musical, Brigadoon, popped up on the screen.  All the murmuring around us ceased as we all became enthralled with the cinematic art.  I looked around and had to smile.  This group of people on the Water Witch were just all gathered around like family as if it were one big living room and we were all watching the telly together.  It felt almost, intimate.
 
   I stopped thinking about it a minute later, well, I stopped thinking entirely, because Mindy turned around, pulled her legs up onto the love seat, and just laid her head on my chest and snuggled in to watch.  Oh dear lord.  Did she have no clue what she was doing to me?
 
   I lifted an arm and hesitated, my hand hovering over her.  Then I swallowed and laid it on her shoulder.  She seemed to snuggle in more contently as I just stared blankly at the screen.  My body felt as if it were on fire.  I closed my eyes a moment, thinking again about how this is how it should always be.
 
   By the time the film was over, she was sound asleep on me.  The lights on the deck came back up as people started milling about again or standing and stretching.  Everyone looked happy, and I just sat there, afraid to move, afraid to breathe, afraid to wake the angel who was currently drooling on my shoulder with a lock of her sandy brown hair in her mouth.  She always looked so cute with bedhead.
 
   In my head, this almost felt like a date to me.  I wondered how fast Mindy would have me move out if I ever voiced something like that.  My spirits started dipping as I looked down at her.  Her eyes fluttered open when Zil came walking over and said, “Dawwwww!”
 
   She looked around quickly, getting her bearings and pushed away from me to sit up and pulled her hair back out of her face.  She had a subtle blush going that just brought out her light freckles.  She looked around bashfully and grinned.  “I'm up.  I wasn't sleeping.”
 
   Everyone chuckled and I had to grin at her.  “No, not at all.”  Then I added as she nodded imperiously, “You snore a little.”
 
   She squeaked and slapped my shoulder.  My smile was back full force.
 
   We hung around for a few more minutes as everyone sort of filtered out, one couple at a time.  When June and Vanessa took their leave, June said to Mind, “It was truly a pleasure to meet Squirrel's Mindy, we were all starting to think you were her imaginary friend.”
 
   Vanessa lightly slapped her shoulder.  “Play nice, love.”
 
   June winked at us and let Vannie drag her down the stairs.
 
   Mindy gave me a toothy grin. “Oh, I'm yours am I?”
 
   I swallowed and went with playful.  “Damn straight.  Now drive me home woman, before I turn into a pumpkin.”  I draped the back of my hand over my brow in an overly dramatic fashion.
 
   She stared at me for a second, with a look I couldn't decipher before the side of her mouth quirked up in a restrained smile.  “Watch it... Squirrel, I have the keys.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and tried to will away the embarrassed blush.
 
   Natasha said behind her hand to Francine, “If we ever get that syrupy cute as a couple, shoot me?”  Fran nodded staunchly, restraining her own grin.
 
   I sputtered, “We're not a couple.  She's my best mate.”
 
   Fran rolled her eyes.  “Well come on ladies, we'll walk you out.”
 
   Mind made a show of clasping my hand, lacing our fingers to their giggling delight while I just blushed myself into the nether realms.  What had gotten into Mind?  She was being ultra playful and it was killing me.  They led us over to Tabby and her wife who they earlier introduced as Teri McClellan, from the McClellan Music Conservatoire.
 
   Fran gave them hugs and said, “Thanks for having us again Tabs.  See you next week.”
 
   She nodded and smiled, her copper eyes sparkling as she hugged the lady's arm.  “Our pleasure as always Small Fry.”  Then she looked at Mind and me. “June really likes you to have invited you to Thursday Night, the doors are always open to you on Thursdays.  Our little family grows.”
 
   Mindy spoke for us, “Thank you for having us.  This was the most surreal experience of my life.”  They nodded and I gave a tiny wave and then was being pulled by the hand as Mindy followed Fran and Tasha down the outside stairs.
 
   Once we got back to our cars, we bid the women goodbye and got into the old Anglia.  Mindy paused and looked at me.  Dipping her head when I lowered my eyes, to keep eye contact.  “Nett, this felt more like a date than just hanging out... was this a date?”
 
   I couldn't read her face at all.  Bloody hell, was she upset?  It felt like a date to me too, but I couldn't voice that.  I panicked and blurted, “No, of course not.”
 
   In an instant, I saw so many things flash across her face in micro-expressions.  She finally sighed and then put on a smile for me and said, “You'd let me know if it were?”
 
   I nodded, blushed, and played it off.  “You are so full of yourself lady.”
 
   She paused one last time then smiled at me, her eyes sparkling, and started the car and drove us home.  I shared with her that Fran was only missing the first three tracks and that we had figured out all her phantom melodies made another song.  I gave her an accusing crossway look at that.  Why hadn't she told me?  I also shared that we know that the Phantom Melody is coming to an end.
 
   She avoided talking about it, and the moment we were inside, she retrieved Vee Jacob's book and pulled me to the couch.  “Read to me?  I'm feeling a little melancholy.” 
 
   And I read to her as she turned to lay across me to listen until we both drifted off to sleep.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 – Every Little Thing
 
   I woke up on the couch, with Annette curled around me, holding me tightly to her with an arm around my waist.  Last night had been torture for me.  For a bit, I thought maybe she might be feeling the same as me.  I thought she had used the gathering last night as an excuse to take me on an actual date. It all felt so intimate so I took a chance by holding her hand and cuddling in during the movie.
 
   I can't tell you the kind of torture that was.  To be sharing her warmth, enveloped in her heady scent, my body tingling.  Wondering if she felt the same way.  She has always been there for me and accommodated my messy life by bringing order to it.  Some people call her obsessive compulsive, I call her Nett.  Her quirks make her the most interesting person I have ever met and my pulse races around her.
 
   I'm not entirely sure exactly when it happened.  We had always been the closest of mates, but one day I realized that I wanted more.  I had gone and cocked up.  I had fallen for my best mate without even realizing it.
 
   I was the happiest girl in the world when she moved into this place with me.  If I couldn't be with her, at least we were together.  I actually couldn't picture a life where Annette wasn't in it.  I think we balance each other.  Her quirks never stop her from trying her hardest at everything she does.
 
   She is my hero, my voice.  And what a voice it is.  All my music is for her.
 
   I just sat there, in her arms, basking in the feeling.  Then I sighed as I saw the clock in the kitchen, her alarm on her mobile would be chiming in a minute.  She was like a machine, a metronome, she had a set routine that she did every morning.  Whether she had a temp job that day or not.
 
   It was that agency that brought the randomness into her life that I think she needs to keep her from dropping into a monotonous routine. So was it wrong of me to hope she never got a permanent position anywhere, which would suck the life out of her? 
 
   I pull her out of her comfort zone as much as I can, like asking her to sing for me at random locations.  Though there are some things about her clockwork routines that I find so very endearing.
 
   Something has been different lately.  Ever since June; I still can't believe J8 is employing my girl; scammed her into working for her.  The job is so random since they can't spend the whole time searching for... well, searching for Annette.  Which I can only see ending badly.
 
   She seems happier since she started there.  Doing different things every day, meeting more and more people who accept her quirks as normal.  It is a whole community of misfits, that when they come together, wonderful things happen.
 
   That newfound happiness has spilled over onto me.  She seems more playful and sure of herself and I find that just makes my heart ache for her that much more.  A good portion of the people working at London Harmony are gay, and Nett doesn't even blink an eye at that.  So I hope she won't judge me.
 
   She is so accepting of everyone, maybe because of how she has been treated her whole life and she knows what it feels like to be ostracized just for being yourself.  So I wonder if that would translate to me if I ever let her know my true feelings or the fact that I am gay.  There are split seconds in time that I feel she knows, but they are fleeting.
 
   I grinned back at her then started poking her sides, and tickling gently.  “Hey, Nett.  Wake up sleepyhead.  Time to start the day.”
 
   She was squirming and giggling and begging me to stop as she escaped from under me.  Then she sat on the arm of the couch and yawned.
 
   “Why'd you do that, evil woman?  I was having a wonderful dream.”
 
   She had a content look on her face when she said that.  She yawned again and rubbed her eyes. “You could have at least waited until the alarm...”
 
   I pointed up as I smiled when her alarm started chiming.  She grinned and looked at me with bleary eyes and perfectly messed up bedhead hair.  She gave me some silly duck lips, then shuffled off toward the loo to get ready for the day, chuckling to herself.  See?  Playful.
 
   I headed to our room to start gathering my things for the day for when it was my turn.  Whoever had to be to work first got the shower first each morning.  Since she started at London Harmony, she had to catch an early coach to get there on time.  I only had a short walk to the end of the block to the little mercantile I worked at, Matt's.
 
   I pulled an outfit down from the closet and smiled.  I'm pretty much a slob, so it is a blessing to room with someone like Nett, who is an organizational savant.  Even as kids, she would clean up my messes and organize my room as we played.  My stuffed animals were always arranged first by genus, then by size.
 
   Now, my outfits are always magically washed, pressed, and hung up on hangers in complete sets like this.  She always shoos me away when I try to help.  It always gives me more time to work on more music for her.
 
   I laid the outfit on the bed then went into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee.  I wish she'd take the time to have breakfast sometimes, but her routine is set.  Once the pot was brewed, I poured some into a disposable cup and secured the lid.  Then I grinned to myself and walked to the door of our flat and opened it.
 
   Moments later, Annette came striding out of our room, I smiled as I saw her lips moving slightly as she counted her steps.  She smiled at me, her eyes twinkling as she stepped out then spun around to come back in as I held up her coffee.
 
   She grinned as she took it. “Brilliant.  See you tonight, love ya lady.”
 
   I called after her.  “That street goes both ways.”  I watched a moment as she headed down the hall.  I closed the door and leaned against it and exhaled as I murmured to the ceiling, “Love you too Nett.”
 
   I exhaled and chuckled at myself for my 'schoolgirl with a crush' behavior and got ready for the day.  After a shower and a quick breakfast, I headed off to work with one of the little brown lunch bags from the fridge marked meticulously “Friday; apple on the counter.”
 
   I had to grin as I took an apple out of the fruit bowl beside the fridge and slipped it into my lunch.  She took such good care of me.  I always felt like I mattered around her.  Every little thing she did showed me that.
 
   As I walked to work, I thought about what she had shared last night, that London Harmony figured out that all the Phantom Melodies were another song.  Once they had all the pieces, then my secret would be out, and I was petrified.  There was only one last song to write, and once they had that and the first three tracks, they would find the other message I had buried yet another layer deep.
 
   I couldn't do this forever, live with Annette and not confess the truth to her so it was sort of a relief too.  But if she didn't feel the same way, I was terrified she would leave me.  Maybe it was time to lay all my cards on the table.
 
   I pulled out my mobile and quickly texted her. “Have a wonderful day!”  I put a smiley after it.  I knew she loved little unexpected things like that.  I smiled at the little heart she sent back.  I realized I was absently fingering the piano by my sides as I walked.  Possibly the final Minuette track ever.  I exhaled and nodded once in determination.  I had made my decision.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9 – Inching Closer
 
   I looked down at my mobile when it buzzed just before I got to work.  I grinned, it was from Mindy. “Have a wonderful day!”  I found myself blushing.  I really loved it when she did random things like that.  It let me know that she was thinking of me.  It made me feel... special.
 
   Before I could stop my fingers, I shot a little heart back to her.  Bloody hell.  I need to get my head out of the clouds and think before I act.  She probably wouldn't think anything of it.
 
   I saw a couple workers head through the black door into London Harmony as I got off the coach.  When I reached the door, I heard someone turning the knob and I quickly knocked three times before Jen could pull it open.  She was grinning like a loon as she said, “Drat, not fast enough.”
 
   I just gave a smug grin right back as I stepped in, my head held imperiously.  She had the last laugh though as she followed me as I moved quickly through the lobby and froze at her desk.  Shite.  I hurried back past her to get my steps right.  She burst out into giggles.  “Serves you right lady.”
 
   I took the high road, one of us had to be an adult about it, so I stuck my tongue out at her as I passed by with the correct count this time.  She giggled some more.  I smiled to myself, there was no way anyone could get upset with that woman.  I snuck a peek down at her as I headed up the stairs.  What?  Only human, remember?
 
   No sooner had I cleaned the green room, then I poured two coffees and headed up to what Fran was now calling 'the Nest', coffee in hand.  Then the evil woman dropped a big stack of books on the desk in front of me.  She had a wicked gleam in her eyes as she pointed at three other stacks.  “These are the senior yearbooks we were able to get from five years back.  One hundred and twelve, that's not even half of them so this may be a futile effort.  Just skim through them and see if you recognize the woman who paid you to seed the music.”
 
   I blinked. “One hundred and twelve?”
 
   She chuckled and pointed to seven huge boxes stacked along one of the workbenches.  “Just in that year, we have four other years to go through too.”  She gave a toothy grin with wide eyes.
 
   I really felt guilty.  I felt bad before, but now this was going to be the biggest waste of money for them as I faked it.
 
   I had gone through fifteen books by the time she said she had to head off to class.  She was sifting through the ones I had already been through with her feet up on the desk as she read out loud what people had written to whoever had owned the books.
 
   As soon as she disappeared down the stairs, I just slid the rest of that year over to her side of the desk.  I needed to organize or something so I didn't feel guilty.  I entered all the new intros for Fran into the SmartCanvas database which we had started calling the Matrix, getting her all caught up.
 
   I finished indexing the company's potential talent database and organizing it for ease of entry and lookup for the scouts and created some automatic triggers to alert June about any artists the scouts found to be high-value targets.  I included automatic linking to audio files associated with each talent.
 
   After lunch, I was arguing with Zilrita in one of the two executive offices adjacent to the conference room.  She shared this one with Vannie.  June had the other one.  She whined, “But I like my mess.”
 
   I was shaking my head. “I almost explode every time I'm in here, I'll just clean up a little.  It looks like the Russian Mafia ransacked the place.  Just look at Vanessa's desk, clean and organized.”  Zil did more work than any three people in the company and I didn't understand how she could do it all in a place that looked like a bomb went off.  She was so extremely organized, almost OCD so, outside of her office, so I didn't understand.
 
   She squeaked, “Well Van is anal and does ninety-five percent of her work in the field.  That's what talent scouts do.”
 
   I wouldn't back down, I just grinned and said, “Fine.  Let's try something else then.  One hug for me organizing your inbox.”
 
   She cocked an eyebrow. “Grawl?”
 
   That got her attention.  So bribes would be the only way to stop me from breaking in at night just to clean the place, knowing the mess was here was driving me slowly insane.
 
   She murmured with a smile, with a pause between each word, “Things just got interesting.”  She held up two fingers.
 
   I sighed and rolled my eyes, “Fine, two hugs.”
 
   She gave a toothy smile of victory as I looked around, dear lord, if she got two just for the inbox, I was going to be her huggy squeak toy for life to get the rest organized.
 
   She raised her hand to her ear, indicating that someone was taking in her earbud she had tied into the entire intercom system somehow, and said, “Yup, I have her down here, I'll send her right up Small Fry.”  She looked around at her office then sighed in relief as she turned to me with a pleased look.  “Saved by the bell.  Your zookeeper is back and ready to work.”
 
   I chuckled.  “This isn't over lady.”  I waved my hands around the mess. “This is going to get organized... soon.”
 
   She chuckled as I turned toward the door.  Wait!  Never turn your back to her Annette!  I turned back to her, she had already closed the distance and her arms were open.  I held a finger up. “Aht!  Not until I do the work.”
 
   She batted at my finger like a cat would as she said, “Booooo.”
 
   I backed out with all the humor I could muster still shaking my finger at her as I counted my steps out.
 
   She was about to say something when I saw her tilt her head and her extremely professional mask came up and she touched her ear.  “This is Zilrita, how may I help you?”  She glanced up at me and gave a little wave as she headed toward her desk again.  “That is unacceptable.  Our contract says twenty thousand units by the first, we expect you to honor that or we find another distributor.”  Her fingers were flying over her iPad as she pulled up the contracts she had obviously memorized.
 
   I walked off shaking my head.  For such a fun loving, happy woman, she was a cutthroat professional with a head for business like I have never seen before, when she was in her element.  It was easy to see why London Harmony was so successful with her and June at the helm.  I absently wondered which of her two personalities was the act.  I had a strong suspicion it was the business professional.
 
   I headed up the stairs then walked to the desk, moderating my steps.  Bam, the count was spot on.  Fran was thumbing through a yearbook with her feet up again.  She hung her head backwards to see me arrive.  Then she asked, “I'm just curious.  I'm just trying to understand the obsessiveness, not poking fun or anything.  But once you've counted the paces once, why do it every time?  Do you expect the count to change?”
 
   I blushed and grabbed another box of yearbooks and sat in my seat to look through them for no reason.  I shrugged. “No, yes, maybe.  I don't know.  It is just sort of... reassuring?  Knowing everything is exactly as it should be.  I try not to be that way, but it sort of eats at you if you don't verify.  I know, I sound like I'm off my trolley.  And I know the distance will never change... but...”  I whispered the last part, “...what if it does?”
 
   She stared at me a moment, then swallowed.  Oh great Nett, freak her out.  Then she shrugged and went back to the book as she said, “No, you don't sound off your trolley.  Everyone has their own coping mechanisms. I'm glad you shared one of yours with me.”  Then she shot a toothy grin at me. “Mine is words.”
 
   I tried to suppress a smile as I opened the first yearbook.  “Really now, thesaurus girl?  One would never have guessed.”
 
   She chuckled and said, “I really am glad you are loosening up so much around us here now.  It's like watching a flower bloom.  A really shy flower, but a flower nonetheless. You are fun and snarky.  I can see what Mindy sees in you.”
 
   I blushed and said in a murmur, “She's just my best mate.”
 
   Fran took a long look at me with an arched eyebrow then went back to her perusing.  She paused and looked over at me.  “So, I hear yearbooks are relatively new in the UK?  I tried to get yearbooks even farther back but these were the only years we could dig up.”
 
   I shrugged. “I don't know, we had them in secondary when I went, I assumed that they had always been there.”
 
   She shook her head. “Apparently they are a fairly new tradition here.  And they are a lot different than the States, where we just had rows of individual student pictures with names, for each class, then a few pages of class and candid photos with short descriptives from the yearbook committee.”
 
   She held up the one she was going through.  “Here it is all student contributions.  It is sort of neat that each person has at least a half page dedicated to them.  Though in some cases the content is a little stark or blunt.”
 
   She pulled one from lower in the stack on her side.  “You went through all these so you saw my embarrassment.”
 
   I swallowed, I hadn't gone through most of them.
 
   She flipped to a page that made me grin.  It was Fran.  I didn't know she had gone to secondary here in London.  She looked so cute in trendy clothes instead of her leathers.  I had to smile.  She had an entire page dedicated to her.  I scanned it quickly, most of the stuff they printed about her was flattering.  It seems she was quite popular.  About the only disparaging thing it said about her was that she was alright for a Yank.
 
   She hmmed.  “This was Colleen Lane's book.  I wonder why she doesn't have it anymore.”  Then she paused and said a little quieter, “Or maybe I don't.”  I could think of all sorts of depressing reasons the girl didn't have her yearbook anymore so I understood.
 
   She flipped to the back cover and grinned. And pointed at one of the miscellaneous signatures and notes that were written in the book when people traded their books to sign.  I leaned in and in familiar loopy handwriting I read “Colleen, thanks for putting up with an American girl and showing her the hot spots in town.  I know you will go far in all your collegiate or vocational endeavors.  Francine Brighton.”
 
   I grinned.  It was the generic type of thing that everyone said to each other, so I knew they weren't close or anything, but were friends.  That's about all I got in mine besides the whole back cover which had a huge note from Mindy that I will always cherish.  “So your extended vocabulary isn't a recent development?”
 
   She snorted and tossed a paperclip at me.  I smiled then after a couple seconds had to grab the paperclip off the floor and put it back in her little cup.  The bird looked smug with herself as she went back to skimming the books and reading any fun entries.
 
   I was absently skimming my fourth one not really even focusing on it when Fran made a strangled gleeping sound.  I looked up and she was grinning maniacally at me.  She held the yearbook up so I could see the cover and my face went pale.  Bloody hell!
 
   She said, “You were so adorable.  Let's see what they had to say.”
 
   I tried to pull the book from her.  “No need.”
 
   She wouldn't let me as she started reading the entry on the book next to the picture of me with my hair looking like a deranged poodle.  I had got my one and only perm for the picture in the yearbook, and it went terribly, horribly wrong.  “Pavlov is the most likely to...”  She squinted and didn't finish, she found it as distasteful as I did.  “There's that 'stark and blunt' I was speaking of.  They teased you for your quirks?”  I nodded and she asked, “Do I want to know what the Pavlov thing is?”
 
   I shook my head again and shrugged as I said, “Just school kids having their fun.  I was a little obsessive compulsive then too.  They were too dense to know the difference between the man and his dogs.”  I smirked. “Mindy always said that the wankers didn't realize they were calling me brilliant, not conditioned.  Her little inside joke was that I was her Pavlov.”
 
   She just looked at me for a long few seconds in silence before she went back to the book to look at what people wrote in it.  “This book belonged to a... David Strauss.”
 
   I looked up from my book again with a sigh.  “He died just after graduation.  Some complications with a minor surgery.”  She paused and looked at the book again and closed the cover and set it in her finished stack.  Way to go Nett, the silence was uncomfortable now.
 
   I absently wondered how many of these yearbooks found their way back into circulation due to similar circumstances.  Fran seemed to lose her curiosity after that and silently went back to working on the SmartCanvas unit as I faked my way through books, feeling, even more, guilty than before.
 
   I finally had to say something so I said, “Sorry for putting a damper on things. And that I'm not helping any with this.”  I nudged my chin toward the books.  “I told you I was the wrong person for the job.”
 
   She smiled. “No it's alright, really.  I just have this weird thing about loss.  It's my damage, not yours.”  Then she brightened up.  “And you are helping.  With each thing we do, we are inching closer to finding out who Minuette is.  I must admit, I'll be sad when we do.  This is the best-kept secret since J8 and it is a blast to unravel the mystery.”
 
   Then she gave a silly grin, “Besides, you’re the best assistant I have ever had.”
 
   I started to smile then aborted into duck lips.  “Wait, I'm the only assistant you've ever had.”
 
   She just chuckled and went back to work.
 
   I mumbled, “Cheeky bird.” Which only fueled her grin.
 
   A minute later she said offhandedly, “Seriously though, everyone in the Pit thinks you are a godsend.  I think you're sort of ok too.”
 
   I just blushed and redoubled my efforts in faking my way through the yearbooks.  I sort of never wanted this to end either.  Though I knew it was but a matter of days now before it all came crashing down around me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 – Best Day Ever
 
   Mind was in an extra playful mood when I got home that night.  Before I could even speak to her, she was grinning and playing the finished track she had been working on for me and had me be her voice.  By the time dinner came out of the oven, we had been at it for just over a half hour and had gone through it four times.  I knew it by heart.
 
   As we ate the tuna noodle casserole, she asked, “How was work dear?”
 
   She was being silly so I played along, “It was fine sweetheart.  I think I closed the Adam's account.”
 
   She smiled and her eyes glittered as she took another bite and said, “That's great news.  I know how the partners have been stressing over that account.  We should take the kids out to celebrate this weekend.”
 
   I smiled but was at a loss, that was about all the nineteen fifties banter I could come up with.  She just chuckled and smiled in triumph as she stuffed another fork full of noodles into her mouth.  I said with an aborted laugh wavering my voice, “What put you in such a playful mood?”
 
   She shrugged. “I finished your song.”
 
   I tilted my head to regard her.  That statement felt double edged to me.  Before I could ask anything she said, “Why don't we record it in the morning and you can seed it at the O2 tomorrow night.  Lessa Franklin from the States is headlining there this weekend.”
 
   I nodded.  She seemed excited about it so I would do anything to make sure it was done.  I loved her smile and this playful attitude lately, even if that movie night about killed me.  I squeaked out an, “Ok.”
 
   I shooed her out of the kitchen and did the dishes as she watched the telly.  When I joined her I had all kinds of questions for her but she just pulled me onto the couch, turned off the telly and dropped Vee Jacobs' book in my lap as she draped her legs over me.  “Read to me.”  She closed her eyes.
 
   I was distracted by her warmth and just nodded and opened the book.  I smiled warmly at the peaceful look on her face as I started reading Unrealized.  Appropriate.  As I read I noticed I was absently stroking her legs with the thumb of my free hand.  I swallowed and kept it up as I read since she didn't say anything about it.  All I wanted to do was hold her in my arms.  Hmmm.  That would be the next poem to read, In Her Arms.
 
   I paused a moment.  Was she doing this to distract me from having a talk with her about the layers in the music?  She sighed as I finished the first poem, and I didn't care anymore if I could get that reaction from her.
 
   ***
 
   I woke in the morning on the couch again.  She had somehow turned herself around as she was cuddled into my shoulder and my arm was draped around her, almost in a protective manner.  No work today.  I just smiled and stretched to set the book I was using as a pillow on the side table and closed my eyes again to basked in our contact.
 
   All too soon Mindy stirred when the first rays of sun streamed between the curtains of the small window in the living room.  I often wondered why there was even a window there, it looked onto the face of another apartment block just thirty meters away, not like there was a view of anything.  I can't even remember the last time we had the curtains open.
 
   She yawned and looked up at me with those hazel gems of hers.  Then she disentangled from me as she sat up with a grin, mumbling, “This is starting to become a habit.”
 
   I blushed and she added, “Not that I mind a heat generating pillow.”
 
   She hopped up and started taking slow sideways steps away as she grinned at me.  When I finally realized what she was doing it was too late.  I jumped up but she was already running to the loo with a maniacal laugh.  I called after her as she shut the door,  “Bint.”  She cackled again.
 
   Once we were cleaned up and ready for the day, and I had the woman fed, she dragged me to the piano bench, then she powered up her laptop and pulled up her mixing application.  While she did that I got the microphone set up in its shock mount and attached to her computer, adjusting the pop filter in front of my face.
 
   She dared me with her smile as she said, “One take.”
 
   Damn her.  Starting last year she only gives us one take at recording, so it has to be perfect, otherwise any mistakes on our part become immortalized.  I think it was her way of helping me get over my insecurity about being her voice and to give my best every time we recorded a track.  Well it works, the sneaky woman knows I obsess over it and have to make sure I do my absolute best for her.
 
   I sighed and nodded and she gave a little wink, hit record, then turned to the piano and raised the fallboard.  I watched her channel the music as she closed her eyes.  I loved the sense of tranquility that seemed to wash over her as she began playing.  I smiled and thumped on the piano bench where she marked it in the music, and I started to sing for her.
 
   Even if I cannot be with her the way I dream about, there is no doubt in my mind that at least in her music we become one.  We knew each other so intimately in the swirling current of the melody, the waves of the notes that crashed upon the shores of our awareness.  She was my harmony and I was her voice.  There was something we shared in the music that could never be taken away, it was an honesty that brought tears to my eyes when I looked at her, entranced by the art she had created from the air itself.
 
   I sang both songs, feeling almost as if the Phantom Melody were something sorrowful, mournful... it was a goodbye and my heart ached and I did not understand it.  My thumping on the bench faded with my voice as the last note of her unmatched music vibrated on the air.  Then there was silence.  I whispered 'Minuette out' almost like a prayer.”  Mindy didn't look at me, she just lowered the fallboard and then stopped the recording.
 
   For a long five seconds, she stared at nothing, before she turned to me and asked, “How long before Fran has everything?”
 
   I shrugged, trying to read her.  “She is only missing the original tracks we shared online.  And this one of course.”
 
   She nodded with a pensive look on her face.  “So it is almost over.”  Then she took a deep breath, smiled, and looked up at me.  “Let's get to it then lady.”  She put on her headphones and went to work on the track we just recorded as I stowed the microphone.  The words, “it is almost over,” echoing in my head.
 
   It felt ominous and I wasn't sure I liked it.  I wish I weren't such a coward.  I really needed to have a honest talk with her.  She deserved to know that truth about my feelings.  It was going to drive a wedge between us if I didn't come clean.  But I was terrified that the truth would tear us apart or taint our friendship.
 
   I pushed that aside, for now, for this weekend, I was going to make it my duty to make her smile.
 
   She worked furiously on the laptop, and after a few minutes she relaxed and plugged in a thumb drive and copied the track.  I handed her a fresh drive as she gave me the finished one and I wrote a silver “M” on it and “listen” written on the back.  We were a well tuned machine and had twenty drives done in record time.
 
   I put the drives in my bag for later that night and then grinned at Mind.  “Let's go record shopping.  I want to treat you.”  We had some extra disposable income after I got my first check from the temp agency for my work at London Harmony.  Though I knew how much they were paying me, it was still a shock to see a check more than double my usual.
 
   We had tucked two-thirds of it away into our car fund.  My evil brown haired obsession informed me that when we had our own car, that I was required to get my license.  No excuses this time and failure was not an option.  I had reticently agreed.  I mean, how could anyone say no to her?  We had used some of the boon to stock our kitchen a little better.
 
   Her eyes twinkled at the mention of record shopping.  Her vinyl collection was second to none and quite eclectic.  Anything from classical to pop, metal, and even a few movie soundtracks sprinkled in.
 
   Since we moved out of our parents, we haven't had much disposable income at all.  Being an adult isn't all t is cracked up to be.  So we haven't really got her out on a serious record shopping binge in over two years.  She gave me a cheesy, toothy grin, as she nodded her head quickly for an inordinate length of time that had me giggling and slapping her shoulder to get her to stop.
 
   She said, “Let me just grab my bag.”  Then she paused. “We should probably get the Anglia if we're to do this properly.”
 
   I just nodded, loving the playful mood, it was contagious.
 
   Before long we were driving away from mum and dad's.  As she ground the gears a bit, getting the powder blue beast into second gear; dad has said for years he needed to get the transmission fixed; she got a thoughtful look on her face.
 
   She glanced at me and said cryptically, “An automatic.”
 
   I bobbled my head around looking at her like she had dropped the nut.
 
   She chuckled. “Our car.  It should be an automatic.  That would give you less to concentrate on as you take your driving test.  The manual transmission and clutch, added onto everything else your obsessive nature does to you during the test, is a distraction.  If we eliminate half of those distractions and get you to realize your parallel parking doesn't need to be perfect.”
 
   That started to panic me, the manual states that you should be perfectly parallel to the curb at no more than ten to twenty-five centimeters away.
 
   She added quickly, “Just for the test mind you.  You can always go back later after you pass, to park the way you wanted to.”  She was literally tongue in cheek at that moment and I had to give her an open mouth shocked smile as I slapped her shoulder, to her giggling delight.
 
   Then she added, “I'm serious though, an automatic.”
 
   I nodded agreement, no matter how funny she was being at the moment, it was actually pretty smart.  I was about to say so when my mobile rang.  I fished it out of my bag and looked at it and furrowed my brow.  “It's Fran.”  I shrugged and answered, “Hello? What?  I emailed you the latest Minuette track?”  I glared over at a far too innocent looking Mind, who was looking anywhere but me.  What was she trying to do to me?
 
   I listened and said, “Umm... Mindy and I were in the park and that lady caught up with us again.  She gave me drives to distribute tonight at the Lessa Franklin concert.  What?  Ok, sure.  See you Monday.  You too.”
 
   I rang off and turned to Mindy. “What the bloody hell woman?”
 
   She scrunched her head down to her shoulders and squinted her eyes. “Sorry.  I just figured it was in the end game and she was going to get it soon anyway.  She's too smart for her own good.  This will just speed things along.”
 
   True.  But still, I was at a loss to tell Francine where I got the track.  That lame mystery woman excuse a third time is pushing the envelope of believability too far.
 
   I gave her a sour lemon look that she batted away with a crinkle nosed smile which just melted away all my defenses.  Her eyes widened and her smile blossomed on her face as she brought the car to a stop after parallel parking on the first try.  Cheeky.  She said with a cute smile on her face, “First stop!  Let's go immerse ourselves in vinyl.”
 
   Hmmm... Mindy in vinyl?  Oh dear lord.  I'm sure my blush could be seen from space at that thought.  I squeaked out an, “Ok.”  And hopped out to follow her down the walk.
 
   I paused when I saw she parked crookedly in the space at the curb.  I glanced at her with her eyebrow cocked in a dare for me to say anything.  The woman did it on purpose to bug me!  I looked at the car then her a couple times before dashing off after her, counting my strides.  She surprised me by grabbing my hand.
 
   I glanced around and got a little excited when I realized where we were, Church Street, that meant... we stopped in front of Lucky 7, one of the hidden gems in London for any audiophile.  The dilapidated fire engine red paint job of the little shop made it stand out on the old brick building.
 
   Lucky 7 is a secondhand music, book, and comic shop that caters to the eclectic tastes of the city's music and comic lovers. Most people think you find the best records in those posh shops or big name chain stores, but that isn't true.  You find the best diamonds buried deep in the earth.  And this run-down looking shop has some of the best diamonds yet to be discovered in its depths.  Most everything was a pound or less.
 
   She pulled me through the door, her excitement evident on her smiling face.  Then to my disappointment, let go of my hand as we looked at the place.  To the untrained eye it looked like a disorganized mess, we knew better.  The stacks of boxes and plywood shelves and racks full of books, magazines, comics, and vinyl records in every nook and cranny greeted us.
 
   She dashed to the seven inch platters as I started perusing a random box of twelve-inch vinyl.  The front room here was the most organized of the shop as the owner sort of made it look like a pseudo retail space.  The boxes here were the ones he hauled up from the back rooms or the basement.  There was always something new down there so he had to move more up front to move stock more quickly.  Most records in this room were twenty to fifty pence for a quick sale.
 
   I started sorting the records in the box alphabetically as I thumbed through them.  I caught Mindy grinning at it when she looked away from her digging.  I blushed and shrugged as she rolled her eyes.  Hey, this is how I have fun.  I went back to organizing, though I knew the staff would just be grabbing them from the boxes and stuffing them anywhere there was space later.
 
   Mindy gleeped once in a while and put a record aside.  I really enjoyed watching her in her element here, it was like watching a chipmunk squirreling away the choicest nuts.  By the end of our visit here she would have a stack of twenty or so then we'd spend some time at the turntables they have randomly sprinkled in the rooms so she can decide which ones she would be liberating from their captivity at the store.  Usually four or five will make the cut.
 
   I paused, I really missed this.  It used to be a ritual every weekend before we moved out.  Since then, we've only done it a sparse handful of times.  I made a mental note that we needed to make it a weekend tradition again, even if we could only afford a platter or two for her.
 
   I glanced at one album and did a double-take.  Putting it aside with a grin.  Duck Duck Grey Duck's  Desire, from Portland imprint Mississippi records.  A buy on sight album on Mindy's list.  The band has a classic American southern rock and bluesy sort of feel.  As I said before, she has very eclectic tastes.  It isn't like it is rare or anything, but it is on her list.
 
   I finished with the first box and she had already finished with what she was doing.  How lame am I?  She put her hand down to me and I just stared at it and shyly took it and she hauled me off the ground and said, “Let’s hit the cellar.”  Then she was dragging me toward the back hall, past the grinning owner, toward the stairs to the basement where all the unsorted records and books were as well as a vintage clothes selection.  That is where all the fresh stock intake was.
 
   I gave the owner a 'help me' look as she dragged me past him and I heard the bloke chuckle.  When we were in my worst nightmare, unsorted and unorganized land of boxes of everything, she let go of my hand and tilted her head cutely and asked in her raspy voice, “Whatcha got there?”
 
   I grinned and held the album out to her with both hands.  She made an “ooo” face and took it from me with sparkling eyes and put it on her stack.  Her beaming smile was all I needed to know I did good.
 
   She gave me a look of 'keep yourself out of trouble' as she started sifting through boxes.  I had to chuckle at her.  She knew me too well.  I started segregating boxes into stacks.  Separating out videos, books, magazines, comics, and vinyl into separate areas.  She knew I secretly enjoyed this.  It was relaxing to me and gave me something to do as she dug through the boxes for gold.
 
   I smiled at each little, excited squeak she would make from time to time as her stack grew.  I was about done sorting and was about to dive into the boxes to start alphabetizing when she finished up.  She grabbed my hand again as she hugged a big stack of records to her bosom with her other hand.
 
   I mumbled a protest, I wasn't done yet.  She said to me as she dragged me upstairs as heat spread from our contact up my arm, “They're just going to get messed up again Nett.”
 
   It was going to grate on me in the back of my head for hours.
 
   She almost skipped up to one of the phonographs, let go of my hand, and put a platter on and lowered the needle.  I had to grin as she swayed hips playfully to a fifties do wop beat.  She chuckled. “Come on Netty, loosen up.”  She grabbed both my hands and swung me side to side in time with the beat.  It had been so very long since I had seen her so happy and so playful, and I couldn't stop from smiling hugely.  So I loosened up as ordered and was just silly with her.
 
   She nodded when the track was over and said as she put the record back into its sleeve, “Ok, that is a must have.  It takes a lot to get you to move like that.”
 
   And so it went.  Other customers sometimes joined in the silliness with us.  She seemed to make her selections by how big of a smile she could elicit from me as she made me dance with her in the shop in front of strangers.  A couple songs we knew and she prompted me to sing for her.  Only she could get me out of my shell like that.
 
   In the end, we walked out of the shop with her purchases almost an hour and a half after we entered.  She wound up with six seven-inch singles and the Duck Duck Grey Duck album I had found for her.  It set us back just over two pounds.  Even without my windfall funds, we could afford that, so I wondered why we didn't make it a tradition anyway.
 
   I mumbled, “We should do that every week again.”
 
   She smiled and caught my hand in hers again.  What was going on with that?  I mean, I'm not complaining in the least, but it was killing me.
 
   She nodded staunchly as she released me at the car.  “Done and done.  I haven't had that much fun in ages.”
 
   I nodded. “Me either.”
 
   She started the car and pulled into the lane to bring us to our next destination.  Her hand found mine as she drove.  She looked almost sheepishly at our hands and I gave hers a little squeeze.  This almost felt like a... date?  Bloody hell, wouldn't that be divine?
 
   After a repeat performance at another hidden gem for diggers, Eldica in Dalston, my stomach growled and she chuckled at it and looked at it as she drove.
 
   “Is Nett not feeding you?”
 
   My traitorous stomach growled almost as if in response and she giggled.  That made me smile uncontrollably.
 
   I asked, “Find a diner, fast food?  Or... Pizza?”
 
   She nodded once and turned down the next road to head us back toward the core.  “Gertrude's it is.”  She knew me so well.  You'd almost think I was a Yank the way I devoured pizza.
 
   Before too long, far too soon in my book since she held my hand whenever she wasn't shifting gears, we found ourselves in the cobblestoned back alley where Gertrude's was located, walking past the quaint shops lining the cobblestone alley as a drizzling rain started.
 
   We peered into the window of  Forgotten Threads, a secondhand clothing shop that always had intriguing vintage clothing on display.  I reached forward to brush a wet curl out of her face and froze.  She looked at my hand and tilted her head in question.  Bloody hell, there was nothing for it now.  I exhaled and brushed the curl back behind her ear.
 
   I loved how it started curling like that when it got wet.  She didn't pull away, she just seemed to get bashful and pulled me across the alley to our destination, lacing our fingers.  She was sending all kinds of confusing signals to me.  She had never acted like she has the past few days.  Was I reading far too much into things, projecting my own hopes?
 
   We stepped inside and took the only free table.  We usually sat outside but not in the rain, not even with the generous awning in the front of the place.  Gertrude took our drink orders as she slid two deep dish slices in front of us.  Oooo classic pepperoni.
 
   Mindy seemed a little distracted by something over my right shoulder.  I followed her gaze to a tall, pretty woman at another table with a short blonde with thick round glasses and a frazzled ponytail.  I looked back at my best mate.  “What?”
 
   She shook her head in dismissal.  “It's nothing.  That woman just there, looks just like that Eliza Montrose, from Walker's.  You know, the famous bassist.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow at her and she grinned and said, “I know, what are the odds a famous musician favors our pizza joint?”
 
   Exactly... but I looked back at the woman in question anyway.  She sort of did look just like Eliza Montrose didn't she?  After a second, I shook my head to look back at my favorite person instead.
 
   We spent the time discussing our latest and greatest plan.  Making this our weekly tradition again, or at least once a month as funds permitted.  I haven't laughed and had such a good time in such a very long time and it felt like a forgotten part of our friendship had awakened again and it was like welcoming an old friend back into our lives.
 
   How long had it been since we just sat and talked about things in our lives and started making plans that always had we or an us in them?  Good lord, I was fascinated by her lips.
 
   After lunch, we decided to abort our mission of hitting all seven of our traditional vinyl hunting grounds in favor of just pretending to be tourists in our own city.  I sometimes forget all the wonder that London holds.  There can't be a town in the world as diverse as our home.
 
   And everywhere we went, Mind was either holding my hand or hugging my arm, helping me count out my paces.  I thought I was infatuated with my old Mindy, this new touchy-feely Mind was heating me up and making my entire being hum.
 
   By the time we got back home and I was knocking three times on our door, as she unlocked it, I was marking the day down as the best day of my life.  I was buzzing with energy that just needed to be released.
 
   We had dinner and I cleaned the dishes and put them away, just right, as Mind sat on the couch watching the news on the telly.  I paused a minute and just looked at her back.  I silently renewed my vow to be in her life for as long as she would allow me, even if it were just as best mates.  I loved her in more ways than one.
 
   When I went into our empty room, knocking three times before entering, to get ready to go seed the music, Mindy shut off the telly and joined me.  I cocked an eyebrow.  She shrugged and held up the keys.  “We still have the bucket of bolts, I thought I'd join you tonight... see what you do when you give out our music.”
 
   This made me pause, she had never wanted to go with me, she was embarrassed I was sharing her music like this though she knew why I did it and agreed to some extent that it should be shared with the world.  Though she always instead the music was for me.
 
   Then I realized why she was coming.  This was the end of the song.  These years of her crafting each track to share that hidden song buried in all the Phantom Melodies.  I had the ominous feeling that this was the end of something else and I didn't know what.
 
   I just smiled and nodded nervously.
 
   She smiled back and shrugged, then echoed my thoughts, “This has just sort of been the best day ever, and I don't want it to end.”
 
   My smile became genuine, I felt the same way, but for different reasons I was sure.
 
   We got our coats on and brought a brolly, the sporadic rain still threatened and it wouldn't do to catch cold in the chill night air.  I stopped in the kitchen and grabbed the box of little sandwich bags.  Then we were off.  She walked so close to me to the car that I could feel the heat radiating off of her.
 
   As she drove, I sealed each of the thumb drive in a sandwich bag so the evil rain didn't damage them if it continued.  It wasn't a downpour, it was still that off and on drizzle that punctuated the end of springtime in London.  It is how Seattle is described to me by Fran.
 
   We had to park almost a kilometer away from the O2,  Lessa Franklin was a big draw.  She was starting to become almost as popular as her legendary mother, Penny Franklin, from Leather and Heels.  One thing I liked about Lessa was that, like June, she didn't try to ride on her mother's fame.  She found her own sound and has battled her way up the charts like every other artist.
 
   We walked into the unique venue that the O2 was.  To me, it looked like a big powdered doughnut. Or maybe more aptly, a big spiked jellyfish beached on the shore of the Thames.
 
   I held the brolly mostly over Mindy as we walked.  She sort of glommed onto my arm which made me smile on the inside.  I secretly loved all the attention and touches she was sharing with me that day.  I agreed with her... best day ever.
 
   Once we arrived in the giant car park, we went to work.  We were still a fair distance from the O2 but could feel the bass thumping, and hear the cheering from where we were.  Mind held the brolly for me as I dug out the baggies and started placing a drive under the wiper of every twenty cars.  Once I had put the last drive, I turned to her with a grin.
 
   She just blinked and I shrugged.  She smashed her lips off to one side and then said, “Huh, so that's all there is to it?  I thought it would be more... I don't know, cloak and dagger.  This was sort of anti-climactic.”  She shot me a super toothy grin.
 
   I rolled my eyes and bumped her hip as I took the brolly from her and tipped it more over her than me.  “Really?  What did you expect Mind?  It's not like I'm a secret agent woman or anything.  Just out sharing music with the masses.”
 
   She grinned again, “Well let's go home, Agent Corrick, it's chilly and soggy out.”
 
   I chuckled at that. “That makes you my Q.”
 
   She wrapped her hands around my arm again as we paced back to where we started, me counting my steps as she said cryptically, “I'll take what I can get.”
 
   I sighed inwardly as she laid her head on my shoulder as we took the long trek back to the Anglia.  I slowed my pace and shortened my stride as we approached it so that my count matched as we arrived.  I could feel her cheek on my arm bulging into a smile as I did so.  It was still not even nine, so we decided to trade the Anglia for our Oyster Cards and dropped the car off with my parents.
 
   We popped across the lawn to her parent's house for a minute just to say hello.  Mrs. Stevens grinned at me when I knocked three times on the side door into the kitchen as she held it open for us.  “What a pleasant surprise, what brings you girls by?”  Then before we could answer, in typical mum style, she asked, “Are you two getting enough to eat?  I have some pot-roast I could heat up.”
 
   Mmmm pot-roast.
 
   Mr. Stevens walked into the kitchen to see what the commotion was about as Mindy rolled her eyes, “Yes mum, we're just fine.  We had to drop the car off at the Corrick's so we thought we'd pop in to say hi.”
 
   We all followed Mr. Stevens as he nudged his head toward the living room, and we sat to chat a bit.  Mindy sat right next to me, our shoulders pressed together.  I whispered in her ear, “Pot-roast?”  She snorted and slapped my shoulder lightly.  What?  It would make brilliant sandwiches for tomorrow.  Mrs. Stevens must have caught it because she was beaming at us.
 
   It always amazed me as we grew up, it didn't matter where we were, my house or hers, it had the exact same feel like each house was just an extension of the other.  It was the feel of family.  I felt like I belonged here just as much as across the lawn.  Maybe because it is all Mind and I have known since we were tiny.
 
   We wound up talking and laughing late into the night.  When Mind yawned, Mrs. Stevens took that as her cue.  “Well girls, you two and Felix here have to work in the morning.  Let me get some of my pot-roast for you to take with you, and Felix can give you a ride home instead of you taking a coach this late at night.”
 
   I crinkled my nose at Mindy in defiance when Mrs. Stevens came out with a covered plate full of succulent beef and potatoes and green beans.  I said with a tease in my voice for my best mate, “Thank you so much Mrs. Stevens.”
 
   She waved me off with a smile.  “Tish tosh.”  Her eyes landed on our hands.  Mindy had somehow captured mine without me noticing, but now that I had noticed, heat from it was seeping into me.  What was that sly smile on Mrs. Stevens' face?
 
   I almost lost the plate when Mindy went into motion, pulling me to the door when we heard Mr. Stevens beep his horn.  She kissed her mother on the cheek.  “Bye mum.  Love you.”
 
   She beamed.  “Love you too.”
 
   I kissed her cheek as I was dragged past.  “Love you.”  Then I made some squeaking sounds as I was relentlessly drawn forward.
 
   She grinned and watched us head out into the drizzle to the car waiting at the curb.  “Love you too Netty.”
 
   It was just after midnight when we dragged ourselves into the apartment.  I barely had the energy to knock three times and shuffle to the kitchen to put my treasure into the fridge.  When I turned around, instead of heading to bed, Mind was sitting stiffly on the couch, holding Vee Jacobs' book out toward me.
 
   I smiled warmly at her and sat down.  I was exhausted, but I had no problems reading to my obsession until she fell asleep.  She curled into lay on me, her head on my chest as I started to read Screaming Silence.  One hand absently stroking her hair.
 
   I never wanted this day to end.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11 – Melody's End
 
   The next day I was so full of energy after waking to an angel cuddled into me as I woke on the couch, when my mobile's alarm started chiming.  I turned it off and just watched her for a moment, her 'almost snores' making me grin.  I carefully kissed the top of her head then exhaled and said, “Hey sleepyhead.  Time to get ready for work, lady.”
 
   She grudgingly opened her eyes and blinked away the sleep.  She yawned and stretched like a cat before pushing off of me to stand.  She gave me a cute little smile and said in that marvelously raspy voice that was ragged with sleep,  “You're more comfy than my bed.”
 
   I blushed profusely as she slowly backed away, keeping me trapped by her hazel gems.  Then she laughed as my eyes went wide and she ran toward the loo.  I chased her, but she got to it first.  I called out, “You are entirely too evil.  I don't even know why I keep you around.”
 
   She chuckled and called out, “You snooze you lose, slowpoke.”  Then she added, “And you keep me around because nobody can make you hot cocoa like I can.”
 
   I capitulated. “That is a true statement.”  I grinned and started laying stuff out for the day for both of us.
 
   When I left for work, she held the door open for me and she looked worried.  I tilted my head and she said, “No matter what happens in the next few days, always remember that you are and always will be my best mate, Nett.”
 
   That sounded ominous.  What was going to happen?  I knew the Phantom Melody was over, but she'd just start a new one right?  Maybe she was saying it because, like me, she knew that now that it was over, I was likely either going to be found out, or let go by London Harmony.  Either way, I would be out of a job with them.  But I'd always have the temp agency.  I wanted to ask, but I was going to be late if I didn't leave in the next twenty or thirty seconds.
 
   I paused and looked at how frightened she looked.  I took a deep breath, then leaned in and kissed her cheek.  “Of course.  Always and forever...”
 
   She smiled that I was invoking our old promise from primary school and she answered as her smile grew, “...forever and a day.”
 
   I had to dash off, but I felt a warm glow in me that I could take away whatever had frightened her and got her to smile like that.
 
   I was sneak attack squid hugged from behind as I got off the coach at the bus stop.  I grinned as she released me.  “Hi, Zil.”
 
   She looked smug with herself.  “That was perfect timing.  I was walking from the parking garage thinking, you know what I need?  A hug.  And you stepped off the bus.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her then squinted one eye.  “That counts as one of the hugs for the inbox.”
 
   Her eyes widened.  “That's just mean.”
 
   I grinned and bobbed my head at her.
 
   She just sighed. “Fine.  Walk me to work, woman.”  She looped her arm in mine and I took a really good look at the woman as we walked the short distance to the door.
 
   She always seems so put together and so sure of herself except around Jen.  She was rapidly approaching thirty, though the act she put on of the happy goth made her seem younger.  I could see the strain in her eyes and a haunted shadow that I recognized.  It was the same thing I saw in the mirror every day.  She was alone.  Even with all her friends around, she wanted someone who could make her feel whole.  I had this sudden urge to protect the woman because I suddenly saw her as... breakable.  I could empathize.
 
   She shot a questioning grin at me.  I shrugged and said, “You need to tell her.”  Yeah, like I was one to talk, I couldn't even admit my own feelings to Mindy.
 
   She rolled her eyes and said, “Sheesh, you and J-Dub.” She dug out her key card.  The door swung open as I was about to knock again, revealing a grinning Jen.  Zil paused and shyly pushed some random strands of hair behind her ear as she glanced up at Jen.  Then as she scurried past, she squeaked out, “Morning.”  
 
   I had to stop a chuckle as I reached past Jen, knocked three times and almost skipped after the retreating goth.  I called back over my shoulder,  “Morning Jen.”
 
   She chirped out a mirthful, “Morning dear weird ones.”
 
   I marched up the stairs with Zilrita, who just mumbled to me, “Shut up.”  I had to laugh at that while lightly slapping her arm as she grinned like a wally.  She said, “Seventeen, eighteen, nineteen.” Then we arrived at the second floor.
 
   Oh dear lord, was my count right or hers?  Was it nineteen or twenty today?  She was grinning like an evil pixie  I blurted, “Bloody hell... you evil woman.”  She skipped up the next flight as I ran down the stairs to count again.  There were twenty by the way, imaginary crisis averted.
 
   I muttered into the air since I knew she was monitoring the entire place on her earbud.  “I will get you for that woman.”  I heard her giggling as I passed through the third floor to the attic stairs.  I couldn't stop my smile.  I had never gotten so close to a group of people like this before and I really liked it.
 
   The knowledge that the jig was almost up sobered me a bit, I was really going to miss the feeling of family here.
 
   I popped up into the attic and paused.  There was a man in the middle of the space tearing apart the SmartCanvas unit.  Access doors and cowlings were removed and he was leaning into the guts of the thing, growling as he struggled with a tool.  A woman was standing with her back to me, holding miscellaneous tools, a tool belt, and some electronic circuit boards in a jumble in her hands.
 
   I sort of sidestepped as I joined Fran at our desk.  She wiggled her eyebrows at me as she took her headphones off.  I nudged my eyes at the newcomers.  “Ummm... there be people.”
 
   She chuckled and said, “Very astute.”
 
   I narrowed an eye playfully and she grinned and called out, “Hey Tinker, got a second.?”
 
   The man grunted and stood up and started walking to us, the woman following behind him.  He absently tossed a circuit-board over his shoulder and she caught it deftly even with her hands full.  The man was middle aged, his dirty blonde hair had a light dusting of silver.  Average height and build.  He had crows feet at the corners of his eyes, which were kind of scary sharp and laser focused.
 
   Fran said, “Anette Corrick, I'd like you to meet Tim Phearson,of Phearson Prosthetics and Robotics.  Tim, this is my erstwhile assistant, Nett.”
 
   He seemed to size me up in a glance as I stood in shock.  This guy was worth hundreds of millions, what was he doing here servicing a SmartCanvas unit?  He offered a hand as he said in a strong American accent with a tone which seemed stuck somewhere between tenor and baritone, “Please to meet you Nett.”
 
   I nodded dumbly as I shook.  He grinned as the other woman stepped beside him and Fran started introducing her.  I just got my first good look at her. “Nett, this is...”
 
   I squeaked in excitement. “Lessa Franklin!”  I sounded like a bloody fangirl. I should get used to meeting famous people here at London Harmony, but it is exciting every time.
 
   The woman was blushing and looking down, and her hair color and style were different, she must wear a wig on stage, but there was no mistaking that profile.  Ok, so maybe there was a little wiggle room for mistakes since Fran chuckled at me and said, “Ummm... no.”
 
   I blinked at each of the women and Fran clarified, “As I was saying, this is Brandye Franklin-Callahan, mastermind behind the original SmartCanvas, and twin sister of Lessa Franklin.”
 
   I was not expecting that, I didn't know Lessa had a twin, let alone one just as famous for other reasons.  Dear Lord Nett, calm down, you're still fangirling.  They expect you to say something or breathe, not just stand here vibrating with nerdy excitement.
 
   I darted my hand forward and said,”Pleased to meet you!”
 
   She grinned, bobbled her load in her arms and freed her hand a bit and shook as she said in an American accent as well,  “The pleasure is mine.”  She seemed as awkward and bashful as me.  She was nothing like her snarky, outgoing sister except for her face.
 
   Tim grunted and turned back to his work.  Brandye gave a little wave and turned back to help the man.  I leaned in toward Fran and whispered, “What are the two inventors of SmartCanvas doing here working on the unit?  Don't they have like... people and technicians for that?”
 
   Brandye had heard my whisper and called out, “Tim insists on doing all upgrades and modifications to the prototype units himself, he doesn't trust anyone else.” The man seemed unphased that she was talking about him as he just continued leaning into the unit.”
 
   I blushed at being caught talking about them and asked, “You too?”
 
   She chuckled. “Oh goodness no, I brought my wife and daughter to watch Less in concert.  A sort of mini vacation.  When Timster found out, he invited himself, saying we could install the new communications modules into the version 3.5 prototype while we were here.”  She grinned and made a taa-daa motion.  “So here we are.”
 
   I grinned and then went to work with Fran.  She started to slide her headphones on and paused. “I sent Bear the track you emailed and some anonymous person sent us three tracks, they seem to be the beginning of the melody.  Bear worked all day yesterday and until midnight, but he has the Phantom Melody all stripped out now and assembled.”
 
   She paused and unplugged her headphones and piped the music through the speakers in the space.  “It is pretty amazing.”  First she played the four new tracks.  Then she said, “It completed the hidden song, the one you supplied was the melody's end.”
 
   Then she played the Phantom Melody, which Bear had assembled so skillfully.  I closed my eyes and hummed along, being pulled along by the music.  It was the song that has haunted my dreams for so long.  I wanted so badly to sing along with myself.  This song was so sad and wanting.  It ached of a loneliness and longing to be whole.  I could now pick out the third layer as my hand absently tapped out the thumping and tapping accompanying the music.
 
   I swallowed hard at what I heard in the next layer.  Fran looked frustrated.  “And do you hear that syncopation.  There isn't much this time, but it seems that Minuette still has some surprises for us.  I can't imagine the genius mind that could so skilfully embed song within song within song like this.  It is like a breadcrumb trail to some sort of buried treasure.  It has to be something amazing at the end of it.”
 
   Then she sighed and said, “I have Bear on it again.  He says it won't take long, there isn't more than a few lines this time.  The first words are 'Do you remember tomorrow?'”
 
   I said in a hoarse voice, “Play it again.”  Suddenly I urgently needed to know what Mindy was saying.
 
   She started the music and even Tim and Brandye stopped to listen.  When it was over, I whispered, “Do you remember tomorrow? The way you made me smile? It echos back through time. This promise of ours guides my way.  Always and forever... forever and a day.”  I was trying hard to not cry as my eyes watered, and I didn't even know why.  I didn't add the whispered “Minuette out” as it would sound identical.
 
   Fran was just staring at me.  I swallowed and blinked away the tears.  I shrugged and went about straightening up the desk, not looking at anyone.  “I've just gotten used to hearing the Phantom Melodies.  There wasn't much to this one.”  It wasn't a total lie.
 
   I glanced nervously over at Fran, who had one eye on me, the other on her computer as she typed something.  She tilted her head at me then said, “I'll let Bear know, it should speed things along.”
 
   Tim went back to digging through the guts of the SmartCanvas unit, humming the Phantom melody. I had no clue what to do now.  All the mysteries were solved except who Mindy was and there was nothing else I could possibly do for Fran since we had gone through all the yearbooks and I “didn't see” the woman who supposedly given me the drives.
 
   I was saved by the sound of a little girl's voice on the stairs. “Hurry mommy, mom said we could ride the big wheel today.”  A woman chuckled and a little girl, possibly four or five, with strawberry blonde hair, pulled a woman with curly blonde hair up into the area.
 
   Brandye shot a loving smile over her shoulder as the little girl seemed to lead the other woman to her.  Brandye chuckled as she said, “Why yes I did baby girl.”  She added, “Hey love.”  She leaned in and gave the woman a peck on the lips.
 
   The woman replied, “Hey Bran.”
 
   Then the little girl squealed, “Unka Tim!” She dove on his back as the man worked.  She used him as a monkey gym, and if it weren't for the quirking smile at the corners of his mouth, you would have thought he didn't know she was there.  He just passed a screwdriver back to her as she got into piggyback position.  She dutifully held it for the man with a determined look on her face.  It was all far too cute.
 
   Brandye put the woman's hand on her arm and led her over to us.  “Robin, I'd like you to meet the assistant Fran is raving about, Annette Corrick.  Nett, this is my wife, Robin Hartford.”
 
   The woman offered her hand off to my right and I realized she was sightlessly staring in that direction.  She was blind.  She said, “Happy to meet you Nett.”
 
   I reached out to clasp her hand and said, “The pleasure is all mine.”
 
   She turned a little to face me.  Then I paused before letting go of her hand.  Wait.  This was the woman that Brandye had come up with SmartCanvas for.  Everyone knew that story. Robin Hartford was a big name in the art world, I have seen one of her paintings at the museum before.
 
   She chuckled and blushed and said, “May I have my hand back?  I find it useful for holding things and opening jars and such.”
 
   I blushed as I dropped it and rushed out, “Yes, of course, terribly sorry.  I've seen your art, it is amazing.”
 
   She got a little bashful and lowered her head as a mild blush bloomed on her cheeks.  Bran was looking at her with nothing but pride and love.  Then she said as she waved her hand absently at the tiny but cute terror on Tim's back.  “That little monster is our daughter, Joy.”
 
   The little girl looked over and gave me a cheesy grin.  She was pretty funny and outgoing already and she was just a little girl.  Fran said, “And quite a mechanic.  She knows the difference between a standard and Philips screwdriver.”  The little one held up her screwdriver cutely.
 
   Robin chuckled. “That would be Tim's influence.”
 
   Bran sighed and said, “I must be off Tim.  I promised the girls the London Eye today.  You're on your own.”
 
   He just walked over to them with the cute growth on his back.  Bran disengaged her daughter, set her down where the little one immediately grabbed her other mum's hand and handed the screwdriver back to Tim, who just went back to his work.  He was a different sort of bloke, but I found myself liking his distracted behavior.  He was paying more attention to what was going on around him than he was letting on.
 
   The little one was straining, trying to pull her mum. “Let's go, mommy, I wanna ride the big wheel.”
 
   Robin was smiling into the air and said, “It really was nice meeting you Nett, but I'm afraid we need to do the tourist thing or little Joy is going to explode.  Maybe we'll have time to chat later.”  Then she added, “Bye Frannie.”  Fran reached out and gave her arm a little squeeze.
 
   Bran gave us a grin and a helpless look then the three of them started off on their adventure.  I noted that Joy said cutely, “Stairs down.” She placed her mother's hand on the railing.  I was grinning until they disappeared down the stairs.
 
   I had to smile at Fran as I said, “She was adorable.”
 
   Tim spoke from where his face was buried inside the machine, “She was raised by two puppies who taught her how to wrap her moms around her pinky finger.”
 
   Fran raised a hand and said soberly, “True statement of fact.”
 
   They were pulling my leg.  Right?
 
   Then Tim put his hand back and absently said, “Phillips screwdriver.”  
 
   Fran snorted and nudged her chin toward the man.  “You be the mad scientist's Igor while I sort through the new stuff.”
 
   I nodded dumbly and walked over to the mess of tools and electronics.  I picked up a screwdriver and stared at it.  “Umm...”
 
   He didn't miss a beat and said, “Cross tip.”
 
   I chuckled and handed him the other screwdriver.  I sort of spaced out in helper mode as I obsessed about the words Mindy put in that third layer of music.  Those were our words.  Was she talking about our friendship?  Was it more than that?
 
   Fran was lost with her headphones on, swaying to Mindy's music as her fingers flew over the keyboard.
 
   After a bit, Tim seemed to be done ripping the guts out of the unit and replacing a good chunk of the innards with new modules.  He seemed to surface for air and turned to look at me.  Then paused and looked down, then arched an eyebrow.  “You, I like.”
 
   I blushed and followed his gaze down to his now super organized toolbox and tool belt.  All of the circuit boards, screws, and miscellaneous bits and pieces were all now grouped by size and laid out in straight rows.  I couldn't handle the disorganized mess.  Evil Fran looked back at us with a grin.
 
   Curiosity was killing me, I had done some research on him since I started working here with Fran, adding data to the unit.  “What got you into prosthetics and robotics?  I mean, you are like a legend in the field.  Everyone says that you are never satisfied with your advancements in the field.”
 
   Fran seemed to pause in her swaying to the music.
 
   Tim wiped his hands on a rag he had tucked into his waistband as he tilted his head, regarding me with those intelligent eyes.  He seemed to be debating on whether to share the answer with me.
 
   Then he just grabbed one of the access panels and a screwdriver and started buttoning the unit up.  “A while back, before they were Satin Thunder, and I was just an undergrad engineering student, some friends of mine, Kimi Soloman and Skylar Roth, gave me Sky's buggered up, piece of crap prosthetic foot.  Kimi asked me to fix it.”
 
   He shrugged as he deftly snapped a cowling on the side of the machine. “I'm still working on it.  I'm five generations in on it, and I'm sure that the next generation or so should be the best I can give Sky.”
 
   I blinked.
 
   Tim was behind Skylar Roth's prosthetic foot?  It was iconic in the music world.  Sort of one of the signatures of Satin Thunder.  Besides their awesome music, Sky's foot and those amazing tattoos on her burn-scarred skin were the first things you thought of when someone said Satin Thunder.
 
   I looked at the man as he finished up.  He had been working for what?  Like two decades now?  Just to get a friend's artificial foot just right?  And built a company around it?  Huh, I really, really liked this bloke.
 
   I smiled at him when he looked back at me and I cocked an eyebrow and asked, “And SmartCanvas?”
 
   Fran snorted and took off her headphones.  I guess I was not the first to ask.  Tim had a wicked gleam in his eye as he gave me a lopsided, sardonic smile that almost made me chuckle.  He said plainly, “Because all the other engineers told Bran that it was impossible, and a guy needs a hobby.”
 
   Small Fry chirped out, “Tim and June are cut from the same cloth, they both preach at the altar of, 'It's only impossible until somebody does it.'.”
 
   Just about then Tasha poked her head into the attic.  “Knock knock wenches.  Lunch?”  She paused when she saw Tim and she looked him up and down, studying him then asked, “Tim?”
 
   He grinned.  “The one and only, Natasha.”
 
   The two women seemed to roll their eyes simultaneously and said in chorus, “Thank God.”  I was just grinning at their antics.  Then Tash asked him, “Join the wenches?”
 
   He seemed to think about it a second and said distractedly, “I'm not sure when I ate last.  So sure.”  Then added a heartbeat later, “Will there be beer?”
 
   I thought Fran's smile was going to split her face as she looped an arm in Tim's and pulled him toward the stairs.  “Come along Tinker, we'll get you situated.”  It must have been some sort of inside joke.  I scurried to catch up, metering my steps as I counted my steps.
 
   It was fascinating to listen to the two speak over lunch at a little cafe down the lane.  I kept getting distracted by the words of the other melody Mindy had embedded into her music.  I could almost pretend they meant what I wished they did.
 
   I snapped out of it when Fran asked after Brandye and June's mothers.  That was one of those surreal moments about working with the people from London Harmony, they spoke of rock legends like Penny Franklin and Mandy Fay Harris like they were just normal people.  I just set my elbows on the table and rested my chin on my hands as I listened to them catch up.
 
   Then before long, we were heading back to work.
 
   When we got there, Tim explained to both of us, the upgrades he made to the unit and that he would be testing the new multiplex channel, high-speed data transfer systems remotely when he arrived back in the States.  Somehow the unit would utilize cell towers to perform huge data transfers and streaming that were orders of magnitude faster than conventional channels.
 
   I admit I was curious so I asked questions.  I'm no techie, so he dumbed it down for me without making me feel like a complete git.  He thought for a moment then said, “Imagine your cell phone, how it makes a connection to the tower.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “You are able to transfer data at a predetermined rate.  Whether it is voice or internet data doesn't matter, data is data and is all sent in little packets back and forth between the tower and your unit.”
 
   He locked eyes with me to make sure I was still following, then added, “Now imagine that instead of your hardware having the capability of making one connection, that it could open ten connections in tandem and use all that bandwidth for one massive data pipe.”
 
   Wow, I understood that.
 
   He grinned. “That is essentially what we are doing. We basically have the equivalent hardware of ten cell phones that make multiple connections to the cell tower network, to allow us to transfer enough live data that we can wirelessly stream live content from our cloud servers without having to have a hardline broadband DSL wired into the units.”
 
   I blinked, he made it sound so simple, and to him it probably was.
 
   “If this tests successfully, we will start producing upgrade modules for all the installed SmartCanvas 3 units.  There will be room in the module for future LNB installation for areas without good cell coverage so we can utilize satellite bandwidth.”
 
   I glanced over at Fran, who was watching me with a grin on her face.  I grinned back and brought a finger up to my lips to flop them around making a, “bleblplbleblplbleblpl,” sound as I crossed my eyes.
 
   She chuckled and said, “That's how I responded when he first described it to me.”
 
   He furrowed his brow. “It's just a commons sense approach to solving a bandwidth problem.”
 
   Fran said, “You just keep thinking that Tinker, we'll just nod stupidly in agreement.”
 
   I nodded to demonstrate, and we chuckled at the perplexed man.
 
   Fran said to me like he wasn't there, “He sometimes forgets that not everyone is an engineering genius like him.”
 
   He blinked at us a couple times then turned away and pulled out a tablet that he connected to the unit and started running what looked like diagnostics, humming the Phantom Track under his breath.
 
   I turned back to my computer and started organizing the mess Fran had made of her SmartCanvas intros.  I swear she is getting lazier and lazier about labeling and placing them in the appropriate directories and adding them to the database.  That might be my fault since I was obsessive about keeping her organized since I felt so guilty about them paying me for the whole Minuette sham.
 
   She hummed over at her computer next to me.  I glanced at her screen.  A new email from Bear.  She said, “With your input, Bear was able to strip out the next nested level in Minuette's masterpiece.”
 
   I grinned, it was a masterpiece, I had nothing but pride for my best mate.  She continues to surprise me every day as I learn how deep her genius really runs.  She clicked on the attachment and the normal cascade of notes from the piano that had an almost organic, living feel to them, my voice rang out with a simple piano accompaniment now.
 
   Those five lines sounded almost sad, wanting.  I felt tears threatening as I listened to it.  My hand absently tapping my leg to the thumping that accompanied the track.
 
   While the emotions of it washed through me, Tim turned to us and said, “That woman should be a coder.”
 
   Fran tilted her head in question and he said, “It is amazing the multiple layers and formats she uses to form one complete piece.”
 
   Formats?
 
   He prompted, “What does the underlying code say?”
 
   Now he had both Fran and my laser focused attention.  She repeated, “Underlying code?”
 
   He said as he typed on his pad absently, “Yeah, the Morse Code message.”  He paused and squinted at us as we both looked at each other in confusion.
 
   He looked surprised and stopped working and said, “Oh, you didn't know?  The thumping in the music.  It is Morse Code.  Mine is rusty, I haven't played around with Morse since I was a little kid, but I recognize a few letters but not all of them.  There are thirty letters in the message.”
 
   Bloody hell!  Another message?  Another layer?  Did it just keep going?  I caught my hand absently tapping out the message.
 
   Fran shook her head incredulously. “Tim, you never cease to amaze me,” she mumbled. “I'll get this to Bear and see if he can't decode it for us.”
 
   As she excitedly went to it, I pulled out a tablet and pulled up a Morse Code chart.  I tried not to be obvious as I tapped out the code on my leg as I assigned letters to it.  I stopped breathing at the first two letters.  Shite!  They were Mindy's initials. M S.
 
   My heart started racing.  I shut off the pad in a mini panic.  She put her initials in whatever the message was.  That would be a dead giveaway to Fran.  That was it.  They would know now.  I'd be sacked and...
 
   I stood up quickly in guilt and shame and wiped a tear from my face.  I had to get out of there.  I couldn't face their disappointment in me.  It hurt even more because I considered them friends, and in an odd way, extended family.
 
   I started for the stairs quickly.
 
   Fran called out, “Nett?  Are you ok?”
 
   I didn't even count as I ran down the stairs calling back, “I... I can't... I have to go.”
 
   I ran down all the way down to the lobby and past Jen.
 
   She called after me, “Nett?  You're crying.  Nett?”
 
   I got outside and ran to the bus stop just as a coach arrived.  I didn't breathe until I slumped into a seat in the back.  With a shaky hand, I pulled out my buzzing cell and declined the call from Fran.  Then I dialed Mindy.  When she answered, all I could say in a shaky voice was, “I need you at home.”  She just made an affirming sound and I rang off.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12 – Mystery Solved
 
   Tim looked over at me with concern etched on his face. “Is she alright Fran?”
 
   I hurried past him. “I don't know.”  I hustled down the stairs.  Something had spooked Annette.  She had been acting more and more erratically as we zeroed in on Minuette.
 
   I looked around the Pit but didn't see her.  I spoke into the air, “Zil, where's Nett?  Something is wrong.”
 
   A moment later she said over the intercom, “In the lobby, Small Fry.”
 
   I darted down the stairs and Jen was looking out the main door with concern on her face.  I asked as I arrived beside her, “Nett?”
 
   She nudged her chin and I looked out to see her hustling across the street.  I was about to run after her, but she hopped on an arriving bus.  Damn it, what had spooked her?  I pulled out my phone and hit her speed dial.  It went to voicemail and I cursed under my breath.  I was worried about the girl.
 
   I exchanged concerned looks with Jennifer, then sighed and headed back to my office.  I had to go to class in a few minutes, I only had one today.  I thought about skipping it and driving to Annette's, but she looked like she needed to sort through something.  Maybe I should give her a little time to sort through it.
 
   I exhaled loudly and resolved to give her a few hours, then I'd go to her place with Tasha.
 
   June and Vannie met me at the stairs in the Pit.
 
   June asked, “What's going on, Small Fry?”
 
   I shrugged and said, “I don't really know.  We were working upstairs and something really spooked Nett.  She ran off and hopped a bus.  I was going to give her some time to settle down then go to her place after class and talk with her.”
 
   June nodded. “Sounds good, will she be ok?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don't even know what is wrong.  We were just working on the fourth level of Minuette's work and she went pale as a ghost and bolted.”
 
   Vannie, looked away from her hand in June's to me and asked, “Fourth?  I thought you said third earlier.”
 
   I shook my head. “Yeah, Tim found another message in the third, Morse code.  I have Bear working on it now.”  I paused and smiled. “You should hear the emotion in the third.  And the words sound almost like a confession of sorts.  It's on the server, you should give it a listen.”
 
   Vannie shook her head with a lopsided smile.  “Four layers deep, this had been inside the music, years in the making.  Can you imagine all the thought and effort that would be needed to be put into something like that?  And to make each level sound so compelling in each?”
 
   June nodded. “My thoughts exactly.  We NEED Minuette.”  She shot a look at me.
 
   I nodded and said in a silly drawn out manner, “Yes, J-Dub.  Working on it.  We are so close I can taste it. The Phantom Melody has ended, and I believe we have all the breadcrumbs Minuette has provided.”  I crinkled my nose at her.
 
   She crinkled her nose right back and winked at me.
 
   Then I sighed and headed up the stairs.  Tim was heading past with his tool box in one hand and tool belt in the other.  “I've done all I can here.  It was great seeing you again, Small Fry.”
 
   He was always so socially awkward and he just stood stiffly as I hugged the man goodbye, his tools grasped in each hand.  He grinned a little and I said, “Bye Tim.  Make sure you and the girls drop by before you go back to the States.”
 
   He nodded and smiled as he headed down the stairs.  I stood there a moment and looked around.  It was eerily silent.  I had gotten used to having Nett here the past few weeks.
 
   What started out as needing her to help with information about Minuette turned into her becoming the most amazing assistant that not only I but a lot of the others here at London Harmony could ever imagine.  She did more work on things other than the Phantom Melodies than anyone here except maybe Zilrita.  I was going to suggest to June that we give her a big raise and steal her away from the temp agency permanently as the office's Girl Friday.
 
   She was more than just an assistant, she was our friend.  Part of our oddball family of misfits.
 
   I sat in my chair and spun for a moment.  Just what had spooked her so much?  I tapped my hand absently on my hip then turned to my computer.  Minuette?  I put on my headphones and listened to the third level again and again as I sifted through the wealth of non-information we had about the mysterious artist.
 
   It brought a new appreciation for the work as I looked at all the audio files.  Like the ladies said, this was a labor of love, years in the making.  Was it telling us something that I just couldn't fathom?
 
   An alert popped up on my screen, an email from Bear.  I opened it and looked at his simple message.  “Decoded the message, does it mean anything to you?  'MS IS IN LOVE WITH AC FOREVER AND A DAY'.”
 
   Minuette was professing her love to someone?  All of this music, all this mystery, was... a love note?  MS and AC?  Wait!  AC... as in Annette Corrick?  Minuette was in love with our girl?  A smile quirked at the corners of my mouth.  MS.  Minuette S.
 
   Wait, wait, wait!  Maybe not Minuette!  I leapt out of my chair and ran to the neatly stacked boxes of yearbooks and had to smile at just how neatly stacked and organized they were.  Nett's work.  I found the book I was looking for and thumbed through it as I mumbled, “What is her last name?”
 
   I stabbed at a page as I smiled at the girl, younger than I knew her, who was smiling on the page.  I blurted out loud, “Stevens!  MS, Mindy Stevens!”
 
   I slapped my hand over my mouth.  Oh, my God.  Mindy?  Annette knew this whole time?  I laughed out loud as almost everything came into sharp focus.  Why Annette tried so hard to tell us, she couldn't help us.  All the work she did around the studio was out of guilt.
 
   My mind was racing a million miles a second.  No, wait... Mindy can't be Minuette.  Her damaged vocal cords...  she couldn't sing.  But Nett said Mindy played the piano.
 
   My eyes flew wide.  Son of a bitch!  That's why Nett would never sing with us!  Minuette... the names Mindy and Annette smashed up.  And we had just assumed it was a misspelling, but Minuette is two people working together... THEY are Minuette!
 
   I did a little dance, letting my tongue hang out and loll about.  I was feeling excited and silly.
 
   Then I slowed as I thought of Nett's reaction.  Did she... not know.  They seemed so in love last Thursday Night.  Everyone there thought they were such a cute couple.  Was this a surprise to her?
 
   No, she was spooked, scared.  Hold the phone, was she scared that... that we'd figure it out?  And be mad?  A sly smile spread across my face.  I think J-Dub is about to lay another exciting surprise on her.
 
   I grabbed my phone's handset then paused before I buzzed June.  I felt the evil grin on my face when I realized I could have some fun with J-Dub too.  I thought for a moment then pulled up the personnel records and scribbled Annette's address on a notepad.
 
   I tore the page out and held it as I stared at it, then glanced at the time.  I had just enough time for some fun before I had to dart off to class.  I skipped down the stairs, and still feeling playful, skipped through the Pit, people looking up to stare at my display.  Then I skipped into the conference room and paused.  June wasn't in her office.  She was in the conference room with Van.  The third Phantom Melody track playing over the speakers.
 
   I just stood there bouncing on my toes with a silly grin on my face.  Van leaned in close to June, her eyes locked on me and she said behind her hand,  “She's finally done lost it.”
 
   June snorted and cocked an eyebrow.  “Yes, Small Fry?”
 
   I nudged my eyes to the speakers in the ceiling.  “So, what did you think?”
 
   June narrowed her eyes in suspicion as she said carefully, “Beautiful, charged with emotion... almost sad in a way.  That mysterious woman has so many facets.”
 
   I grinned and held the note out with both hands toward her as I chirped out, “Well, mystery solved.”
 
   June's eyes bulged and her hand shot out, but I pulled the prize out of her reach.  I swung side to side.  “How much do you love me?”
 
   She snatched at it again and I pulled it away and spun in a silly dance as she said, “A little less each second you withhold that.”
 
   I dangled the note in the air just out of her reach and repeated, “How much do you love me?”
 
   She sighed and chuckled. “More than the sun and the moon, Small Fry.”
 
   I held the note with two fingers and cocked my wrist, dipping it within her reach and let her snatch it from me.  I fluttered my lashes.  “One home address to a certain Minuette you are looking for.”
 
   I doubt she could have smiled any bigger at that moment, her eyes glittering with excitement and anticipation.  “You're sure?”
 
   I nodded with a sly grin.  “Positive.”
 
   She stood animatedly and took a half step toward the door when Vannie made and “Eent!” sound.  June paused and looked at my sister who was looking at the paperwork in front of her.  “After we finish here lady, you have put off the paperwork Zil has been funneling you for too long.  She needs approval on a few things before she can work on the new contracts you needed.”
 
   June said, “But...”
 
   Van just shook her head with a wicked smile.  June sat like a pouting child and looked up at me.  “I have absolutely no clue what possessed me to marry your evil slave driver sister.”
 
   Vanessa fluttered her lashes at her girl and J-Dub melted.
 
   “Oh yeah, that's what.” They shot each other loving looks.  I had to get out of there before the sugar levels in the room sent me into diabetic shock.
 
   I called out,  “I'll head there after class.  I'm interested to see how things play out.”
 
   June just nodded and sighed heavily as she picked up the paperwork.  She hated how monotonous the business end of the company could be for her, she preferred to be out in the field, where the music and excitement were.
 
   I had to chuckle at myself as I left the building and headed for my car.  Now that I thought of it, I don't know how we didn't see it.  There were so many clues and Annette's actions should have clued us in.  I silently berated myself for not withholding the information from J-Dub until I got back from class.  I wanted to see Nett's reaction when June showed up on her doorstep.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 – Minuette
 
   Van chided me, “Come on June, let's finish up, then you can go hunt your white whale, Ahab.”
 
   I couldn't believe it when Fran had walked into the conference room where Nessie and I were going over some paperwork for Zil.  She had actually located Minuette.  I don't know why I have been so obsessed with the mystery woman's music more than I normally am with a new prospect.
 
   Ok, fine, I did know.  The mystery that shrouded the woman, and the fact that she didn't want recognition for her musical artistry hit a certain chord with me.  It was so similar to my own entry into the music world.  I didn't matter, only the music mattered.  I didn't want the music cheapened by the fact that I was the daughter of a rock legend.  I wanted the music to speak for me and inspire others.
 
   I wondered if this woman had similar reasons... no, the music felt like an admission to me, confessing emotions to someone that they couldn't express without the music.  And the genius involved was staggering, to be able to blend in three distinct melodies across years of work.  It seemed a labor of love.  Then to find another code buried in the final layer of music.
 
   I paused at that thought, Small Fry hadn't told me if they figured out what the Morse Code said.  Maybe that's how she finally identified the artist.
 
   I snapped out of it as Vannie cleared her throat and looked pointedly down at the paperwork.  She randomly touched the back of my hand again.  Her constant check to make sure I was really there.  It made my heart ache with sorrow every time she thought she had to do that.
 
   She had gone for so long before she met me, not knowing what was real and what was schizophrenia induced hallucinations.  That now that she was stabilized, she didn't trust the medication.  I placed my other hand on top of hers and gave a little squeeze.  I could see the strain at the corners of her eyes relax a bit and could almost feel the momentary relief she got from the contact, rush through her.
 
   She glanced up into my eyes and I was lost for a moment.  After all these years, how could she take my breath away every single time she does that?  I saw her seek out the music she said that played in my eyes and she relaxed further.  I had to tear my eyes from hers as I smiled.
 
   I glanced at the address Fran had given me.  Sitting on the conference room table just to the side of the last equipment acquisition form Zil needed me to sign.  Eyes on the prize June!
 
   I glanced at the acquisition form for the upgraded mixing panel for the iso booth.  Zil had somehow sourced one for a significant discount.  I had no clue how she did it.  She ran this place for me better than I could do myself, and I didn't even know why I had to approve the wizardry that she consistently accomplished.  Maybe so that I felt like I was actually contributing on the management end of things.
 
   I signed the document and grinned at Van and popped up and headed for the door.  She cleared her throat again and I paused mid-step and teetered on one leg.  I squinted one eye and looked back.  She was holding the paperwork toward me and she nudged her eyes toward her and Zil's office.
 
   I flopped my other foot down and sighed.  “Fine.  Party pooper.”
 
   She gave me a toothy grin as I stomped back over and grabbed the papers from her.
 
   We walked into her office on the opposite end of the conference room from mine.  I had to smile at Zil as she hummed and bounced in her chair to some music on her ever present earbud.  I admit to smirking when I noticed her inbox was actually organized and had little colorful tabs on each group of papers.  Squirrel's work.
 
   I can't believe Zil actually let her touch her mess of a desk.  Nett must have some mad persuasion skills.  Our resident goth has a system.  We may not understand it, but she knows exactly where everything is in her mess.
 
   Annette has been a godsend here at London Harmony.  We hadn't even known how disorganized and inefficient we were around here until she blew through like a force of nature and organized everyone's work.  She automated so much with her database work that everyone is mentioning how much more work they are getting done every day.
 
   Which reminded me.  Fran has hinted a couple times that we needed to steal her away from the Lethridge temp agency, and pay her what she is worth.  I agreed.  We were so lucky to have found such a versatile and focused office assistant with so many skills.
 
   Zil looked up with a questioning, “Grawl?”
 
   That sound was always so endearing to me, ever since she started making it back in college.  It meant a lot of things and if you knew her, you could generally suss out its meaning in any particular instance.
 
   Though most of the time it meant she wanted a hug.  She was so starved for human contact, I always wonder what her home life was like.  In all the years I have known her, neither me or any of our close-knit friends in June's Eight have been able to get anything other than general information from her about her childhood. It was almost like she started her life over, the day she became Hank's roommate at the art school we all attended.
 
   We all happily supplied her with all the hugs she wanted, we just couldn't figure out how to escape them once she caught us in one.
 
   This particular utterance, though, meant, “Yes?  What can I do for you today?  Does it involve hugs?”
 
   I held up the stack of papers and tentatively started moving them toward her inbox.  She shook her head.  “Oh god no.  Nett would have my head.”  She wiggled her fingers. “Gimme.”
 
   I grinned and handed her the paperwork.  She quickly sifted through it, placing different colored sticky tags on each group then placed them neatly in her inbox.  Then she squinted an eye at the box, stuck her tongue out at it, turned the top paper crookedly, and said, “Ha!  Take that Nett!”
 
   I had to chuckle at her antics.  I shouldn't be so entertained, I knew it was just a matter of days before our obsessive compulsive office assistant gathered up enough courage to step into my office to start organizing my mess too.
 
   I asked, “It isn't that bad is it?”
 
   She looked at me, trying to keep a straight face,  Then she exhaled and grinned.  “No.  And actually, it makes things a little easier.”  Then her eyes went wide. “Don't tell her that!  She bribes me with hugs to let her do her organize-y thing in here.”  She wiggled her eyebrows.
 
   Van snorted. “Hug slut.”
 
   Zil nodded and affirmed the accusation, “Yuh-huh.”  Then she sobered quickly and asked, “Did Fran find out what was wrong?”
 
   I furrowed my brow. “What do you mean?”
 
   She looked a little anxious. “Annette... something was wrong earlier and she ran out of the building with Small Fry in hot pursuit.”
 
   This brought my protective side to the forefront quickly, in my excitement I had totally forgot that Fran mentioned Annette's distress.  “No.  Fran mentioned the incident to us earlier.  Was Squirrel ok? Frannie said she was going to visit her after class to see if we can help.”
 
   She nodded slowly.  Damn it, now I had something to worry about until I saw Fran again.  It put a bit of a damper on my excitement about Minuette.  I wanted everyone in my house to be ok.
 
   I exhaled and said, “Well let me know if you see either of them before me.  I'm heading off to hopefully meet the elusive Minuette.”
 
   She nodded again and I turned to the reason my heart beats.  I gave Vannie a crooked smile.  “Come with?”
 
   She rolled her eyes and started playfully pushing me out the door as she followed along.  Zil smiled and said, “Don't stay out too late children.”
 
   To her chuckling delight, I called out between my own chuckles, “Don't wait up mother.”  
 
   A moment later, I was being led through the Pit on my girl's arm, in search of a genius songstress.  We smiled at Jen on our way through the lobby.  I had to grin at how elegant she looked and acted, I couldn't imagine a better first impression for our clients.
 
   And she dressed impeccably.  I admit to being a clothes addict.  Even though my style resembles a relaxed and laid back hip rocker, looks can be deceiving.  Everything down to my shoes are high-end designer clothes carefully crafted for the industry.  So I appreciated the effort Jennifer put into her own gorgeous designer wardrobe.  A good chunk of her paycheck had to go into clothes and shoes.
 
   She had been a lucky find.  Van and I had been at one of our favorite cafe's, Cavendish's, and she was in there drinking coffee.  I noted the business suit she was wearing was a Lane Bachman original and complimented her on it as we passed by.
 
   We wound up sitting with her, discussing fashion.  I enjoyed her quirky personality and how she wielded sarcasm with an expert hand.  She had worked for a small fashion apparel company that had just recently gone under.
 
   She was out that day going to job interviews.  It wasn't until she mentioned that it was hard for her to find a position because of bigotry and bias that I even realized that she was transgender.  I really hate the term because it is just a label.  She is a woman because she is a woman.  Why do people have to apply labels just because biologically she didn't start out that way?  A lot of the misconceptions come from a lack of education of the public on that and other trigger subjects like sexuality.
 
   I had casually asked if she had a resume on her and she produced one from her leather Frederick Tourvell satchel.  Oh, how I still want that bag.  I scanned it over and was impressed.  By the time we finished lunch, I had her calling Zilrita so she could get a read on her.
 
   Dear lord, that was a humorous meeting.  I swear that Zil started salivating the moment she laid eyes on Jen, which was odd since I was quite sure until that moment, that my old friend wasn't attracted to women.  I have never seen Zilrita Marx tongue-tied before.  By the end of their meeting, Jen was our receptionist and she had Zil wrapped firmly around her finger and I swear to God that both dense women do not even realize it.
 
   I shook my head to clear it and get back on task, meeting Minuette, as we stepped out of the building and into a light drizzle.  You have to love late spring in London, it reminded me so much of Seattle.  My girl magically produced a little umbrella from somewhere and we huddled together under it to keep dry as we went along.
 
   Once we liberated our vehicle from the parking garage down the block, I entered the address into my cell and synced it with the car's onboard GPS.  My free hand drifted down to the console between the seats, to clasp Nessie's hand, as my excitement started to build again.  We were finally going to meet with Minuette!
 
   That brought us to now, standing in front of our own Annette in the doorway of her place, as Mindy paused in her playing of the beautiful antique grand piano that dominated their living room behind her.  I laughed in pure unadulterated mirth as I said to the girl we have been slowly folding into our odd little London Harmony family, “Minuette I presume?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14 – Busted
 
   Mindy was already home when I reached there after running from Fran.  I burst in, knocking very rapidly my three knocks.  She had concern etched all over her face, “Is everything alright Netty?  What's going on?”
 
   I paced to the sofa a couple times, trying to calm.  I got the right count the third try, she sat down with me.  I exhaled. “They are about to find out.”  I swallowed. “They finished all three levels of melodies and discovered the Morse Code.”  I paused and said, “When did you learn Morse?”
 
   I shook my head, that didn't matter.  “I'm going to be out of a job in the next day or so once they decode the Morse.  The agency is probably going to drop me for improprieties.  What are we going to do Mind?”
 
   I felt tears welling up in my eyes, I loved working at London Harmony, and I loved the people there.  I actually felt like I belonged somewhere for the first time.  No... I looked at my concerned best mate, for the second time.
 
   She hugged me and just held on as I got my breathing under control.   Then she released me and ducked a bit to catch my eyes with hers.  “Just a sec. Hold that thought.”  She went into the kitchen and brewed some coffee.  She just stood there stiffly with her back to me until the coffee was done brewing.
 
   I had to smile as she prepared two cups then started to turn, but stopped then fished a couple saucers from the cupboard and placed the cups on them.  She smiled mirthfully as she brought them back to the couch.  She held her hand up and shook her head when I was about to talk.
 
   “First drink up.  It will help settle your nerves.”
 
   She even tapped her spoon on her cup to get the last drip of coffee off of it.  She was succeeding in calming me just by her actions.
 
   It wasn't until we finished our coffee and she got up to get a second cup for each of us that she asked as she sat back down, “Now then, how do you know they'll figure it out?  And from what you have shared, you work your butt off for them, they have to see that, and how valuable a resource you are to their company.”
 
   I exhaled heavily and caught myself almost smiling as I blurted out, “Bloody hell Mind because you signed it... the music.  Your secret code at the end started with your initials.  Those women are smart, scary smart.  I don't know how they hadn't figured everything out long ago.”
 
   She went pale as a ghost and asked in a voice barely above a whisper, “You saw the final message?  My confession?”
 
   I shook my head. “Not the whole thing, once I figured out the first two letters were your initials I sort of... I panicked and ran.  I don't know what to do... you always know... so I came home to you to see what to do.”
 
   Her furrowed brow softened and she looked at me almost tenderly as she smiled.  She took my hands and led me to the piano and sat us down on the bench.  She kept her eyes on me and she looked almost nervous as she blindly lifted the fallboard and said bashfully, “It doesn't matter does it?  So long as we have each other we can get through anything right lady?”
 
   I blushed and nodded as she started to play a melody I had never heard he play before.  It felt emotionally raw and hopeful and resonated deep down in my very being, where I kept my secrets locked away.  She swallowed and said as she played, “You're going to find out anyway when they share the coded message with you.  I've been so afraid of telling you because I don't want to lose you, Annette.”
 
   I almost snorted.  “Hey, that's impossible.  Always and forever...”
 
   She smiled almost sadly as she responded, “...forever and a day.”
 
   The music picked up a bit as she said, almost carefully, “Nett, I have to make a confession to you.  You might change your mind...”
 
   What was going on, she was scaring me now.  I asked in a choked voice, “What is it Mind?”
 
   She took a deep breath as the music started reaching for a crescendo, she swallowed again and locked eyes with me, “Annette Lenore Corrick...”
 
   Shite, it had to be bad if she was three naming me.  I braced myself for the worst and she started, “I...”
 
   She was interrupted by a knocking at the door.  She exhaled in a great sigh as she was saved.  She kept playing softly as she nudged her chin toward the door.
 
   I nodded and stood, I had a reprieve from whatever was spooking her so much.  I paced to the door and opened it and froze.  Standing there preparing to knock again was June, with Vanessa standing behind her.  Busted.  I just stood there, not knowing what to do.  They found out faster than I would have thought.
 
   She started laughing.  It wasn't a mean laugh, it was full of amusement.  I blushed and looked down sheepishly, afraid to meet her eyes.  Then she chuckled out, “Minuette I presume?”
 
   I exhaled and shook my head as I pointed back at Mindy. “No, but Mindy is.”
 
   Mindy hit a sour note on the keys and stopped playing.  She was almost glaring at me as she lowered the fallboard to cover the keys.  She rasped out, “You are and always have been Minuette, Nett.”
 
   I shook my head, forgetting about June and Vanessa for the moment. “I'm only your voice.  The music is yours.”
 
   I blinked and turned back when June spoke, reminding me they were there, “Mindy and Annette... Minuette.”  She actually face palmed, I didn't know people actually did that, I thought it was just an expression.  “How could we have been so dense as to not have seen it?”
 
   I blinked at her and the expectant look on her face.  Finally, she grinned and prompted, “Are you going to ask us in?”
 
   Oh... etiquette!  “Umm... yes, umm, please come in.  Make yourselves comfortable.  Can I get you a coffee or water to drink?”
 
   The smile never left her face.  Were they not mad at me?  She inclined her head as I moved aside for them to step in.  “Coffee would be divine.”  Van just smiled at me and held up two fingers as she walked in behind June.
 
   I shut the door, closed my eyes tightly as I rested my forehead on the door frame for a second before scurrying off to the kitchen to prepare two more coffees.  Mindy had stood and just moved out from behind the bench as they sat on our little couch.
 
   June looked around as I handed them their coffee on saucers.  Van raised her cup and looked at the saucer with great interest as June said to her, “The place is immaculate, you can certainly tell our Squirrel lives here.”
 
   I blushed again as Mind stepped up beside me and clasped my hand in moral support.  I let the warmth of her touch wash through me.  June put her cup on her saucer and motioned with a hand to the oversize chair we had for company we never had in our place.  “Please ladies, sit, you're making me nervous.”
 
   We sat, it was extremely cozy for two.  I was acutely aware of our legs and shoulders pressed together.  She didn't let go of my hand, she had it in a welcomed death grip.  Van smiled at our hands.
 
   I blurted out, “I'm sorry I deceived you.  I'll pay back all the money you paid me.  I promise!  It will just take time.”
 
   June's smile was growing bigger and bigger as I rapid fired my nervous plead.  She was genuinely amused at what I was saying, I was in deep shite wasn't I?  She exchanged an incredulous look with Vanessa and then asked me, “Why in heaven's name would you do that?  You're the best office assistant we could have ever wished for.  You put in more effort than most of the people at either London Harmony locations, Squirrel.”
 
   I blinked and exchanged looks with Mindy.  Then June paused and furrowed her brow.  “Just why do you think we are here today Annette?”
 
   I shrugged and asked, “To sack me?”
 
   Van made a surprised explosive sound and covered her smile.  Mindy, always braver than me moved slightly forward in a protective gesture as she tightened her grip on my hand.  She asked in her divinely raspy voice.  “If not that, then what?”
 
   June was having fun with us, I could tell in her body language and her expressive face.  Instead of answering she asked me, “Why did I hire you?”
 
   I stared at her and then asked, “To find Minuette?”
 
   She wiggled her eyebrows.  “And why did I need your help to find that mystery woman?”
 
   I swallowed.  Was this going where I thought it was?  I said cautiously.  “You wanted to sign her with your label.”
 
   She was slowly making a rolling on motion with her hand as her smile turned into a mischievous smirk.  “And now that I have found Minuette?”  She moved her hand between us indicating she thought both of us were Minuette and not just Mind.
 
   I swallowed and looked at my defiant friend.  “You... want to sign her?”
 
   June grinned and flicked her fingers.  A black plastic card spun through the air to be caught deftly by Mindy's free hand.  I stared at it as she flipped it from side to side.  One side had a gold script J on it and the other a gold phone number.  It was a J-Card.  She was serious.  They weren't there to fire me, they were there to sign Mindy!
 
   My excitement grew as Mind just stared at the card a minute.  I couldn't read her expression.  I whispered, “They want to sign you Mind.”  Then I got the expression, it was anger.  She growled, “You're Minuette.  I wrote the music for you, it has always been for you.”
 
   I protested again in our old, tired, argument, I caught the tinge of anger in my voice when I responded to her, “I'm just your voice.  Everything the music is came from you.”
 
   She looked to be almost tearing up as she whispered, “For you.”
 
   June said in a tone of soft concern.  “You two don't see it do you?  You are both Minuette.  Together you make a whole.  You can hear it in the music, not just the voice but in the piano too... the emotion that connects it all together, to merge into one complete whole that would be found wanting, one without the other.  The two halves of the mystery woman that people have been raving about for years.”
 
   She asked, “What do you say ladies?  Can we talk?”
 
   Mind said breathlessly to me gain, tears welling up in her eyes.  “The music was for you.”  Then she paused and looked over at the women and her tone changed to one of steel, “What exactly are you offering here?”
 
   Then we sat back, Mindy stroking the back of my hand with her thumb, warming me up inside.  I can't tell you how much I yearned for her just then.  June explained the contract she was proposing and said we could even remain anonymous if we wished, like she had done at first with her J8 persona.  She believed that the music had to be shared with the masses, it would be a shame if it wasn't.  Even if London Harmony didn't make a penny.
 
   I just watched how Mindy reacted and followed her lead, it was her music.  She was distracted, what should have been exciting or outright scary seemed to take second chair to something for her.  She had been about to make some sort of confession before they showed up.  She kept searching my eyes.
 
   Did she want us to stop making music as Minuette?  Was she... was she wanting to move out on her own?  I had to tell her how I felt.  Get over my fear and just say something before I lost her.  I bit my lower lip hard and resolved to do just that as soon as June and Vanessa left.  I couldn't live like this anymore, my heart hurt so much all the time.
 
   Finally, when they seemed to be winding down their pitch, I just squeaked out, “It is Mindy's decision.  I'll do anything she says... I'm only her voice.”
 
   We were interrupted by a knock at the door.  I blinked at it, for years it has just been Mind and me, only our parents ever visited.  Why now, when my best mate and I desperately needed to have a serious conversation, did our flat suddenly become Waterloo Station?
 
   I glanced at her and then our hands where she was holding mine so hard I could see white impressions around her fingers.  I gave her an apologetic look and stood,  I could feel blood rushing back into my hand as she released me and I stepped up to the door.
 
   I opened it and a grinning Fran was there.  “Hi Nett, are the girls here yet?”
 
   I looked back at them and then said, “Umm.. yes, please come in.  Can I get you some coffee or water?”
 
   She shook her head as she stepped into our flat. I closed the door slowly and looked between her and the kitchen anxiously.  Mindy called over, “You may as well, it will drive Netty around the bend if you don't.”
 
   Fran looked at her then me and she furrowed her brow then said, “Alright then, water would be great.”
 
   I felt more than a modicum of embarrassment at the fact that a bit of anxiety lifted with that.  I hustled to the kitchen, carefully metering my steps as she walked over to gave my best mate a wave as she settled on the arm of the couch beside her sisters.  I retrieved a bottle of water for her and made my way back.  I handed it to her and she made a half salute with it as she watched Mindy and me.
 
   Mindy captured my hand again and yanked me down beside her.  I gleeped a bit and Fran grinned.  Then before anyone else could say a word, June asked, “So just how did you uncover our Squirrel's secret anyway, Small Fry?”
 
   Fran grinned smugly as she said, “Mindy's declaration of her love for Annette in the Morse Code message.  I verified her initials with their yearbook.”  She looked down at our clasped hands. “I'm so glad you finally told her Mindy, you two make such a cute couple.”
 
   What was she talking about?  She asked her, with excitement on her face, as she smiled at me, “How did our girl react to your confession of love?  I wish I had been here.”
 
   I was feeling a little dizzy and started to hyperventilate.  What was she saying?  I looked at Mindy's hand possessively holding mine.  She was going to confess...  I swallowed and looked at my obsession who had gone still as stone and pale as a sheet.
 
   Vanessa backhanded Fran in the arm and Small Fry squeaked out, “Oh shit... you didn't tell her?”  She covered her mouth with a hand. “It just the way you two are sitting and... I thought... oh God, I'm sorry.”
 
   Mindy's pleading eyes locked on mine and I heard my own voice from a million miles away, “I'm sorry, but you ladies need to leave... now.”  There was silence for a moment as a tear rolled down Mindy's cheek, her eyes were filled with fear.  Then I heard the three women get up and leave.  The little click of the latch on the door echoed through our silent flat as I tried to force the dizziness away.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15 – Confessions
 
   It felt like the silence stretched on for a thousand years.  My pulse was pounding and a cold sweat was making itself known on my hands and face.  A tiny voice that sort of sounded like me asked, “Mind?”
 
   Her body shook twice as she silently cried.  She calmed herself and her voice was raspier than ever, almost raw.  “Please don't hate me Netty.  I couldn't live like this anymore.  Keeping it inside.  I was trying to tell you earlier.  And the past few years... but I was afraid.  It needs to be said, though, and I'll understand no matter how you react.  Just know, I'm so scared of losing you as a friend.”
 
   She shook our hands to get me to look up at her. She reached her other hand over to shakily take mine.  She squeezed my hands and whispered, “I have been so in love with you for so long.  You deserve to know.”  She stared at me as I processed the words, tears dripping off my cheeks.  She looked down and said in utter defeat, “I can be out by the weekend.”
 
   The blood pumping from my heart seemed to be liquid fire that heated my body up, right down to my soul as I comprehended what she was saying to me.  Had I passed out in panic earlier and this was just a dream?  My voice squeaked out, “Out?  Where... are you going?”
 
   I glanced at our hands, then her lips and locked eyes again, there was a spark of hope in hers that I'm sure matched mine.  I finally gave voice to the feelings that I have held locked away for so very long.  “I have been in love with you for as long as I can remember, Mindy.  I was always so afraid to tell you and ruin our friendship.”  One corner of my mouth kept quirking into a smile as I added, “I was going to tell you tonight, even if I lost you, you deserved to know.”
 
   She giggled nervously and shook her head as she stared at my lips. “We're a couple of bloody gits.”  Then her smile turned sly, sexy, heated as she leaned slowly in.  “I've wanted to do this for so long.” And our lips met in the most tender kiss I could imagine and I started bawling like a wally as she held me.
 
   The woman I loved loved me back.  It was true, there were still miracles in our world.  I regained my wits and whispered in her ear shakily, “One.”
 
   She held me out at arm's length with a question in her eyes, her brow furrowed.  “One?”
 
   I nodded and released her hands and tentatively placed my hands gently on either side of her face and leaned in and kissed her with a little more heat this time.  When we broke for air, I whispered, “Two.”
 
   She grinned hugely when she realized what my new counting obsession would be.  She leaned in and whispered, “Three.”  And gave me a teasing kiss that left me chasing her lips as she pulled away.  Internally I agreed with her count.  Three.
 
   She sobered quickly and asked firmly, “Always and forever?”
 
   I nodded and replied, “...forever and a day.”  The words had changed so much in meaning.  They had always been an expression of love, but now they were a promise of a different, more intense love.  I realized we had been confessing to each other all these years, just now was I realizing that she had always meant them the same way I did.
 
   She stood up, and I immediately missed the heat of her body next to mine.  She bashfully offered a hand to me.  I took it and she led me to our bedroom.  Before I could knock three times as we passed the door, she did it for me with an impish grin.  Oddly, it worked for me, I didn't feel the compulsion to knock.
 
   She rasped out as we stood beside her bed and she raised her hands up to stroke my arms, “I love you, Annette Lenore Corrick.”
 
   I smiled as my toes curled into little balls as I let the words thrum through my body, heating me in ways I never experienced before.  I said firmly back, “And I love you, Mindy Sienna Stevens.”
 
   I leaned in and kissed her again, hungrily, and I was in nirvana as she responded in kind.  Four.
 
   What followed that night, was the most beautiful, erotic, exciting experience of my life.  I never knew it could be that way.  Sharing yourself with someone that way.  Almost becoming one being as you lose track of where you ended and your lover began. Everything carried a shared heat as your love entwines itself with theirs. Merging.  Each touch, each caress, each kiss, electric.
 
   We fell asleep in each other's arms in her bed, a tangle of limbs, soaking in each others warmth.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning she came out of our room yawning with a supremely satisfied smile on her face as she rubbed her bedhead that just made her look like she had had a night of passion.  I felt proud of that.  She looked cute in my night shirt.
 
   She wandered up to me, where I was cooking breakfast for her, wearing her night shirt.  She gave me a cute peck on the lips and said, just because she could, “Morning love.”  Bloody hell, I melted into a sodding puddle.
 
   I whispered, “Four hundred and thirteen.”  Then repeated back to her with a tinge of wonder coloring my voice, “Morning love.”
 
   She poured herself a coffee and sat at out tiny kitchen table and swung her feet cutely.  “That...”  She said with mischief on her face.  “...we are doing again.”
 
   I felt a heat starting to spread through me from some interesting places.  I squeaked out, “Yes please.” I slid some eggs onto our plates with the rest of the fryup.
 
   I stepped over and placed them on the table.  She slid my plate so I sat next to her instead of across from her.  She has a smug look on her face as we ate in silence.  Not by choice but because I couldn't speak if you had paid me since she rested her free hand on my leg, thumb stroking my thigh.  I was more or less eating on automatic.  I couldn't pry my eyes off of hers as we ate.  I loved the smug look on her face... her knowing just how much she was affecting me.
 
   She showed mercy finally and moved her hand.  I sighed and then formed words.  “June will want an answer from us.  I'll back whatever you decide.”
 
   I smirked and added, “Minuette.”
 
   She scolded, “We are Minuette.”  She squinted an eye and said, “Say it or no more kisses.”
 
   I blurted out at super sonic speed, “We are Minuette.”
 
   She leaned over and smiled into a silly kiss with me as she mumbled into my lips, “Four hundred and fourteen?”
 
   I nodded with a grin and she finished heating me up with a little nip of my bottom lip when she broke the kiss.
 
   She pointed between our lips with her fork satisfaction after she took another bite of bacon.  “I can do that now you know?”  I nodded enthusiastically.
 
   I looked at the time and she sighed and nodded before I could say anything.  “We'll talk about it tonight and make a decision when I get home.”
 
   I nodded and started cleaning the plates up as she headed to our room to start getting ready for work.  I called after her.  “I'll contact the agency and let them know I am needing a gig.”
 
   She wound up being late for work.  She had called me into the shower when she said she couldn't quite reach all of her back as she washed up, and, of course, needed some assistance with that.  So I did my duty, like any good friend would, and braved the hot waters of the shower with her to wash her back, and her front, and all her interesting bits.
 
   There was soap and moans everywhere by the time we staggered out of the shower.  I giggled and said breathlessly, “I feel like I need a shower after that.”  She giggled as well, then looked back over her shoulder demurely as she slipped a bra strap up over her shoulder.
 
   She was such a tease.  More, please.
 
   I finally got her off to work and I just sat on the couch playing over the night in my head.  I wasn't dreaming was I?  If I was, I never wanted to wake up.  Mindy loved me!  I wanted to scream it out loud.  I sighed then almost jumped out of my skin when my mobile started ringing.  I blurted out, “Bloody hell!”
 
   I chuckled at myself and looked at the screen.  It was Fran.  I swallowed... I had no answers for her.  I just stared at the screen until the call went to voicemail.  I took a deep breath.  I was done being a coward.  I resolved to call her back and before I could dial a text came from her.  “Where iz be?  U late fer werk.”
 
   I blinked at the message.  Then slowly typed out, “I'm not sacked?”
 
   She replied, “Why u think dat?”
 
   I shrugged.  Brilliant Nett, like she can see a shrug.  I typed, “You know I was lying.”  Then I added, “Your texting sucks.”
 
   She sent back quickly, “LOL.  You are not the first to make the astute observation that I lack the diction and prose commonly associated with my loquacious articulations in a rapid messaging environment.  I could revert to a more professional form of textual conversing if that is what you would prefer.”
 
   I couldn't stop the grin on my face as I replied, “No.  No.  Please don't.”
 
   I got back, “Werd.  When U be in?  Lots of werk to do.”
 
   I stared at the mobile for a bit.  They still wanted me at London Harmony?  I really loved it there.  I looked at the mobile for a second and looked around for some reason, like someone was watching, then sent, “Give me an hour?”
 
   Her response was simply, “Sweet.”  There was a delay of maybe thirty seconds as I headed to my room to get dressed for work when she added, “I'm really sorry for my boneheaded maneuver last night Annette.  I hope I didn't damage things too much.”
 
   I looked at it and I could easily imagine the pained look on her face as she sent that.  She was such good people.  I sent back, “No worries.  My girl loves me!”  My toes started to curl as I thought of Mind.
 
   I felt like I was living a fairy tale.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   My Mindy smiled at me and placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder.  “You got this Netty.”  I looked around to the other women in the room, they gave confident nods.
 
   The last six months have been a whirlwind.  Mind and I signed with London Harmony as an anonymous artist.  The studio puts out one of Mindy's new multi-layered, Phantom Melody tracks each month.  I can hear the depth of each track, she has outdone herself.
 
   I'm always amazed at her genius.  There are at least five layers hidden in there.  It will take years to get down to the final layer, just like before.  I was more than happy to be part of the adventure and mystery.
 
   Whenever June is pressed by, well, the press, she vows that Minuette's identity will never be revealed, and she will never go on tour.  As per our only demand upon signing with her, since Mindy insists that the music is for me.  However, June assures everyone that Minuette would still make her random public appearances in the coffee houses and piano bars of London.
 
   When we learned about that little tidbit, we blinked at her, wondering what she was thinking, what if someone who knew us saw us performing?  She smugly handed us her answer.  Mindy groaned and I actually found it funny.  The solution added to the mystique.
 
   I slid on the intricate masquerade mask that hid all my facial features.  It was beautifully crafted black leather.  And it cupped the right side of my face, in a mysterious Phantom of the Opera way... but it looked... kind of sexy.  With the patterns swirling on it punctuated by the glittering black beads and sequins.
 
   Mindy slid hers on, a literal mirror of mine.  It instead cupped her left cheek.  It wasn't until the third time we wore them that Mind squinted her eyes and overlapped the two masks, they formed the face of a pretty woman.  She grinned at June who gave a smug smile and shrug, “What?  The two of you make one whole.”
 
   Wherever we showed up, there were a network of fans who put the word out and the locations would be swarming with fans by the end of the performance, and London Harmony would seed the car park with thumb drives.
 
   I looked around at the backstage room and smiled at all my friends who were now heading out to their seats.  Mindy grabbed both my hands and playfully swung them side to side as she placed her forehead on mine.  “Always and forever...”
 
   I grinned. “...forever and a day.”
 
   Then she leaned in and gave me a whisper of a kiss that filled me with a calm I cannot explain.  I said breathlessly, “Nine thousand and two.”
 
   She locked eyes with me, shoring up my confidence with the steel of her resolve.  We heard Eliza finish her opening number and Ronnie Marx; no relation to Zilrita, we are assured; introducing “Minuette!”
 
   We grinned at each other and she took my hand.  We walked out in our matching nineteen twenties black flapper dresses that did wonders for her curves and showed off her cute swaying butt.  She caught me looking back.  “Hey, my eyes are up here.”
 
   I blushed and grinned and she led me out to the stage.  The place was packed, standing room only, and the cheering of the crowd almost hurt my ears.  I couldn't believe this.  We were signed with a record label, and here we were at Walker's, getting ready to perform Mindy's music.  If you would have told me this six months ago, I would have thought you were off your trolley.
 
   We walked to center stage holding hands.  Mind took us into a little bow, which just encouraged the crowd.  She squeezed my hand and left me standing behind the microphone as she took her seat at the Steinway grand beside it.
 
   It was like she held power in her motion.  The crowd settled into silence as she gracefully raised the fallboard then rested her hands on the keys.  There was a humming energy and a palpable anticipation in the air as she waited for the last murmurs to die down.
 
   Then from a single note that hung in the air for a seeming eternity, my girl brought the cascade of notes, the fusion of songs within songs, the web of melodies that only she could craft, out into the world.
 
   Now you may profess that there is no such thing as magic in this world, I would argue the fact as I witness it every time Mindy lays her hands on the ivories.  Bringing life to the elegant melodies, and a wellspring of emotions hidden inside them, all woven into their core.
 
   I opened my mouth and sang for her, giving a voice to the emotions.  She turned her head from the keys as she played.  Our eyes meeting and our love reaching out between us like a tangible force, stretching and grasping, then merging into one, becoming the music.
 
   Like waves gently lapping at the shore, the music went out to all who embraced it, I could feel the change in her music, from the way of our mutual confessions.  They were so filled with joy and love and so many complex underlying emotions now.
 
   Gone was the haunted Phantom Melodies, which were replaced with nothing but hope and passion and wanting now.  A tear rolled down my cheek, knowing those emotions were a promise to me from the woman I loved.
 
   As the song started to wane during the tag, she gave me a loving smile full of promise as she turned back to the keys.  I smiled at her a moment then looked to the crowd who seemed to be entranced with our performance.  I had to smile at June, Vanessa, Fran, Tasha, and Zilrita at their table in the reserved area.  Fran wiggled her eyebrows which made me crinkle my nose as I smiled.  I was still her assistant for my day job, between recording sessions, June let me know that I had spoiled them all at the office and they needed me there.
 
   My smile threatened to split my face as Jen showed up a little late to sit next to Zil, who just froze.  Just when were those two going to open their eyes to each other?  They were an adorable couple and they didn't even know it.
 
   I hit the final note and held it, following Mindy's lead as she held the last note on the keys.  My mouth kept twitching into a smile as she continued on.  She knew me, and my limits, I was, after all, her voice for as long as we both can remember.  Then she damped out the note when I had reached my physical limit.  I'd get her for that later tonight.
 
   She stood and clasped my hand as the place erupted into cheers.  Mindy led me into a deep bow.  I stared at our hands then into her eyes as I realized that there was no place I would rather be than by her side.  To her, I mouthed, “I love you.”
 
   She mouthed with glittering eyes and a huge smile, “I love you too.”
 
   Then we stood up and looked around as I leaned into the mic.
 
    
 
   “Minuette out.”
 
   


  
 

Books in the London Harmony series...  (All books are standalone and can be read in any order)
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Urban Fairytales: Let Down Your Hair...
 
   Chapter 1 - Chase
 
   My black silken cloak billowed out behind me as the steed I had procured thundered through the forest on the faint path.  His great lungs heaving and sinuous muscles working to take great strides in the lengthening shadows of the eve.  I glanced back over my shoulder to see the sun dipping low over the mountains, like an orange and red fire consuming the sky.
 
   I hadn't much time before the full moon brought the lycans out, but I was so close, I could just deal with the feral werewolves if need be, I would not cut off my pursuit.  Just a few minutes more.
 
   I could see them like fleeting specters in the shadows of the ever thickening trees, I was gaining and would finally bring an end to this group of vrajitoare... witches.  They have plagued the nearby villages for too long.  Killing their men and taking their children for their dark rituals.
 
   A trap spell hurtled toward me as we passed through its dark ward trigger, activating it.  Black energies slammed into me and dissipated with a familiar stinging sensation rippling across my skin.  I sneered and it became a snarl as I steadily gained on my prey.
 
   It was a final lesson for them to learn that I was immune to dark magics though I was no witch nor possessed any charms nor wards.  I am merely an average, mortal woman.  It was through happenstance at birth that finds me impervious to magical assault.
 
   I heard the whupping sound of a knife slicing through the air and I leaned to the side and grabbed the tumbling knife by its bone handle as it passed by my head.
 
   Well, alright, I will make the concession that maybe I'm not your average maiden.
 
   My snarl turned into an ironic grin, knives... blades were my weapon of choice.  I weighed it in my hand, fairly well balanced.  I flicked the knife smoothly with all the force I could muster.  Starting the release just above my target and to the left leading him.  The knife whupped through the air as it tumbled and I was rewarded by a wet thunk and a gurgled cry as one of the vrajitoare's henchmen fell.
 
   I urged my steed to a fork in the trail, to try to cut off their escape.  I felt the horse's powerful muscles bunch up and with a great leap we cleared the trunk of a tree which had fallen in years past.  The smooth landing as we continued pursuit had me looking down at my mount.  The stableman I borrowed him from knew his horses, I was impressed.  What had he called this midnight black stallion?  Shadow?
 
   I thumped his flank with a hand and encouraged him, “Good job Shadow.  Not much longer and then you can rest.”  As if he could understand me he huffed white foam and steam, from his hot breath in the chill autumn air, clouding the air in our wake.
 
   We had to be close to where they were hiding out, with the sun setting.  The full moon was the domain of those cursed with the lycan contagion.  Yes... the moon belonged to the wolves.  These witches would have to have a protected location or they would have to deal with any ferals just as I would.
 
   Just as I finished the thought, I came upon a clearing at a rock face.  Where two ridges seemingly came together, there was the opening to a cave.  The three vrajitoares stopped in the opening and turned to face me as they started chanting.
 
   I looked around, the four remaining henchmen were nowhere to be seen.  I glanced at the sun again, there was maybe sixty seconds before the sun was swallowed by the peaks.  I was not about to lose my prize now that I had finally located the witches.  I would have to brave the perils of any ferals that came upon me.
 
   I dismounted and slapped Shadow's flanks.  Sending him galloping into the dense forest.  He would stand a better chance on his own than if I brought him into this battle.  Just as he disappeared into the wood, I heard movement all around me.  The henchmen stepped into the clearing, wielding knives, clubs and one with a slim sword.  They had me surrounded.
 
   I huffed and then looked over at the witches, studying their smug faces.  I was again disappointed that Dame Gothel was not among their numbers.  My lifelong hunt for her has yet to bear fruit.  I called out to them, “Eight versus one.  Those are acceptable to me, but if you wish to call more to assist you to make it a fair fight, I can wait.”
 
   The eldest crone of the lot cackled and smirked. “Your bravado is wasted on us, the sun is extinguished.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes, what did she mean by... the last rays of the sun trickled out, leaving the forest in a twilight lit only by the bluish glow of the full moon.  Their men began to change.  They were feral werewolves!  But they would attack the witches too, wolves do not discriminate, they have no intelligence like the men they spawn from, they are just mindless killing machines.
 
   My skin felt like a thousand bees were buzzing along it, as the witches lashed out with one arcane spell after the next.  Wasting the putrid energies against me.  I could see their frustration as the spells melted away in a fury of crackling light against me.
 
   I understood, though, they were stalling, giving time for their men to finish their change.  I calmly reached up and pulled the tie of my cloak at my neck and let the black silk drop to the ground at my feet.
 
   I clenched my fists and twisted slightly side to side and my leather armor creaked and loosened up as the loops of metal covering it, shining white in the moonlight clinked gently.  I shook my long dark hair down, and it chimed in the night air as the seeming net of decorative silver feathers that adorned it rustled.
 
   The crone smiled cruelly with rotted teeth as deep growling started all around me.  She said in the old tongue, “A storm is coming you arrogant cur, you should have sought shelter.”
 
   As the werewolves stood, shaking off the last of the energies from their transformations, I smiled coolly at the woman and said, “I do not fear the storm...”  The first wolf leapt at me and my hands blurred to my sides, pulling two blades out of the dozens of pockets sewn into my leather armor, by the rings and flicked them.
 
   They buried themselves into the wolf's skull, burning, sizzling, and foaming white as the silver plating on the blades killed the beast.  I barely yelped before its body fell at my feet.  It started transforming back to its human form in death.
 
   I narrowed my eyes at the old witch and hissed, “...I am the storm!”  Just as all hell broke loose.  I toke three pivoting steps as I snatched more blades from my armor.  The pirouette allowed me to take in the battlefield and keep track of all my opponents.  Then the dance began.
 
   The wolves all rushed me, ignoring the witches.  What sorcery was that?  Why did they not go after them as well?  Were they somehow commanding the beasts?
 
   I spun under the leap of the largest wolf, his recurved claws and snapping fangs just missing me, and I dragged two razor sharp silvered blades along his belly as he passed.  He landed with a yelp and tumbled to the ground, his entrails spilling out behind him.  The acrid smell of foaming and burning flesh of silver burns filled the air.
 
   It took a lot to kill a werewolf.  They could take insane amounts of damage that would kill any other mortal creature.  But in recent times, as the lycan curse spread throughout the realms, it was discovered that they cannot abide the touch of silver.  The different churches say it is the purity of the metal.  I didn't care about that, all I cared was that silver was anathema to wolves and could kill them as surely as if they were mortal creatures.
 
   I slammed the back of my arm against one that tried to come in under my guard, and it yelped and backed away for a moment when its face and fur were singed by the loops of silver on the blades that covered my entire form like chain-mail.
 
   I had to drop into a three-point stance and then spun, kicking him in the temple with a silver tipped boot.  There was a satisfying crunch as the sharpened tip penetrated his skull.  I tumbled on the ground, out of the reach of the others as my latest kill started his change back in death.
 
   The final two circled me, and I readjusted the grip on one of my blades for a backhanded strike.  I just pivoted with them, leaving them a tempting target with my arms stretched out to my sides, leaving my body open.
 
   I took in a deep breath and held it, listening.  I could hear their breathing, their claws on the gravely ground, then the slight intake of air as both launched themselves through the air at me.  I windmilled as I ducked and bobbed.  Blades glinting in the light of the moon as they slashed in each direction.
 
   One wolf fell dead with a blade buried in his eye socket the other landed in a graceless scrabbling thump, limping with a gash along his flank and the tendons in its left front leg severed.  It snarled and snapped at me, saliva dripping from its fangs.
 
   I tried to circle, but I instead was circling to his weak side.  It frustrated the animal and it made a limping charge.  I dove over the animal and it snapped at me as I arced through the air above it.  I landed behind it and dropped my blade as I grabbed its tail with both hands and leaned back as I twisted and yanked with all the strength I could muster.
 
   It growled in protest as I sent it head over paw through the air and tumbling into the witches who were trying to avoid the enraged wolf.  It got instantly to its three good feet and charged me, not caring that its mistresses were in its way.  He grabbed one of the vrajitoares in his jaws and threw her aside to get to me.  His fangs puncturing her thigh.
 
   I smirked at her high pitched screams, her knowing that she had been infected by the lycan infection and was now one of the cursed.  Fitting.  I slid out two fresh blades and just stood my ground waiting for the wolf.  As it reached me, it snapped, wasting its bite on the loops of silver.  Which put him in the perfect position.  I struck down with all my might with both blades, cracking and sizzling through bone.
 
   For two heartbeats the wolf stood there, motionless before it fell in a heap at my feet.
 
   The other witches back up, as their companion started her change into a ravening beast under the influence of the cursed moon.  I walked slowly but purposely toward them, they seemed to be distracted by their companion's fate.
 
   I started unwrapping the slender rope looped over my shoulder that was woven from my own hair and slender strands of silver.  It had the same properties as I myself since it came from me.  It was immune to dark magics and was inexplicably many times stronger than any other rope.  I let the two heavy weighted blade tied at either end dangle almost to the ground as I held loops of the rope in my right hand.
 
   The cursed witch made an old scraggly and mangy looking wolf, on the small and sickly side of the scale.  She immediately lunged at the other two when her change was complete.  But the crone held up something that looked like a tangled mass of dark fur and blood on a leather string around her wrist, and yelled, “Stop!”
 
   I blinked.  The wolf obeyed her and stood looking at them, growling.  That is why they traveled with wolves and were not afraid of ferals finding them in the wood on a full moon.  Some sort of cursed talisman let them control the wolves.
 
   The crone smiled evilly and turned to me and pointed.  She started to order the wolf to attack me but I spun, letting out rope as the weighted blades whirled around on the rope, whistling as they split the air.  I let loose one end and the blade launched at the crone slamming through her wrist.  She screamed as I yanked back and coiled the rope smoothly, keeping tension on the blade as It sailed back to me and I caught it under my arm.
 
   I smiled as I pulled the talisman off my blade and crumbled it in my hand.  The crone's eyes went wide in terror as she snapped her head over to the side to see the wolf attack her companion.  The screaming of the vrajitoare made me show her mercy as she was being disemboweled.
 
   I swung my blades around slinging them behind me then into a high arc and with a yelp and a thud, a blade buried deep into the wolf and the witch.  Giving them both a mercy they never showed their victims.
 
   I stepped slowly up to the crone as I coiled the rope and slung it back over my shoulder.  She feebly pulled a small bone knife from her cloak, blood freely flowing from her wrist.
 
   I shook my head and just slapped the knife from her hand and lifted her off the ground and pinned her to the stones at the entrance to the cave.  She weighed no more than a dried corpse.  The price they paid to use the corrupting magics as it withered their body and soul.
 
   I hissed at her, “Where are the women and children you took last night?  Are they dead?”  I hooked a ring with the thumb of my other hand and drew out a blade which I held to her throat.
 
   She looked terrified but then started cackling.  “Do you hear it, child?  It makes no difference if I tell you or not.”
 
   I listened to the night, I could hear dozens of howls.  Feral wolves had heard the battle and were coming to join the hunt.  She grinned through rotted teeth. “The sacrifices are in the cave, but they will die along with you.  No matter how formidable you are against four wolves, even you cannot take on dozens and still protect the sheep in the cave.”
 
   I looked around at the dark forest on three sides of us then at her.  “Then you die with us, at the fangs of the cursed.  I can grant you a swift death if you answer one question.”
 
   The howls were getting closer and I could see her eyes futility searching the clearing as her fear grew.  She licked her cracked lips. “Ask your question.”
 
   I leaned in and locked eyes with her.  “Where can I find Dame Gothel?”  A new fear flooded her eyes, as the Dame, could find her in death.  She shook her head and another howl split the air, much closer.  I started to release her with a smile on my face.
 
   She quickly panicked. “No.  She has spoke of running to the land of kings, to Britain.  She knows you hunt her.  That is all I know, I swear.”  No sooner had the last word passed her lips, then I granted her the swift mercy I had promised.  The blade traveled up under her jaw into her brain.
 
   I said as I lowered her to the ground, “If there be a God, may he show mercy upon your fetid soul.”
 
   Then I entered the cave.  I had only a couple minutes.  I started jamming blades in fractures and crevices in the stones at the entrance.  Then I unshouldered my rope and untied one blade then went about threading the rope through the loops on the blades.  Creating a spiderweb of silvered rope across the opening.  I strained with all my might to tighten the web as much as possible then tied it off.  This would stop the wolves until morning.
 
   I could hear growling and snarling from the cave and sighed.  More of the vrajitoare's henchmen no doubt had succumbed to the lunar cycle.  It made sense that they would have guards for their sacrifices.  I hung my head, knowing this most likely meant the prisoners were most likely dead by now.
 
   I sighed and looked down to grab some blades.  I had only one left, I used the bulk of them at the cave entrance.  So I reached to my hair and slid a razor sharp feather blade from my hair.  I held the three-inch blade between my palms, in a manner that resembled praying, and I twisted my palms.
 
   The blade separated into two and I took one in each hand.  And was startled by the screaming of a child.  They yet lived?  I pulled a flint and steel from a pouch on my belt and struck it on a torch near the entrance.  Then I charged down the tunnel toward the screaming.
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