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Prologue
I poked Nessie in the arm as she sat on the corner of my desk on top of the contract she was sitting on that I needed, and said, “Poke.”
She grinned as she fiddled with her iPhone, queuing up more music from the server to evaluate for potential prospects for London Harmony to sign.
I loved my record label almost as much as the playfully wicked woman who was purposefully distracting me as I went through the paperwork our office manager and partner, Zilrita, had dropped off for me earlier that day.
I poked Vannie in the ribs, this time, causing her to squirm; I knew her weaknesses. “Poke.”
She rolled her eyes and grinned as she slowly turned to me and said, “Saying poke after you have already poked someone is sort of unnecessary, June.”
I grinned back. “But I like to narrate my life.  Case in point.”  I leaned in to where our lips were a fraction of an inch apart and whispered, “Then June kissed the object of her affection.”  Her scent was driving me crazy and making it hard to concentrate on work.
She grinned back and then looked deep into my eyes to where she said the music played.  A lot of the uncertainty and manic fear of losing her grasp on reality was gone from her amazing crystalline blue eyes which always looked like colored contacts to me.
The new drugs that her doctors had switched her to, to control her psychotic schizophrenia are doing much better than the other meds they had her on.  It took a while for her system to adjust to them but once they did, she says she feels much more like herself and doesn't feel as afraid that she isn't imagining things like before.
She smiled at the direction my new narration was heading and she closed the gap to where our lips barely brushed as she breathed out heavily, “Is that so?”
The little smirk on her lips and her hot breath on my face were about to do me in with her teasing.
I was about to cave and instigate the kiss when my desk phone started ringing and we jumped in startled surprise, my full attention had been so intent on my wife that the outside interruption set my heart beating fast. I hissed, “Damn.”
Her blue eyes sparkled and she leaned in really quick. “Mwah!”  she said as she gave me a peck on the lips.  Then she hopped off my desk and headed toward the door, swaying her hips exaggeratedly for me.  Grr.
I grinned and grabbed my phone. “Hello, this is June.”
Vanessa paused at the door when I repeated, “McKenzie Meyers?”  McKenzie was the definition of a hero in my book and just about everyone elses.
The woman had served in the US military and given all, including one of her arms and legs to helping to stop injustice in the world.  She received the Congressional Medal of Honor for her sacrifice, my mom had been the congresswoman who awarded it to her.
McKenzie was also the granddaughter of a friend of the family, Mrs. Zatta, who owned a phenomenal bakery slash cafe at Pike Place Market in Seattle called the Pike.
We would frequent the Pike for the amazing cuisine whenever our family was in Seattle.  I was a regular when I had moved up from Vancouver to Seattle for a time before coming to London.
I had never had the pleasure of meeting her granddaughter.  I smiled as I said, “To what do I owe the honor?”
My face fell and my good mood rapidly drifted away from me, like it was stripped away in a stiff breeze, pulled by an inexorable force.  I nodded to myself and said in a hoarse voice, “Oh... I see.”
I straightened and glanced at Vannie, who had a concerned look on her face.  I said, “Yes of course.  We'll be there.”
I nodded into space again. “Thank you, you too.  Goodbye.”
I held onto the receiver for a moment looking at it then up at my girl and said, “Have Frannie pack her things, we're going to Seattle.”
***
We packed light, even though I knew we'd most likely stay a week or two so that we'd have time to visit with family while we were back in the States.  To Fran, packing lightly meant trying to figure out how to stuff her girlfriend, Tasha into a suitcase, until I told her we had four tickets.
We put Zilrita and Jen in charge of the fort at work.  Zil had rubbed her hands together and said in a silly voice, “Excellent.”
But there is nobody who can run London Harmony in my absence like her.  Our resident smiling Goth worked harder than any other three workers and basically ran the place even when I was there.
Zil collected her Squid Hug toll from each of us after she and Jennifer drove us to London Heathrow to catch our flight.  She squished me and swung me side to side saying, “Love you.  See you, ladies, when you get back.”
I smiled back and said, “Love you too.”
Though the reason for our trip was grim, there was also an anticipation I always felt when going back... home.  I didn't visit as much as I would like, just a week or two each year, and my family visited London as frequently as mom's congressional schedule would allow.
I had to grin at Natasha, the way she was excitedly holding Fran's hand.  She had never traveled across the pond to the America's so this was a new experience for her.
After our business in Seattle had been concluded, I knew that Fran would most likely use the opportunity to visit with her partners in the SmartCanvas 3 project, Tim Phearson and Brandye Franklin.
We settled in on the plane, I'd have to scold Zilrita later, for booking us on a nonstop flight in the First Class section, we didn't need to waste money like that.  I grinned knowing she'd just get all cute and shrug at me then ignore me.
As we took to the sky, I looked out the window past Vanessa and contemplated the call from McKenzie.



Chapter 1 – McKenzie Meyers
When we touched down and made it through customs, and congratulated Tasha for surviving the auspicious event of walking across the line painted on the floor of the SeaTac Airport that announced she had entered the United States of America.
I cringed when one girl we passed recognized my face and went into all out fan mode squealing and asking for J8's autograph.  In some ways I wish I was still anonymous, then I could move around without anyone knowing who I was.
She was almost hyperventilating. “I have all of your records!”
I smiled at her and the feeding frenzy began.  Her outburst had drawn people in and I gave out signatures as my evil wife just grinned like a loon, Fran was covering her mouth to hide her smile too.  I'll get them back later.
After things had broken up, I grinned as we retrieved our luggage from baggage claim and saw a welcome sight.  Two women standing nearby with smug grins on their faces and holding up signs that read, “Crazy woman and friends.”
I couldn't help the smile that threatened to split my face as I stepped up quickly and gave my two old friends hugs.  I said, “As I live and breathe, if it isn't Hank and A.J.”
I met Samantha Roth and Abbey Jacobs back in college and they became part of the tight-knit group of friends that I got into mischief with.  The other students called us and our friends, June's Eight.  Some of the shenanigans we got into at the New York Art Academy are still being talked about in hushed tones.
They gave Nessie and Fran hugs as well, then Fran pulled Tasha up to them by a hand and made the introductions, “Natasha, this is Samantha Roth.”  She paused allowing her girl to pick up on visual cues she could use to identify Sammie later.  Being face blind, Natasha needs to find other unique things about each person to recognize who they are.
Then she turned to A.J. And said, “And this is Abbey Jacobs.  They are friends of the family.”
She shook each of their hands. “It's a pleasure to meet both of you.  Frannie has told me some... interesting things about you.”
They chuckled at that and I asked, “What are you two doing here?”
Abbey sobered and said in an almost monotone voice, showing her sadness at the news, “McKenzie told us you were coming.  It would be asinine for you to stay at a hotel until you get a chance to head down to Vancouver, we have plenty of room at the cabin.”
I almost snorted.  Their 'cabin' was a huge river property on the southern end of Issaquah, with enough room for a small army.  I grinned at the women.  “We accept.”
Abbey narrowed her eyes, which were so amber they almost looked orange to me, then said to Sammie. “Notice the tone, the wench is not surprised.”
Samantha cutely narrowed her eyes too and examined me then grinned as she asked, “Zil didn't book a hotel did she?”
I blushed, gave an apologetic smile while I shook my head, as I admitted, “I was kinda, sorta, going to ask you, ladies, when we got into town.”
This set them off into fits of laughter.  Then Abbey looked down at me and said seriously, “Of course, like we'd turn you away.  We love you lady.”
I felt a familiar pang at that.  The one you get when you desperately miss friends so close that you knew every little secret about each other and could pick up a conversation even after being separated by thousands of miles and months or years like you had just spoken before lunch.
Samantha added as we started dragging our suitcases behind as we followed them, “We need to make a quick pit stop before home.  McKenzie wanted to see you when you got here.”
I paused then nodded.
Nessie said, “Of course.”
We loaded up onto a large black SUV that would make the Secret Service proud.  Then we caught up with current goings on from either side of the world as Abbey deftly navigated us through Seattle then North across the floating bridge.  We were getting close to Issaquah where the girls lived and I was going to ask when they turned off and pulled us into a rare rural subdivision just past Bellevue and Eastgate.
I spent a good portion of my life in the Vancouver and Seattle area and I hadn't known this area had existed.  It was rare to find such rural pockets hiding between cities on the west coast of Washington.  I really liked the feel of it.
We pulled into a long drive and came upon a cute little rancher house with a huge arena looming behind it with a sign that read “Meyers Trick Riding Stable.”
Abbey looked at the clock on the dashboard and then pulled past the house to the arena and parked.  I asked, “So, what is she like?  I've never had the pleasure.”
Samantha said with iron clad surety, “Everything you would expect, and more.”
I smiled and nodded.  I doubted the woman could live up to what I have built her up in my mind, I had this thing about heroes, though not as severely as Kimi Solomon did.
I learned quickly just how wrong I was.
The girls led our little group into the arena.  We went past an office, and some other rooms down a hall, and emerged under a small set of bleachers by sand and sawdust-floored indoor arena like you would see at a rodeo.
In the center of the arena were some young men and women watching a lady who was on a well-groomed mare jumping off her saddle, her feet hitting the ground and bounding back up over the saddle to bound off the ground on the other side.  Then doing a twist on the rebound to land backward in her saddle.
Her flannel shirt was rolled up in the heat of the summer day, and I blinked at the prosthetic arm that didn't seem to slow the woman down in the least.  My eyes went to the woman's legs.  I couldn't tell with her heavy denim jeans and cowboy boots on, but I was sure that this woman had to be McKenzie Meyers and one of her legs was prosthetic as well.  The military tattoo on her one muscular bicep sealed it for me.
She prompted one of the other riders and instructed them when they failed in the remount.  I got lost in the spectacle.  McKenzie sat tall in the saddle with strength and confidence not many had.  She seemed to move instinctively on the horse like they were one and the same, and that made her trick riding look that much more effortless.
A voice with a decidedly southern lilt to it said from beside me.  “Mah sugar certainly is something isn't she?”
I blinked as I looked over to the tiny redheaded woman standing next to me.  I hadn't even noticed her walk up to lean on the rail we were standing in front of.
She was dressed in a white tee with a larger flannel shirt tied at her belly and the sleeves rolled up so it didn't hang on her like a dress.  She was in denim jeans and cowboy boots that were scuffed with the signs of hard work.  Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, revealing a freckled face that just made you want to smile.
She slid a heavy work glove off of one hand.  “Katie, Katie Meyers.  My wife and I own this little ol' stable.  What can I do for you ladies?  Lookin' to sign up for some classes?  Judging by those fancy clothes I'd say y'all are city folk.”  She looked over at Samantha and Abbey and winked at them, they grinned back with knowing smiles.
They obviously knew each other.
I shook her hand and said, “Pleased to meet you.  I'm June Harris-West and this is my wife, Vanessa, our sister Francine, and her crush Natasha.  These other two trouble makers you apparently know.”
She nodded, then shook everyone's hands and said with a sad excitement, “Of course, Kenz is expecting you.  She'll be done with the class in a couple minutes.  Please come into the office to wait, unless you want to watch.”  She wiggled her eyebrows. “We have coffee.”
The girls groaned in appreciation at that last comment and followed her like drones back into the office area.  I grinned at Van then nudged my chin toward the woman.  My girl just gave me a sly smile.  She had noticed too.  The Southern Belle accent was much less pronounced once she learned who we were.  She must let it out to play when they are trying to get new students for their classes.  Though you could still pick it up in her voice, so it wasn't anything faked.
She played the perfect hostess, pouring coffee and passing the little cardboard cups to each of us.  Then she sat in the comfortable chairs arranged in front of the two big desks that were covered in paperwork.
She was asking about our trip and making sure we had lodging for the duration of our stay.  She fluttered a hand over her heart when Tash spoke for the first time.  “Oh dear lord, ah have a weakness for British accents.”
Tasha blushed and laid her head on Fran's shoulder bashfully.  Katie certainly had a way with putting people at ease.
Before long, we heard the arena door open and close and then the woman from the arena walked into the room, removing the old beat up red baseball cap she had on as she was saying, “I put Starfire's Daughter in her stall and...”  She trailed off when she saw she had visitors.
And there she was.  McKenzie Meyers.  The woman who was on so many newscasts for so many years.  The woman on so many recruiting and inspirational posters you found almost everywhere.
She had this odd juxtaposition of a larger than life hero and a down home girl that made her so popular with the media and the public at large.  Her eyes were laser focused as she took us all in with a single glance.  I could see the shadow in those eyes that I saw in so many service members, a shadow that would never leave her.  We all found ourselves standing as she fidgeted with the cap as she transferred it to her prosthetic hand, the fingers stiffly closing on the rim of the cap.
The long brown hair that flowed down her back was the only part of the toned and muscular woman that betrayed the look of a soldier.  Her eyes stopped on me and I saw recognition in them.  She held a hand out to me and said, “June.  Nana Z has pictures of you on her wall.  I'm glad you could make it, she would have appreciated it.”
I shook and her hand was strong, she didn't apply hardly any pressure but her grip was strong as iron.
My heart sank at the pain I could now see in her expressive eyes.  A death in the family is always such a heartbreak and all I could see before me at that moment was a girl who had just lost her grandmother.  It had shaken her to her core but she was putting on a brave front for us, or maybe for herself.
Mrs. Zatta was one of the most big-hearted women I had known.  She cared for the people she took into her private circle and we all became more than just customers.  Whenever we visited the Pike, it was like having a meal with family.  She was always at all of the important celebrations in our lives and we all felt like she was our own surrogate grandmother.
I made the introduction of the others, then we sat and talked with McKenzie.  She wound up being a lot more personable and down to earth than I had imagined her to be.  We spoke of her grandmother, Emily.  She had died peacefully in her sleep at eighty-three.  I knew she had been having some health problems and hired on my cousin Zoey a couple years back and was talking about making her a full partner at the Pike.  She had even shared all of her award winning recipes with her.
As she spoke of the woman who helped raise her, I noticed the pictures on the walls behind the desks and walked up to them as she spoke.  I saw a young girl dressed up as Annie Oakley at a Wild West show beside a tall, handsome man. Something about the girl's eyes and the slightly crooked smile looked so familiar.  The brass plaque on the picture read, “Dad and me.”
I glanced back to see McKenzie with that same crooked smile on her face, looking at me as she spoke.  This was her.  I couldn't stop from smiling.  She was Annie Oakley in a Wild West show?  That must be where she got the shooting skills to be called Dead Shot in the military.
She finished with, “The funeral is tomorrow afternoon at the Lake View Cemetery.  I'll forward the information to you.  The wake will be at the Pike afterward.  I have Zoey closing it down for the day.  Nana wanted you at the reading of the will along with all of 'her girls' as she calls all the strays she took in over the years.  That will be Monday.”
Katie said, “I'll send that info with the rest.”
They gave us a tour of their grounds and it was a pretty impressive setup.  They ran the entire thing with just two hired hands, they weren't afraid of doing the hard labor themselves.  They had one wing of the four wing stables set aside for boarding the overflow horses from the stables from our friends over at Valentine's Cascade Experience.  We still call it Silent Bob's.
After our goodbyes, we hopped back into the oversize SUV and headed toward Issaquah.



Chapter 2 – Empty
I was snapped out of my dark thoughts when Harold said to me, “Earth to Zoey, you in there?”
I shook my head and offered the repairman a smile. “Sorry, I was just thinking about something.  What was that?”
He looked over from the huge industrial mixer he currently had in pieces.  “This one is beyond me.  These Swedish jobs are too proprietary.  Without the proper parts, I'm going to have to pronounce this thing irrecoverable.  Unless you know someone who can work magic.”
I frowned and pushed some of my red hair, which had escaped my loose braid, out of my eyes.  I nodded at the man.  Without that mixer, it was going to make things a lot more difficult here at the Pike.  I'd have to mix things in smaller batches in the backup German mixer.  And a new one would put a strain on the Bakery's finances.  I grimaced.  Not that it mattered anymore.
I fought back a tear.  Now that Mrs. Z was...  now that she wasn't with us anymore, I had no idea what was going to happen to the Pike.  I just came to work because I didn't know what else to do.  We were talking about setting up an equal partnership but she was called home by God before we could formalize it.  I couldn't stand the thought of the Pike closing its doors.  We lost Mrs. Z, and the Pike closing would just make it too... real?
I thought for a moment then grinned and said, “Thanks, Harold, if you could just get it put back together, I think I know someone with that magic.  I'll pay cash since I'm not sure how the finances and checks are supposed to work now.”
He shook his head adamantly. “Oh no you don't, no money exchanges hands here.  I just got out from under owing Crystal McKay a marker with this job.  I'm finally free until the next favor she does for me.”  His eyes twinkled in mirth.
I knew it wouldn't be long until he owed her a marker again.  Word on the street that there aren't many businesses in the city that don't owe that woman a marker.  It was pretty humorous, to say the least.  She was always doing things to help out Mrs. Zatta and people she chose to make her friends like this.
The customers today were pretty solemn, word had spread quickly and there was so much business that I had to call Eve up from Vancouver to help out.  My little sis was a godsend.  She worked at dad's diner so just stepped right in without hesitation to take the pressure off of me as I handled the kitchen.  I don't know how Mrs. Z had done this on her own for so many years.
I checked on my twins,  Maxine, and Teddy.  School is out for the summer and they wanted to come to work with me today.  I think they knew I needed the moral support.  They showed more maturity and empathy with that than I had when I was eleven.  They loved Mrs. Z too.  She had them call her Nana Zatta.
They were buried in some multiplayer games on their cellphones.  They glanced up in that freaky unison thing they do and smiled at me before going back to their games.  I glanced at my cell when it buzzed.  They looked back up as I checked it and smiled at them. “Our spies have informed me that the package has arrived.”
Max's pretty green eyes widened, she looked so much like the pictures of my mother when she was her age.  She blurted excitedly, “June's here!”
Her brother just beamed a smile at the news.  June always spoiled my kids whenever she was around.  They loved her so much and she loved them fiercely.
I had to grin, I remember changing June's diapers with mom and Aunt Anna when I was about five.  Now she's running one of the most influential record labels in the music industry and has attained as much fame as a singer as Aunt Mandy.
I asked them, “What say we go ambush June after we shut down for the day?”
This got me excited cheers from the peanut gallery.  I sent a quick text to my husband, Harrison, to let him know the plan.  He sent a platypus and a heart emoji back.  Platypus love?  What's that even supposed to mean?
I shook my head at my odd spouse.  That was one of the reasons I love the man, he was as strange as a porcupine in a kilt.  I grinned and bit my lower lip as I imagined him in a kilt.
I looked back at my phone and set it down as I started a FaceTime call.  A few seconds later a grinning face under an adorable shaggy pixie cut was on my screen.
She signed with her hands, “Hello Zoey.”
I signed back as I spoke, “Hi Ash.  I got a problem that needs your unique skill set here at the Pike.  Can you drop by Tuesday to see if you can get this Kok Stjarna mixer back up and running so I don't feel like I'm mixing dough and batter all day?”
She signed, “Not a problem lady.  I can be there before opening bell at the Market if that is ok.”  She looked away and smiled and squirmed.  I heard her wheezing in her giggle then she turned back and signed, “Sorry, some evil woman was poking my ribs.”
I had to grin.  She could really get her exceedingly introverted girlfriend, Leigh, out of her protective shell.  Those two were meant for each other.  I chuckled out as I signed, “Sounds great Ash, I'll see you at the wake tomorrow and then on Tuesday.”
She saluted, looked off screen, and wiggled her eyebrows at her victim as she signed off.  She was a hoot.  I didn't really need to sign to her, but it was a force of habit.  Since she had to sign to speak or use a tinny sounding voice synthesizer to communicate, I always felt it was only polite.
When Ashley was a little girl, a dog attack had left her throat scarred and her vocal cords damaged beyond repair.  But that doesn't stop her from being one of the chattiest young ladies I know.  She brings Leigh with her to Seattle every time they have a break from the art school they attend in New York.  They were here now for summer break.
She was incredibly artistic and because she hung around at Silent Bob's all the time, she learned to use that creativity in helping Vernon over there fix just about anything.  That ability is a unique skill that makes her invaluable.  She can repair things anyone else would say are unfixable, in the most inventive ways.
Vernon's son Tim, who is a mechanical prodigy, says that she has an innate understanding of anything just by examining it.  He thinks she is a borderline mechanical genius.
Mrs. Z always called her whenever Crystal's people were vexed by the older import kitchen machines we use at the Pike. 
The two girls are inseparable and Ash uses Leigh as her voice around people who can't sign while Leigh latches on to Ashley's outgoing nature to give her the bravery to step outside her bubble of isolation, her comfort zone.  I think they are juniors or seniors now at the New York Academy of Art.  The same college June went to.
I had been signing my whole life, growing up with my Aunt Anabella in the house.  She's deaf.  Mom says I could sign before I could talk.  My little sis, Eve, was a little slower on the uptake since Anabella had moved in with Mandy so she didn't have quite as much exposure to sign language as I did.
Teddy knocked me out of my musings while I prepared an order Eve had handed me. “T minus fifteen minutes,”
I told you that they loved June.  I smiled at him then went back to prepping the ham and cheese bake and slid it into the brick oven.
I looked over at the prep station from the oven and my heart sank again.  Without Mrs. Z there with me, the kitchen felt so... empty.
I sighed and went up front to the display cases and arranged the pastries to make the case seem fuller than it was.  Mrs. Zatta had this way of presenting things almost artistically that I could barely manage.
I wish that I knew what was going to happen to the Pike.  I have grown to love the place, I felt like I belonged here more than at any other time in my life.  I was in talks with Mrs. Z to become a full partner in the business, now everything was in limbo and McKenzie won't discuss it with me yet until... after...
I sighed again, Eve looked over from where she was refilling drinks at one of the small expanded metal tables and gave me a sympathetic look.  Her dark red hair flopped into her eyes, making me smile.  I swear she could get it to do that on command, just to coax smiles out of me when I'm feeling down or melancholy.
I stood taller and chastised myself. Ok, Zoey straighten up and get back to work.  I went back to the kitchen and pulled the bake out and brought it to the counter for Eve to deliver to the customer.  She whispered, “Chin up Zoo.”  Then she grinned and was off to deliver the item to the gentleman sitting at one of the tables we had outside in the courtyard of the building.
When she was little, Eve couldn't say Zoey.  So it came out Zoo.  She never really made an effort to change that even once she could pronounce it correctly.  I sort of liked it.  It was one of our special sister bonding things.  Like me always letting the shrimp know just how short she really was.  Insert evil grin here.
The kids helped us clean up when we closed for the night after the closing bell of the Market sounded.  We had a little assembly line going as we washed dishes.  It reminded me so much of dad's diner when the whole family helped him close up so he could get home sooner.  I swear that man is a workaholic.  The diner is extremely successful, especially after Aunt Mandy put in the Harmony Trax record label headquarters just a block away.  But he prefers to do everything himself instead of hiring help.
I had to smile at the thought of Aunt Mandy.  The rest of the world knows her as Mandy Fay Harris, rock legend.  Back when I was little, before she quit singing, she had set up trust accounts for Eve and my education with the royalties from a single song she wrote for Aunt Anna, ‘Oceans of Blue.’  She had no clue at the time that it would become the best-selling single in the history of rock.  It almost became a religion to her fans.
Most of the proceeds go to charities, but the portion that went to Eva and I was worth millions.  It not only put us through college but has made us set for life.  We didn't need to work but I would die of boredom if I didn't.  I funnel the bulk of it into trust accounts for the twins now.  Even after a couple decades, it brings in royalties in the mid six figures every year.
The four of us headed out the door, I turned off all but the night lights and armed the alarm then locked the door behind us.
I looked at my sis. “See you at the funeral tomorrow Shrimp Roll?”
She shook her head and gave a toothy grin.  “You're kidding right Zoo?  June is in town.”
I had to chuckle, those two shared cribs together and grew up thinking they had three moms and a dad who just happened to live in two different houses.  Those cousins were as close as any sisters could hope to be.
She exchanged shrugs with the kids.  They all acted like it was obvious and that I was dense.  I rolled my eyes at their antics and said, “Come along then 'children.'” Pointedly I looked at my sister, making sure she knew she was included in the children remark.
She stuck her tongue out at me and crinkled her nose.  Not many full grown adults can get away with something that silly, but alas, my little sister was one of them.  I just gave her a cross-eyed look then we headed to the parking garage just north of Pike Place Market.
Traffic wasn't bad and the twins were out of the car the moment it stopped moving at Samantha and Abbey's place.  They started for the door but paused as a familiar car pull up to park behind us.  My smile grew as I joined the kids.
I looked at the tall, graceful woman with waist length black hair that flowed like black gold as she moved out of the car.  Her imposing height of six foot two didn't look odd on the medium boned woman with her Pacific Islander features and complexion.  She always looked like some sort of Amazon princess to me.
As Lizzie pulled her little troublemaker, Fay, out of the child seat in the back of her car while her husband, Jeremy, got out of the passenger seat, I said to June's little sister, “Hi Lizzie.”  They always looked like such an odd contradiction.  The man was a little nerdy looking to me, but in a good way, I could see what Elizabeth saw in him, especially when he smiled.  The odd thing was that the man was only five foot nine and my cousin towered over him.
She gave me a dazzling smile that twinkled around in her eyes as she set her cute four-year-old terror down, who ran up to Maxine, who scooped her up and threw her over her shoulder like a sack of grain as the kids headed over to give their cousin hugs.
“Hiya, Zoey!  What brings you here?”
I rolled my eyes and gave her a hug as she chuckled.  Jeremy joined her by her side.
He greeted me. “Zoey.”
I smiled at him and replied, “J.”
As I answered her question, she absently grabbed Jeremy's hand, I swear they are still in the honeymoon stage of their marriage, and it suits them.  “We just came to use the restroom.”
She chuckled. “Brat.”
I grinned toothily at her and nudged my head toward the cabin.  “Shall we go corner June and the gang?”
She just nodded, scrunching her head to her shoulders like we were sneaky, and we all headed to the door.  Max swung Fay back to the door so she could ring the bell.
I winced in preparation and right on cue, the squealing began the moment June and Samantha opened the door.



Chapter 3 – Funeral
Fran called out to me, “June, get a move on, some of us still need to get ready.”
I called back through the bathroom door as I brushed my hair,  “Then get in here Small Fry.  I'm just about done.”
She poked her head inside the door and looked around with a humorous look on her face.  I snickered at the girl.  She had walked in on me once at our place in London when I had just stepped out of the shower and now she was paranoid around closed bathroom doors.  She says I had scarred her for life, the stinker.
I looked at her and nodded approval.  She was in a modest, long black dress that hit just below her knees.  It was quite proper for a funeral.  “Could you?”  I asked as I held out a wide black ribbon and turned my back to her.
She took the ribbon without a word and deftly tied back my hair loosely as I took in my appearance. I shrugged at the girl with so many glaring flaws in the mirror and smoothed my own black dress down.
Francine shook her head at me as she pushed me playfully toward the door.  “How can the unstoppable June Harris-West have such a poor self-image?  I'll never understand you woman, you're gorgeous.”
She had the door shut and locked behind me before I could protest.  She just said that because we are sisters now, it is in the sister contract somewhere isn't it?  Right between holding a sister's hair back when she is vomiting, and kicking the ass of anyone who hurts your sister.
I turned from the door, just to be caught in the gaze of the love of my life.
I sank into the depths of her eyes as Nessie reached out to touch my arm lightly before she let her hand drop back to her side.  It pained me every time she did that.  I knew it was to check to make sure I was really there.  Even though her new meds kept the voices and visions away better than ever, she still had this seed of self-doubt.
I couldn't stop the smile slowly spreading on my face as she started swaying almost imperceptibly to the music she says she sees in my eyes.  I whispered, “Hi.”
I was rewarded with an almost shy smile back from her as she blushed and said, “Hi.”
Tasha rushed to the bathroom door as she tied the sash on her own black dress and thudded into it face first when she found it locked.  She grinned back at us and asked, “How can such a huge place only have three bathrooms?  Sam and Abbey are in the other two.”
We grinned and shrugged at her.  She was always late to get ready even back in London.
She started knocking on the door repeating over and over in a droning voice, “Open up, open up, open up, open up...”  Until the door opened a bit, a hand reached out and grabbed her, tugging her in as she giggled.  We couldn't stop our own chuckles at that.
I absently thought about last night.  I had expected Lizzie to pounce with Fay, my favorite niece.  Fine whatever, my only niece.  But it was a pleasant surprise to see Zoey and the twins. I simply love all the children.
We planned on visiting after the funeral, but I hadn't realized just how much I had missed them until they showed up at Hank and A.J.'s door last night.
I can't believe how much Fay has grown since I saw her six months ago.  She is going to take after her mother with her black hair, big chocolate brown eyes, and her height.  She was already taller than most four-year-olds.
And the twins were telling me all about their latest adventures in school.
Somewhere in between, us grownups were able to get a few words in as we caught up on happenings since we all last saw each other.  We carefully steered clear of any talk about what prompted our visit.  I think we all felt that if we voiced it, it would make it true.  And none of us wanted to face that particular truth at that time.  Reality would be standing right in front of us the following morning at the funeral.
So I took the time to enjoy the company of friends and family.  Spending as much time with the children as possible.  A longing inside of me twanged as I did, which coaxed a thoughtful smile from my wife.  She knew we were going to have the talk soon.  I really loved children and was wanting so much to have one of our own.  My maternal instincts kicked in every time I was with Fay or the twins.
I snapped out of it when Nessie waved a hand in front of my face as she prompted, “Earth to June.  We lost you there for a moment.”
I smiled at her and said offhandedly, “Just thinking about the kids last night, it was really good to see them again.  We're going to have to spend some more time with them before we go back to London.”
Vanessa just nodded and gave me a knowing look. She sighed and gave me a sad smile, she understood what I was really saying.  We had discussed this once before.  I wanted to carry our first child, using one of her eggs.  She is so paranoid that if we did, the child might develop schizophrenia or another mental disorder like her.  All of the doctors say that that there is only a ten percent chance that that could happen.  It scares her.
A.J. came down the hall and she poked her head into the room.  “We should get moving or we're going to be late ladies.”
I opened my mouth but the door to the bathroom swung open and Fran and Tasha came quickly out, Small Fry saying, “We're ready, we're ready.”
Natasha hopped behind her on one shoe, with her hand on Fran's shoulder to steady herself as she slipped on her other shoe on.
She stood quickly and smoothed out her dress and grinned like a loon.  “Ready.  What took you all so long?”  This got a raised eyebrow and a barely concealed grin from Abbey.
We all filed out of the room and dragged Sammie to her feet from where she sat on the couch sketching in her ever present sketchpad.  A habit she picked up from her adoptive mother, Kimi.  I had to blink, except for her blonde hair with that pink lock she favored, she looked every bit her other mom, Skylar Roth.  It was sort of spooky.
She gave us all a smile as she was herded to the door.  Abbey said in her best narrating voice, “And then the intrepid group of sojourners headed to their trusty mounts.”
I had a quick vision of us all hopping up onto horses and riding slowly into town.
Natasha asked Sammie, “Is she always like that?”
Sam rolled her eyes. “It isn't the only thing she narrates, trust me on that.”
Abbey grinned down at her. “Hey!”
I chuckled as we got to the car. “I swear I'm the only normal one of our group.”  It was less than two heartbeats before they all burst out laughing.  I grinned at the surly crew and defended in a refined manner, “Shut up.”
Hank said in her singsong voice, “Yes J-Dub.”
I knew why we were being silly, so we didn't dwell on the reality of the day.  The mood dampened quickly as we got into the car and Abbey started driving us toward the funeral home.
When we arrived, we had to park two blocks away.  It looked like a feeding frenzy of reporters around the funeral home and there were police barricades.  I sighed and put on some large sunglasses and Sammie handed me a stylish hat that she had brought to the car.
I thanked her, she was used to this sort of thing, her parents being Satin Thunder.  They would be here, and my moms as well.  None other than Mandy Fay Harris and Congresswoman Anabella West.  We should have known this was going to be a circus.  Mrs. Z had a knack for befriending so many famous people before they became famous.  The media was disrespecting the woman by shining the spotlight on the names in attendance instead of her.
The girls formed a sort of phalanx around me as I kept my head down as we approached the paparazzi.  We stopped at the barricades and Samantha showed our invitation to the funeral and someone blurted out, “It's J8!”
Then all hell broke loose as everyone turned cameras on our group and started shouting questions about how I knew 'The Deceased.'  I ground my teeth and growled to myself as the officers let us past, “Her name was Emily Zatta, not the deceased.”
Nessie's hand found mine and drew some of the anger out of me.  I smiled at her in thanks and she just nodded once and we made our way to the entrance.  Just as we arrived, we heard another commotion.
We looked to the barricades on the other side from where we came through to see a familiar woman in a black dress and army boots, being mobbed by reporters.  One of my personal heroes, Mia Jacobs, Abbey's mother, one of the most influential artists of this century.  Her head was down and she was fidgeting visibly as she shied away from contact with anyone.
A short blonde woman almost growling and hissing at the paparazzi as they made their way to the officers.  I had to smile at Vicky Davenport.  She was small but fierce.
Abbey peeled off from us immediately, her amber eyes glowing in fury.  “I'll see you guys inside.”  We all nodded and watched her head off to give her mother support.  We waited for her to escort her mother and Vicky to us before entering the funeral home.
The women hugged Sammie then acknowledged us with sad smiles we shared with them.  Victoria was glaring back the way we came.  Mia stuttered nervously, “D-down girl.”  She was rewarded by a loving smile from the little blonde.
The place was crowded, which didn't really surprise me, Mrs. Z was well loved.  It looked like a veritable Who's Who in the Seattle Elite and the music world.  We said our hellos to people we knew as we passed, like Crystal and Jane McKay, and Hank veered off from the group to sit by her parent's, Kimi Solomon and Skylar Roth.  They were with Bobbie and Blake.  We waved at them all.
I paused near the front and smiled at my parents who were sitting with Lizzy and Fay, next to Reese Qualls in her wheelchair, and Sarah.  We slipped into the seats they had saved for us and I made the introductions of Natasha to Reese and Sarah and signed to my parents as I introduced her to them.
Fay was busy signing to mom about preschool until we sat, then she hopped down and ran to me for a big hug then she sat on my lap.
This was one of the few times the usually loquacious Mandy Harris was quiet.  It was odd to see mother in a somber mood.  We looked around.  This row was mostly populated by our family.  Zoey was there with Jeremy and the twins beside Aunt Serina and Uncle Dave.  Eve was just coming down the aisles to sit by them.
When the minister came in to stand at the podium by the casket, everyone went silent.  It was a beautiful service that brought me to tears more times than I care to admit to.  After the minister had spoken, then McKenzie gave a heartfelt eulogy.
People were asked to come up and share their experiences with Emily.  Sandra Callahan brought us all to tears again and Penny Franklin stepped up to console her and bring her back to their seats.
Mia Jacobs, who was terrified of public speaking, insisted on sharing her heartfelt interactions with Mrs. Z.
There was nothing I could say that wasn't said, but I felt I needed to say something.  So when I went up, I looked around and distilled it all down to simply saying and signing, “Kind words, loving meals, an inspiration.  Emily will be missed.”
This got murmurs of agreement and that was all I could say.  I sat down quickly before I cried yet again.  Mom reached over and laid a hand on my arm.  I gave her a little smile.
After everyone had said their piece, the service concluded.  I paused and looked back as everyone filtered out, to see McKenzie standing at the casket, a hand resting on the lid, with Katie resting her own hand on McKenzie's shoulder.  I seriously couldn't imagine her pain.  That was the last of her family from what I was told.  I was happy that she at least had Katie.
I feel blessed that I haven't had to go to a family member's funeral in my life yet.  Though Mrs. Z still felt like family.
With promises of seeing them down in Vancouver for a few days after we spent some time with friends here in Seattle and dealing with the business of the reading of Emily's will, we all braved the paparazzi again to head to the wake at the Pike.  I was grateful that the location of the wake was a closely guarded secret.



Chapter 4 – Wake
Leigh sighed and looked at me with that wistful smile she gets that warms me inside.  She was my itsy bitsy huggable woman.  She signed shyly as she spoke, “We should get going, Ash.”
I could see her anxiety building, she really didn't like being around groups of people.
I nodded and signed back, “Ok, I'll pull Gerty up front.”
She blushed.  I knew she wanted to argue that she could walk from the worker's cabin here at Valentine's Cascade Experience, to the parking lot where my beat up old 1977 Chevy Vega sat.
It was a banged up rusted bucket of bolts, but it was mine.  My grandpa, Remington had bought it brand new back then, for just under three grand.  They were mocked as 'disposable cars' at the time and were prone to catastrophic breakdowns.  But old Gerty had beat all the odds and forgot to die, and was handed down to my mother when she turned sixteen, then to me when I turned sixteen.  I viewed the dark rust marks on the orange paint to be badges of honor.  Three generations and still rolling.
I grabbed the keys off the counter and almost skipped out the door.  I waved to Steve over by the stables as I walked to the main parking lot of the lodge.  We were invited to the wake for Mrs. Zatta by her business partner, Zoey.
I had really liked Mrs. Zatta, she was always nice to Leigh and me whenever she had me over to the Pike to fix her imported equipment.  And she could get my Leigh to smile.  I was going to miss the woman.  We would have been at the funeral, but they had already invited the maximum people for the occupancy rating of the funeral home.
I paused at Gerty's door with the key in my hand when I noticed Vernon at the main vehicle bay door of the log framed lodge which served as the headquarters for Valentine's.  The huge mountain man looking guy with this shaggy beard, was having troubles fixing the track rollers that had failed yesterday.  He was always working, always in motion.
The man never spoke much, he suffered from severe PTSD from his time in the military and wound up on the streets.  Sandra Callahan had recommended him to Bobbie when she was looking for a handyman.  The man is brilliant like his son, Tim Phearson.  Though he fancies himself a loner, he certainly was close to the people here at the lodge that he views as his family.
Grandpa Remmy was his best friend and they lived in the worker's cabin together until Grandpa passed away.  Leigh and I share Grandpa's old room when we work the summers here at Valentine's.
Vernon sort of took us under his wing.  I think partly because he feels he owes it to Remmy to look after me.
I walked over and saw his conundrum, with only two hands it was hard to hold the segmented door panel in place while hefting the weight of the door against the torsion springs, and aligning the roller in the bushing and sliding it into the track.
I stood in front of him and grinned, rocking on my heels.  He glanced up at me and grunted, hiding his smile.  Then he asked, “So are you going to stand there babbling all day or are your going to help?”  He grinned and held out the roller to me.
I snorted and signed something unladylike to him which made him grin.  I smiled back and took the roller as he stood, hefting the twenty-foot wide bay door up like it was made of aluminum foil.  I slapped the roller in place and guided it into the slot on the track.  I grabbed the power driver on the ground and fastened the little keeper plate over the slot.
I grinned again and held the driver out to him.
He rolled his eyes and said, “Nobody likes a smartass.” With a thud, he dropped the door down.  He took the driver and mussed up my short, pixie cut hair like he always did and said, “Thanks, you're a godsend kid.”
He typed the code on the manual access panel beside the door and it started to rise smoothly.  I watched it then turned to Vernon with a satisfied smile.  God damn it!  I hated it when he did that!  He was gone, nowhere to be seen, and his tools were gone too.  One day I was going to learn how he did that.
I wheezed out my hoarse chuckle that sounds more like a loud, shaky exhale to most people, shook my head, then headed back to Gerty.
I pumped the gas pedal a few times and turned her over.  You had to coax her, like she needed a running start to get going, like getting a child to eat their vegetables.  The engine turned over slowly then gained speed until the motor finally caught.  I gave her a few seconds to catch her breath to smooth out the choppiness of her engine and get up to speed, then ground her into gear.
One day I was going to adjust the clutch linkage before I stripped the gears.  I grinned, I have been saying that for a couple years now.  I never seem to have the time to tinker now since I started at the art school.
I try to fill most of my down time getting to know my Leigh better, it is my new awesome hobby.  I thought back to the first time I saw her while I drove over to the worker's cabin where she waited by the door.
In my freshman year, I had attended a party near the Academy.  Well, party is sort of a misnomer.  It was more like a kegger.  It seemed that everything in college was a kegger.  I'm not really comfortable around groups of people.
A lot of people just stare at the scars on my neck.  I got them when I was three.  Mom was tending her flower beds at the side of the house when a dog jumped our fence and attacked our dog, Sir Wiggles.
I tried to stop the other dog and got caught in the middle.  The stray almost ripped my throat out before Wiggles was able to chase him out of the yard.  I was terrified.  It was the first time I realized I might die like Grandma had.  I tried screaming as I held my hands to my bloodied throat, but nothing came out.
I know it all happened so quick, in only a few seconds.  Mom had run to my side and carried me inside as I cried.  She could make it better right?  The ambulance and fire department came and brought me to the hospital.
I had to go through three separate surgeries to repair the damage to my neck, but my vocal cords were irreparably damaged.  I would never be able to speak again.
I cried when the police came to the hospital to tell us that the stray had been located and put down.  I know it hurt me bad, but it was still a dog and I loved dogs.  They didn't have to kill it.  Mom explained to me that dogs who bite and injure people have to be put down, they aren't safe.  I still don't agree with that today.
Mom and I went to classes to learn American Sign Language so that I could speak with her.  By the time I went to the special school the councilors had recommended for me until I could learn to read and write to communicate better, I just thought I had a normal life.  Even if the kids in the neighborhood called me dummy since I couldn't speak like them.
It was a school for the deaf, even though there was nothing wrong with my hearing.  I made tons of great friends there and was sad when I went to junior high and mom put me in a regular public school with a little portable computer that had a God awful speech synthesizer on it.
By the time I graduated high school, I had made a new batch of good friends, many of which had learned at least some sign language so that I didn't have to use my speech synthesizer as much around them.
Technology by then was so much better and I just used an app on my iPhone instead of lugging around a laptop all the time.  I hated the voice.  In my head, my voice sounded like a younger version of my mother's, but none of the synthesized voices I could choose from sounded anything like her and they all sounded like adult women.  So I chose to use the tinny, generic, computer-like voice instead.
When I went off to college, mom fretted and fussed about me.  I assured her I'd be fine.  She made me promise to make friends.  Regardless of what I just told you, I don't make friends easily.  It usually takes a couple years before I feel safe enough around people to let them in.
Grandpa Remmy would often scold me and tell me that you couldn't build friends without getting out of the comfort zone of our own cocoons and actually meet people.  He was always so smart, who the heck was I to ignore his advice?
To honor his memory, I decided that I would at least try to get out of my comfort zone when I started at the Academy and try to meet new people.  That's how I wound up at my first kegger.
It was like one of those bad teen movies you see on TV all the time.  The place was crowded, loud music blaring.  Everyone seemed to be in various stages of drunkenness and a lot of them flinched away from me when they saw my scars.  I was getting self-conscious and chided myself for not wearing a turtleneck like I first wanted to.  It took a while for people in a new setting to get used to seeing the ragged scars on my throat and not react.
I made my way to the back wall and just sat on a loveseat to watch the people.  It was sort of fun to see how stupid alcohol made some people.  There were a few I was sure were just as vapid as they seemed even without the help of alcohol to kill a few brain cells.
That's when I saw possibly the cutest, tiniest, and shyest girl I had ever seen coming to the back wall.  She seemed to shy away from everyone, avoiding contact as she just looked down at her feet while she wrung her hands.
I had to smile and stop myself from staring at the pixie.  My fellow wallflower.  And let me tell you, it was so damn hard not to stare at her, she was... just wow. I had to stop myself from biting my lower lip.
She looked to be ready to pass out from anxiety as she absently rubbed her arms, keeping them crossed protectively across her chest.  She was wearing a cute white blouse with a black satin vest, that matched the black knee length skirt.  Her chestnut colored hair was braided and even then hung all the way to her waist. I wondered just how long her hair was.
She glanced down at me.  I tried not to blush over being caught staring.  So I just smiled,  cocked my head and then patted the couch beside me.  I tried to act aloof and just turned to survey the room as I hoped she'd take the invitation.
My heart skipped a beat when she looked around then sat beside me, and whispered, “Thanks.”
I turned to look her over and gave a single nod, this is usually where I make a fool of myself or scare someone off when they notice my scars and find out I can't speak.  Worst is when their expressions turn to pity and they start speaking to me like a child.
I had to blink.  She had a mist of fine freckles punctuating her pale complexion.  But what stopped my breathing were her eyes.  They had to be contacts or something, they were an almost impossible bright emerald green that threatened to suck the air from my lungs.  Surely this wasn't really a woman, it was a fairy or a pixie come to life.
Then she blushed and dear lord, I was a goner.  I had always been attracted to girls but had never pursued it or even acknowledged it to anyone.  This tiny woman who couldn't even be five feet tall struck a chord in me, like a tuning fork vibrating inside.
She looked me over, I tried not to blush, she was checking me out.  Her eyes lingered on my neck before moving on, I braced for the cringe that never came.  Instead, she started blushing and looking down at her hands that she was wringing.  She looked terrified to be in a room full of people.  Introverts would name her their fairy queen.
She took a deep breath then chanced a look at me and said, “Hi, I'm Leigh.  Leigh Johnson.”  Leigh?  I liked that.  And her voice surprised me.  It was a chirpy alto instead of the soprano I had been expecting for some reason.  Maybe because of her size.  Stereotype much Ash?
I tilted my head then reached out with a hand and she shook it.  Her eyes shot to our hands and I caught that blush that her veil of freckles couldn't hide.  Then she looked up, capturing me with those impossibly green eyes.  It felt like I was free falling into something beautiful.
I realized she was waiting for me to reply.  Crap.  I thought about using my phone to speak with her but I found myself biting my lower lip in indecision instead.
I released her hand and raised my hand to my throat then shrugged in apology.   I brought my hands up to my head and made dog-ears then bared my teeth and snapped.  I shrugged again as I motioned my hand toward my mouth.  Damn, it would have been so much easier if she could sign.
To my surprise, she nodded in understanding, and I could see that she really got it.  She looked down at her hands again.  She was so full of anxiety, it looked like she would bolt at any instant.  That brought on this irrational need to protect her that I couldn't quite understand.  Well, I do now, but not back then.
She started rubbing her hands with her thumb like she was trying to get something off of them.  I tilted my head and placed my hand over hers to stop her in concern.  I didn't want her to be anxious around me.
She had glanced at me, smiled nervously and shrugged, saying, “Sorry.  I get really anxious around people.  My best friend...” She pointed at a gorgeous girl, dancing with an older boy. “Tries to get me out in public.”
She tilted her head at me again, smiled, and nodded in understanding.  She just turned back to watch the crowd.  I was acutely aware that I still had my hand covering hers and she never pulled back, so I left it there, reveling in our contact.  I decided to take a chance I never thought I would ever have the courage to do, and quickly inhaled and exhaled and then laced our fingers as I bobbed with the music.
We both chanced a glance at each other and I sighed in relief when she giggled a little.  Then she started shaking her head and chuckled.  What was that about?  I tilted my head again and gave her a silly grin and prompted her with my eyes.
She grinned bashfully back at me and then rolled her eyes. “Sorry.  I just realized that this is the longest conversation I have had with anyone who isn't family, except for Katy, and I'm doing all the talking.”
I tilted my head back and laughed.  Well, it came out as my wheezy breathy sound.  I grinned at her and pulled her hand to my stomach and hugged it, never letting go of her hand.  I knew if I did, she'd lose her confidence and retreat back inside herself.
To keep her from staring at her hand in mine, I pointed at my eyes with my other hand then out to the crowd.
She nodded in understanding and said, “Yeah, it's kind of fun to watch people.  Especially when they get drunk and stupid.”
I nodded and in a brazen move winked at her.  We sat like that for an hour.  I just basked in our contact.  I was wondering what had gotten into me.  This was the first time I had dared act on my attraction to girls, and this pixie didn't seem to mind.
We were laughing more often than not.  She broke into a giggle fit when I pointed out a senior who had a bushy mustache.  I let go of her hand and made walrus tusks, which sent her into a delightful giggle fit that made my smile grow.  Something was missing.  Ah!  I grasped her hand again.  I couldn't get over how... right... it felt.
I had an insane thirst for information about the itsy bitsy woman, I wanted to know more about her.  I needed to know more.  So I pointed at her and shrugged.
She blushed and looked down as she said, “You don't want to know about me.”
I grinned and lightly slapped her cheek to get her out of the self-doubt spiral I could see her dipping into.  She looked up and I was again drowning in her eyes.  What a wonderful way to go.
I gave her a reprimanding look and she closed her eyes for a second and nodded.  Then she started telling me everything about her life.  I would occasionally make hand motions at times to prompt more out of her, or to show my agreement with things.  She even asked me about my experiences in the same areas.  She seemed to be able to understand what I was trying to tell her like we were on the same wavelength.  I had never felt so in sync with anyone in my life.
It started there, I wanted to be able to actually talk to her but for some reason, I didn't want to use the synthesizer.  So I made her work for it, I handed one of the cards I carry with finger spelling instructions on it.
Over the school year, I would hunt every party I could find in hopes that Leigh would be there.  She was always there in the back, being a wallflower.  The terrified look of a bird about to take flight would disappear into a smile each time she saw me, and her finger spelling improved with each party, and she started learning ASL.  I refused to give her my name until she 'earned' it by being able to speak with me.  So she called me Amber because of my eyes.
By the end of our freshman year, I didn't think I could survive three months of summer break without seeing her smile and she was getting very good at speaking with me.  So I caved.  I gave her my real name because she had earned it, and I asked her to vacation with me here in Issaquah to work at Silent Bob's.  It is sort of our tradition now.
I pulled up to the worker's cabin, breaks squealing and grinding. Another maintenance issue I have yet to address.  She slid in and looked at her feet before turning that smile of hers, which can power me for miles, on me.
Leigh reached over to turn on the radio and then rested her hand on my leg like she always did.  I silently wished I had an automatic so I could hold her hand as I drove.  She said and signed, “To the stockade?”
I chuckled at her as we pulled away from the lodge.  I quickly signed, “It won't be that bad, you don't need to speak to anyone new if you don't want to.  Besides, Mrs. Z was a nice lady and I'd feel bad if we missed the wake.”
She nodded and looked at her other hand that she was nervously rubbing on her leg to get the sweat off.  “I know.  I liked her too.”
With that settled I navigated the streets and looked at the freeway on-ramp on the other side of the Interstate, then down at the dashboard and thought, “Hmmm... what do you say, Gerty?  Give it a try?”  Normally we would head south to the 900 and cut down and around through Renton.  Decades of strain on the little four-cylinder engine had taken a lot of the pep out of Gerty and it was hard to coax her to freeway speeds at times.  So we stayed on the back roads and highways most of the time.
We were going to be late since it took us an hour and a half to get to Pike Place on the back-roads, if we chanced the freeway, we could shave an hour off of that and be there when things started.  I gave Itsy a maniacal grin and she took her hand off my leg and put it on the dashboard like she was bracing herself.
She mocked without signing as I drove under I90, “Are you sure about this?”  She always seemed to know what I was thinking.
I nodded as we turned onto the on ramp, the engine straining to get us up to speed.  She chuckled. “Do you want me to get out and push?”
I signed quickly after shifting into fourth.  “Smartass.  Gerty can do it, she just needs...”  I thought a moment and finished, “A run at it.”  I crinkled my nose and she gave me such a beaming smile I almost forgot to look back at the road.  She was so much fun when she felt comfortable with someone.
About three years later, we were up to fifty-seven.  Cars were rocketing past us in the left lanes.  I caught Itsy grinning sarcastically and signing, “People are going to think some old lady who can't see over the wheel is driving.”
I sighed and replied one handed, mouthing the words so she could catch it all.  “She's doing the best she can.”
She just gave me a nose crinkle and cranked the radio.  Arabella and the Beasts were singing ‘Motel Rendezvous.’  She started singing along at the top of her lungs.
I just sat back, nestling in my seat and listened to her.  She was possibly the most introverted person I have ever met.  But once she knows you, and music is playing, she transformed.  I could always see the joy in her eyes as she let the music inside of her.
The first time she sang in front of me, my jaw literally dropped.  It took a minute before I could close my mouth.  She had this tone to her voice that was something genuinely unique and polished.  It was like she was channeling Joan Jett and Taylor Swift at the same instant.  There was a hard biting edge to her voice that was smoothed over with honey and sweetness.
I started thumping the steering wheel and the window, occasionally the roof to create more music to accompany her and Bella.  I could beat box a bit without needing vocal chords.  We turned the rock fusion music coming over the radio into something new as we always did.  I had no voice so this was my voice, it was how I sang and accompanied my pixie.
We laughed when the song was over and I loved the twinkle in her eyes, she was truly happy when she was in a protective cocoon of music.  I shut off the radio and grinned at her and wiggled my eyebrows.
She smiled back and looked around and started ad-libbing a song as I gave her a beat, tapping an old Snapple bottle in the cup holder between thumps on the door panel to get a tinging accent.  The tag line she made off the cuff was, “Slow in the fast lane.”  It was a funny and sarcastic tune.  It always amazed me how she could just take abstract ideas and just forge a song out of them out of the blue.
The scariest thing was that the girl could rap too, that was just odd to see her do since she was so self-conscious, but her anxiety just melted away when she had this much fun.  I sometimes recorded her with my iPhone to listen to later.  When I play it back for her she can't believe it is her, she always says, “That isn't how I sound in my head.”
When she finished we both laughed, she seemed to love my wheezing chuffing.  I can't tell you how refreshing it is to have someone accept all your flaws and treat them as if they are an amazing thing.  I've never felt self-conscious around her.
We pulled off the Interstate and down into downtown Seattle and I stuck my tongue out at her.  She only grinned and said, “Very mature Ash.  Yes, we made it in one piece.”
I just gave her a smug look and she just shook her head, trying to suppress her grin and laid her hand back on my leg.
For a Monday, the city center was unusually busy and we had to park down in the bowels of the parking garage on the north end of the market.  My girl laced our fingers and pulled me up the endless levels of stairs.  Elevators scared her.
About a jillion steps later we emerged onto the street level at the crowded North Arcade and then she let go of my hand and grabbed my arm and hugged into my side as she looked at her feet.  I started signing with my other hand and mouthing the words to force her to look up.  “They are just people.  I've got you Itsy.”
This promoted a shy smile.  She loved it when I called her that.  She replied without signing, “Ok... Amber.  You better not leave my side.”
I mouthed, “No promises.”
She squeaked and slapped my shoulder as I grinned like a loon.
We got to the Post Alley buildings and went into the north one and down the hall to the Pike.  A large sign hung on the door that read, “Closed, private gathering.”
I pushed the door open and peeked my head in, good Lord, the place was packed!  There wasn't much room in the little bakery to begin with, but it was almost shoulder to shoulder people.  Itsy started breathing faster and I just laid a hand on the ones she was hanging onto my arm for dear life with.
I signed and mouthed, “It's just like the keggers back at school.  It's just you and me, nothing else matters, ok?”
She nodded but was still a little panicky.  But then her eyes widened and she looked like she was about to pass out.  I followed her gaze and my eyes about bulged out of my head.  Satin Thunder was here!  And... and... dear lord, Mandy Fay Harris!  J8 was over talking to Zoey!  How... when...
I shook my head and tried to calm myself a bit.  I remembered the wall of Polaroid photos that Mrs. Z had in the kitchen, of her with all sorts of famous and infamous people in the music industry and movers and shakers of the local communities.  I just never put two and two together that maybe she actually knew these people and they weren't just pictures of opportunity when famous people passed through the market.
We automatically gravitated to the back wall, where we both felt safer.  I was self-conscious, not really introverted like my girl, but the people gathered here were so intimidating.  One of Zoey's twins, Max, spotted us and came chugging over with two glasses of cola.
The girl was full of energy as she handed them to us and signed smoothly like she had been doing it all her life, “Hi Ashley and Leigh.  Mom said you'd be coming.”
Of course, she actually had been signing her whole life since she grew up in a home by her Aunt Anna, who was deaf...  Not to mention a congresswoman.
Then suddenly the reason for Mandy Harris being here crystallized, since she was married to Anabella West.
Leigh relaxed a little with a familiar face.  Max was always so chipper, Zoey said that her cousin June cursed her with her outgoing personality.  I'd like to meet this mysterious June character one day, the way Max hero worships her makes her sound larger than life.
One thing about the girl, was that she didn't seem to pick up on any of Leigh's visual cues and just ignored the anxiety and spoke to her like she would a good friend and that did wonders for my girl's self-esteem.
I signed with sorrow painting my face. “I'm sorry it had to be under these circumstances.”
Her bright mood dimmed a bit as she nodded.  Zoey saw us and smiled as she weaved through the crowd of icons like it was just any other group, purposefully pausing to bump the back of Kimi Solomon's knee to make her almost stumble as she passed.  The tall Native American singer's perpetually stoic face broke into a grin at her.
Zoey stepped up to us and grabbed one of my hands and one of Leigh's and gave a little squeeze before dropping them and signing without speaking. “I'm glad you two could make it.”  Then she looked around almost sadly and added, “I don't know what is to become of the Pike now.  I hope I can convince McKenzie to keep it open.  I've come to love the place.”
I nodded, she always seemed enthusiastic about the Pike.  I had thought she was Mrs. Z's business partner but perhaps not, the way she was talking.  She looked at me then for a long moment at Leigh, giving her a reassuring smile then said out loud as she signed, “Let me introduce you two around.”  Then she reassured Leigh, “I promise it will be painless, then you two can use the kitchen if you feel overwhelmed.”
Leigh just nodded and tightened her grip on my arm.  Zoey dragged us around in the most surreal edition of Who's Who I had ever been a part of.  I think I had a goofy smile permanently plastered on my face.
I was surprised that almost half of them could sign.  Unfortunately, it is rare to find someone who can sign in the outside world, which makes it imperative I always carry my phone with the voice synthesis app or a pen and paper with me.  Less so since I met Itsy since she translates for me.  I was pleasantly surprised that none of them tried talking slower or louder like a lot of insensitive people who think I'm slow or deaf because I can't talk.
May Leigh forgive me, but Skylar Roth was just... wow.  For a middle-aged woman, she looked so... cute?  But it was her British accent that made me go weak in the knees.  Not to mention, those colorful tattoos covering the burn scars on her face and arm made me touch my throat and wonder if I could pull off something so spectacular.
Zoey exchanged sarcastic barbs with Kimi Solomon like she was just an old friend and not an international superstar.
I was feeling sort of out of place before we could finish the rounds, I was a nobody who felt like I was intruding into the world of all of these powerful people.  That made my eyes dart to Leigh.  If I were feeling this way, then she...  dear lord, she looked about ready to pass out.  Her hands were almost cutting off the circulation in my arm, her knuckles white.
I looked at Zoey apologetically. “I'm sorry, this is just a little overwhelming.”  I nudged my eyes toward Leigh and asked, “Would it be terribly rude to take you up on your offer to use the kitchen to catch our breath?”
Her eyes widened when she looked at Leigh and she just nodded her head. “Not at all, by all means.  Take all the time you need.”
I smiled thanks at her as I laid my hand over Leigh's hands on my arm and said, “Come on, let's go check out the mixer to see what I need to bring tomorrow.”
She just stiffly nodded.  I knew her fight or flight instinct was kicking in and hers was locked permanently in the flight position.  She only stayed for me.
As soon as we passed through the little flimsy swinging door into the relative quiet of the kitchen, she seemed to deflate.  It was like a heavy load was taken off of her.  I couldn't imagine the anxiety my girl faces every day.  It isn't her fault, it is just how she is wired.
I feel privileged every day, that I am one of the few that has been able to get a peek under her shell at the amazingly dynamic girl underneath.  One that she has welcomed into her world.  The girl I seem to have no defenses against.  The girl I loved.
I grinned at her as she finally released her death grip on my arm.  I took both of her hands in mine, pulled her in front of me, and locked eyes with those impossible green ones of hers.  She smiled nervously back as I mouthed, “Better?”
Her grin turned into a blushing smile as she nodded and looked down.  I just pulled her into a hug and she seemed to draw strength off of me.  Then she mumbled into my shoulder in a disbelieving tone, “We met Mandy Fay Harris.”
I could tell she was smiling.
I had to chuff out a breathy chuckle as I nodded and kissed the top of her head then pulled back to sign, “Yes, we did.”
Then I tipped my head back and chuffed again when she said, “And we didn't get any autographs.”  Then she shot me one of her cute tight-lipped grins.
We sat in a couple chairs at the desk by a wall that Mrs. Z had used as her “office” and just chatted about all the amazing people we had met.  Talking with her always seemed to relieve the stress of the world pushing in on her from all directions.
When she was suitably relaxed, I stood and walked over the to huge floor mounted Kok Stjarna mixer.  She wandered over to watch, she was always curious about my knack for figuring things out.  I have never had any formal training or anything, I was just really good at seeing how things worked and fixing them.
When I was younger, mom would always find me in the garage or kitchen, tearing apart the vacuum or lawn mower to see how they worked.  She'd chastise me but I always got them put back together.  I fixed everything in our house whenever it broke down so she never had to call in a handyman.
When Bobbie hired me on during summer breaks in high school, all of her departments passed me around and I would do all the minor fixes that Vernon hadn't gotten to yet.  But Fran and Steve from the stables wound up winning me in some sort of silent lottery.  I keep everything in the stables running in tip top shape for them, freeing up Vernon for more pressing repairs around the property.
I fell in love with horses because of my exposure to them, and Steve says I am a natural and they use me as overflow when they need someone to act as a trail guide for tourists who came to ride in the mountains when they overbook.  That's the job they gave Itsy too, mounted guide.
She took to riding like a fish to water, she has this permanent smile when she is riding, and her confidence is boosted tenfold.  She seems to be able to interact with people so much better when she is on a horse like she pulls her strength from feeling so sure of herself when she is in the saddle.
It took Bobbie and Blake only a few minutes speaking with her before they nodded to each other and offered her the job.  Somehow they knew what my girl needed and I think part of it may be that they wanted to keep us together since we seemed to work so well as a team every time they saw us together.
I smiled at the memories and looked at the mixer and grinned at my girl and pressed the big green on button as I shrugged.  There was the humming of power and the oversize mixing blades in the giant stainless steel mixing bowl that came almost to my waist just sat there mocking us, doing nothing.
I signed, “It seems to be broken.”
She giggled and asked sarcastically, “You think?  Good thing they have you to tell them that Captain Obvious.”  She scrunched up her nose and stuck her tongue out at me.
I chuffed at her playfulness as I hit the red stop button and made an imperious shooing motion to her.  She moved aside and I removed the upper cover to look at the drive belt.  It was intact.  I pulled it with my hand and just barely got the clutch drive pulley turning and the blade moved.  It wasn't seized, so there wasn't any problem with the belt mechanism at that point.  So that left the drive system, the motor, or the electronics on the ancient mixer.
These professional Kok Stjarna mixers were revolutionary for their time, the first variable speed industrial mixers that didn't require you to move the belt from different sets of stacked pulleys to adjust the speed.  They had an odd hybrid combination of a pseudo transmission and variable resistance motor.  That, unfortunately, meant that they were extremely complex compared to the simplicity of the manual belt systems which were akin to the drive system on a drill press.
Over the years, this type of setup was replaced with direct drive variable resistance motors, eliminating the need for a lot of the electronics and that pseudo transmission.  That also had the favorable result of lowering the price and maintenance costs on the units, making them far more cost effective for bakeries and restaurants.
I popped the plug from the receptacle after I replaced the belt cover.  I wiggled my eyebrows at my girl, she just grinned back, fascinated to watch me.  With the power unplugged I removed another cover at the motor.  I traced the motor controller cabling from the power switch and to the electronics package then leaned in to smell.
I know that sounds silly, but with electronics, you can sometimes suss out a problem area by the smell of something overheating or even a sometimes subtle burning smell indicating a problem.  I got nothing.  So I grabbed a mixing spoon off a nearby stainless steel counter and used the handle to jam into the motor gear and pry.
It slowly started to move just a smidgen, so the motor turned, though that didn't eliminate the possibility of the motor brushes having contact problems, at least I knew it wasn't seized.  I needed to try this with the power off so the lower clutch assembly wasn't engaged. Otherwise, it would have taken herculean strength to get it to turn just the amount I was able to do.
I squinted my eyes at the transmission and pointed the spoon accusingly at it.  I signed at it, “It's you isn't it you evil box of gears and resistors?”  This got the chuckle from Itsy I was shooting for and I shot her a toothy grin.
She asked, from behind me as I turned back to my investigation, “You think that's the dohickey that is stopping all the flavorful goodness in the kitchen?”
I chuffed at the extent of her techno-speak.  I signed behind me as I looked for anything else obvious.  “Possibly, it seems the most likely suspect without my circuit tester and without bypassing everything to see if I can power the motor directly.  I'll do that tomorrow.  I already requested Tuesday for you and me to do this.  Bobbie had no problems with it, she likes Zoey.”
I smacked the transmission with the spoon.  Then jumped when the sound pressure in the room increased for a moment.  I turned back to see Max come in with a tray.  She put the empty glasses from it on a tray for the industrial dishwasher as she waved at us.
She did it in a systematic way and it made a clinking sound almost in time for each glass.  Leigh started to sway to it, tapping her leg in time and said, “Bip bap bop.”
Max grinned up at her and made an effort to keep her chore in time.
I started banging on the giant steel mixing bowl as my Itsy's smile bloomed and she began ad-libbing a song comparing fighting dragons to mixer transmissions. I found lots of surfaces to smack with the spoon for different tones and Max ran out of glasses so she just kept picking them back out of the washing tray and putting them back in to get the clinks.
We went full out, Leigh went back into her improvised chorus and Max lent harmony support to her as I thumped away on the wire racks and alternately the mixing bowl.  We were all grinning like fools as my girl finished up.
We all laughed and then froze when we realized that the sounds of the gathering outside the kitchen had stopped and it was deathly silent.  A woman we hadn't met yet was standing in the doorway just staring at us, and J8 was standing behind her!  Wait, Zoey's June was June Harris-West?!
I blushed and Leigh paled and made her way quickly to my side and buried her head in my sleeve.  She was trembling, it looked like she was about to pass out.  I looked between her and the door.  Everyone was trying to look in at us.
Zoey came to the rescue.  She physically moved J8 aside saying, “Move it Squirt.”  Then she horse-collared the other woman and pulled her to the side gently as she said, “Out of the way Vannie.”  Then she turned and looked back at the group and said, “Shoo, you all act like you've never heard music before.”
To my surprise, this got a lot of smiles from the people and she promptly shut the door in their faces.  She made a dusting motion, sliding her palms across each other like she had just thrown out the trash and she looked at us and said, “Sorry.  They just get so excitable at times, like unruly children.”
She looked over at Max, who gave a deer in headlights look then dashed out of the kitchen with her tray, I assumed to pick up another load of empties.
Then the redheaded woman turned her eyes to us and said as she signed, “Sorry, J-Dub and Vannie get a little excitable when they hear something new.  I suppose that just harshed your mellow?”  She cocked an eyebrow at Leigh.
My girl chuckled and almost squeaked shyly, “Harshed my mellow?”
This got Zoey almost giggling.  “Again, sorry, I've hung out with Aunt Mandy too much it seems.”  I knew what Zoey was doing and it made me smile.  She was silly on purpose to get Leigh calmed down and feeling comfortable again.  I appreciated that and shot her a thankful smile.
I looked down at Leigh, who seemed to be marshaling herself again. Then I changed the subject and nudged my chin to the mixer as I went about putting the motor cover back on then signed, “I did a preliminary look at the beast here, and without my tools I have it down to the motor controller drive system or the brushes in the motor itself.  I'll know more tomorrow with my tester.”
She made a sour face as she joined us at the mixer.  “The drive system again?  That's the third time in six months, I swear this dinosaur is almost not worth the trouble.  If we had the funds to buy a modern one, we would have long ago.”  She trailed off, I could see the pain in her eyes as she remembered that 'we' was one person less now.
I cocked my head and offered, “If you opt for just replacing the motor with a variable resistance motor and controller then we could just dump the drive system altogether.  I could cobble together a proper mounting system.  It would be immensely cheaper than buying a new unit.  This thing may have some shortcomings but it is a solid mixer.”
Leigh was feeling much better and was making fun of me by making a little mouth with her hand and making it babble as I went on.  I grinned at her and mouthed, “Smartass.”  Then I nudged my chin toward her as I signed to Zoey, “Sorry, I just get a little passionate about machines.”
She shook her head slowly and said as she smiled at us. “Not a problem.  That's an interesting idea.  I'd like to... well, ummm... I guess I'll have to ask McKenzie now if we should proceed.  I'll talk to her tomorrow about it after the reading of the will.  I'll call you before you come tomorrow afternoon to see if the Pike is still going to be here.”
I saw sadness and worry in her eyes.  I had always thought she was a partner here but it sounds as if I were mistaken and she was unsure of the fate of the Pike without Mrs. Z.  She loved this place it was plain to see.
I nodded then looked at Itsy again.  She was at the end of her ability to reign in her anxiety.  I looked at her as I signed to Zoey, “I think we've had enough excitement for one day.  We appreciate being included in this gathering and are really and truly sorry for your loss, Mrs. Z was one of the nicest ladies we have met.”
She had a reflective look with a shadow over her as she nodded, then straightened a little and looked at Itsy and said, “Stay for the toasts at least?  Things are winding down here anyway.”
My girl looked up at me like she was questing for permission in my eyes, I hated when she wasn't sure of herself.  I wasn't going to feed the monster, so I shrugged and looked at her expectantly, she deflated then nodded at Zoey, “O... ok.”
The redhead grinned. “Great, that's as good to hear as a Rastafarian opossum on a tin drum.”
My face scrunched up in confusion and Itsy asked in a bewildered state, “Huh?”
Zoey made a rolling motion and said, “Just nod and roll with it.”
We nodded and rolled with it.  She was bent, but in a good way.  She stepped to the door and held it open for us and we went out into the crowded space, Leigh shuffling like it was a death march.



Chapter 5 – Will
I sighed and hugged the twins, I was running late for the seven AM meeting.
Harrison said, “Go, Zoey, I've got this here.  I'll drop the twins off at the Pike later this morning or early afternoon.”
I smiled at my man.  He had taken the day off from work to watch the children, not that they needed a babysitter anymore.  When had they grown up?
I sighed and gave him a peck on the lips then looked at him and the kids and said, “Don't get into too much trouble and no sweets until after lunch.”
He said with a chuckle, “I can handle the kids Zo, get that cute caboose in gear or you'll be late.”
With a teasing smirk over my shoulder, I turned to the door, “I wasn't talking about them.”
He tried to swat my butt as I hurried out the door.  I giggled. “Too slow old man.”  I loved to tease him that he was a year older than me.  I looked back to see him grinning and growling as he closed the door to our house.
I looked at my car in the drive, then to my empty shoulder where a purse with my keys should be.  I rolled my eyes, spun on a heel and marched up to the door.  It opened a crack and Harrison's arm stuck out of it holding the strap of my purse.  I chuckled. “Smart ass.”
He opened the door a crack more so I could see his handsome grinning face with his five o clock shadow.  I swear he took the day off just so he didn't have to shave, and it looked gooood.  He said in a mock wounded voice, “The children dear, their innocent ears.”
I snagged my purse and blew him a kiss then said with a voice full of sarcasm, “Yes, the two innocent ones who hang with June, Mandy, and Eve?  They've never heard a bad word in their lives.”  I was rewarded by the children giggling as Harry shut the door.
I turned back to the car as I dug out my keys then my smile left me as I exhaled and prepared for another reminder that I had lost someone I cared about.  I punched in the address for the lawyer.  I had never had an occasion to meet Mrs. Z's lawyer.  She had switched from Gilbert and Jameson after McKenzie's father had passed.
I looked at the map on the screen on my dashboard as it picked up my destination from my iPhone.  I nodded and headed out to meet with Kincade L. Stenson, Esquire.  It only took a few minutes to arrive, and I parked in the parking lot and looked at the address again as I looked around for a professional building.  This couldn't be right.
I figured I had just written the address down wrong when McKenzie gave it to me.  So I did a quick internet search for Stenson, it showed the same address.  I got out of the car and just stared at the little strip mall.  What kind of lawyer works out of a  strip mall?
I paused a moment then exhaled and started toward the building.  I grinned when I saw a woman in a wheelchair, and another woman who's hair was dyed a brilliant red, enter a plain, unassuming door that was sandwiched between a dry cleaners and a tobacco shop.  If Reese and Sarah were here, then this was indeed the right place.
I hustled over to the door and looked at the letters stenciled on it, that read Kincade L. Stenson, Esquire.  I had to grin and shake my head, Mrs. Z's lawyer was indeed in a strip mall.  I took a cleansing breath, steeled myself, opened the door and stepped in.
I still wasn't sure why I was here, I wasn't family, and we had never finalized our partnership agreement.  I assumed that McKenzie was going to liquidate the business since she already ran a successful business that took up all her time and she wouldn't be able to run the Pike as well.
She was never a person to hide from anything, so I believed I was here so that she could tell me face to face that the Pike would be closing.  Heartbreak after heartbreak, first I lose Mrs. Zatta, now the Pike.
I passed a restroom in the bland entry hall which had cheap linoleum tiles on the floor and white walls  There were people crowded into a relatively large one room office that looked like it belonged in the back of a seedy gambling house.  There were rows of mismatched chairs in front of the little Formica-covered desk, which was almost totally surrounded by overstuffed filing cabinets.
There were stacks of papers and files on every possible horizontal surface.  You couldn't have made an office look more disorganized if you tried.  I had to pause at that thought and looked again.  It was too much of a caricature, and it looked a little staged now that I looked closely.  I nudged a folder on top of the stack at a small knee-high table by the door, and it slid aside to reveal blank papers and menus from various restaurants.  What the heck was going on here?
I looked at all the people in the room.  I thought Kenzie was Mrs. Zatta's last surviving relative.  Almost everyone from the wake yesterday was here.  I knew why Crystal was here, Mrs. Z saw her like a daughter and Crystal did so much for her to ensure the Pike was successful.
She called all the people she had pictures of on the wall of the Pike, “Her Girls.” And here they all were with few exceptions.  McKenzie shuffled through the group, coming from where she had just got Reese and Sarah situated.
She offered her hand, and I shook it.  She had been out of the military for years, but her grip was still strong as iron.  I could tell she was careful not to grip too hard and hurt me.  I have to say, I'm straight as an arrow, but I freely admit that the pictures of her in uniform on those recruiting posters always made my heart beat just a little faster, and they didn't do the woman justice.
She always looked directly into the eyes of the person she spoke to, it was something that made you respect the woman.  Mrs. Zatta had explained to me after I first met McKenzie, that her granddaughter strongly believed that you could take a measure of a woman or a man by what you saw in their eyes, and the eyes never lie.
She said, “Zoey, I'm glad you could make it.  Kincade is running a few minutes late.  He'll be here in a minute.”
I nodded and gave her a sympathetic smile. “I wouldn't have missed it.”
She glanced around, all the seats were taken.  She looked at the little table I had examined, and she put the faux stack of papers on the ground then set the table by the last row of chairs, beside Roberta Valentine, then made an ushering motion with a silly grin.
I inclined my head, trying to hide my grin, she was so gallant.  I sat as she scurried off to make sure everyone else was comfortable.  I leaned over without looking to bump Roberta's shoulder, saying, “Bobbie.”
She grinned and retorted, “Runt.”
We exchanged smiles, and I nodded at Blake, who smiled and tilted her head in acknowledgment.
I was about to ask if they knew why we were there but closed my mouth when a reject from an old nineteen seventies disco cowboy movie walked into the office.  The look on McKenzie's face told me this was the man we were waiting for.
He appeared to be a cross between a used car salesman and an urban cowboy in his terrible green plaid suit with a bright green shirt and a red bow tie.  I saw it wasn't a clip-on, but an honest to God bow tie.  His belt buckle was a huge silver horseshoe, and he wore what looked like ostrich skin cowboy boots.
He had thick white hair streaked with darker grey, which was slicked back and draping down to his shoulders in the back.  His worn leather face looked like a road-map of Utah, broken up with a multitude of wrinkles.  I give the man this, though, he did have a great smile under the walrus-style mustache hanging below his crooked nose.
His eyes were a little too sharp, a little too intelligent as they flicked around the room, assessing each person.  I glanced back at the papers on the ground then started to grin.  It was all an act.  He was showing us what he wanted us to see.  This whole office was one big prop so that he could catch people unaware.
His eyes stopped on me when he saw my grin.  He gave an almost undetectable shrug and grin before he moved on.  He shook McKenzie's hand as he passed by her to the small disorganized desk.  He exhaled and pulled a large stack of papers out of a drawer.
He just stared down at them sadly for a moment before he seemed to compose himself and looked up and around the room again and his eyes stopped on where Kenz stood, leaning against the wall with Katie beside her, who was holding Kenzie's upper arm like she would her real one.
Then he stood and said,  “Thank you all for coming.  Emily would have appreciated it.  I'm sorry that the quarters are tight.  We have to do this in shifts.  You are the first of two groups.”
I blinked, there were that many more people that Emily wanted at the reading?
Then he introduced himself.  “Not many of you know me, I'm Kincade Stenson, Mrs. Zatta's attorney.”  He looked down, his eyes reflecting genuine remorse as he added, “It falls upon me to relay Emily's wishes on this somber occasion.  First, let me offer my deepest sympathies to all of you over the loss of such a gentle and loving soul.”
The man may look like a stereotypical ambulance chaser or used car salesman, but it was easy to see he spoke in earnest.  I studied his look and then the office and knew that he was just showing people what he wanted them to see, it was all set dressing to set a particular tone.
He reached a hand out to where McKenzie stood unblinking, unbreathing at the wall.  She grasped his hand as he gave her the look of a kindred spirit.  She nodded once, and he dropped her hand and looked around the room.
He pursed his lips then seemed to deflate in his chair and picked up a large yellow envelope and opened it, pulling out some papers.  He said, “First, let me start with the reading of the will.”  He paused and looked around the room, his eyes lighting on me for a moment before breaking his gaze to look at McKenzie.
Then he started reading. “I Emily Elise Zatta, being of sound mind...”
I sort of tuned him out a bit, dwelling on the fact that even after the funeral, it still felt so surreal, like this were just a drama being played out and she really wasn't gone.  But this reading, in her own words, hit me as hard as the initial news of her death.  This seemed so final and made it so real now.  I couldn't help it as I cried as the man read.
The woman was generous in life and was just as generous in death.  She left what little monies she had gathered in her life to various charities, most going to Sandra Callahan's foundation to help the homeless and children in the burn and cancer wards of the city, and to Crystal's iFork projects.
She named each of the people in the room by name, along with a group that was not there, who must have been in the second group that Stenson mentioned.  She wanted us all to know how much we enriched her life and was sorry she didn't have more time to spend with us.  She said she viewed us all as her girls and loved us all.  There wasn't a dry face in the room as she reminded us to always follow our hearts and we would aspire to great things.
She left her house to McKenzie and instructed her to keep whatever she wanted and to liquidate the rest of her belongings and give the proceeds to the Callahan Foundation and the iFork.
Then she spoke of the Pike, leaving it to McKenzie, telling her again to follow her heart on how to proceed with the bakery.  She spoke of this perky young thing that she hired to help her out and how she saw such great potential in her.  I had to cover my mouth to stop my silent tears from becoming blubbering crying.
She must have written her will a couple years back when I had just started working for her, before our talks of a partnership.  She saw something in me I didn't see myself.
Kincade paused after that and looked between McKenzie and I and added, “Emily had scheduled a meeting with me next month on this particular issue, I think after the reading is concluded, I need to speak with the two of you.”
McKenzie silently inclined her head.
He wrapped things up, having those who had been bequeathed part of Mrs. Z's estate sign some legal papers.  I thought poor Sandra was going to have a nervous breakdown as she signed for her foundation.  That woman had one of the biggest hearts, and she proved it every day with the devotion to people less fortunate than herself.
Before long, the office seemed so empty, with only Stenson sitting on the front corner of his little Formica desk, facing McKenzie, Katie, and I.
Katie gave us all a grin, then gave Kenz a peck on the lips and said with a hint of her southern accent, “I'll let you three talk shop.  I'll wait in the car.”  She winked at McKenzie and said, Valkyrie One out.”
This got the smile from Kezie that I think she was shooting for. Then McKenzie walked to sit beside me in front of the lawyer.
Kincade picked up another stack of papers from the desk behind him and sat them beside himself.  He had let his bumbling charlatan act drop as soon as he had started the reading.  His eyes got this intelligent intensity as he seemed to measure and evaluate each person as he progressed.  Then he was miraculously super organized as he efficiently gathered the relevant signatures from those he needed.
He saw no need for his act anymore as he got as serious as a balloon in a tack factory.  He clasped his hands, looking between us, determining where to begin.  He finally made the decision and turned his gaze on McKenzie as he pulled out some paperwork from the stack.  “This is the transfer of ownership paperwork for the Pike as per Emily's will.”
He just held them and said, “You can do with it what you will.  Back when she wrote the will two years ago, she mentioned that you would most likely liquidate the business because you were already running your stables.”
He set the papers down beside him with a pen on top then pulled out a second set of papers and set then down beside the others.  “We can start that if that is what you want.”
McKenzie's eyes hardened and made no move toward the contracts.
Stenson gave an appreciative grin then he said, “Before you made any decision, I thought I would bring up the fact that Emily had made an appointment with me for next month. We were to discuss writing up an equal partnership agreement between her and the woman she found to be an invaluable help at the Pike since she last updated her will.”
McKenzie just nodded as if it were not news to her then she turned her head and gave me a smile as she laid her good hand on my arm.  “I'm aware.  Nana often spoke of Zoey and about wanting to create a partnership since Zoey has basically run the Pike the past few months as Nana Z's health deteriorated.”
Stenson started swinging his legs, obviously pleased with himself as he picked up the pen and held it out to Kenz, almost daring her to sign as he said, “Good, as long as you were aware.  How would you like to proceed?”
McKenzie took a deep breath and exhaled then looked between Kincade and me then said as she locked eyes with me like she was reading my soul.  “I really can't devote any time to the Pike, I have my hands full with the stables.”
My heart sank, so this was it.  Goodbye to the place I felt so at home at.  The place I viewed as my second home these past couple years.  I had envisioned myself working the Pike the rest of my life and imagined all the people I'd meet and interact with.  I knew now why dad loved his diner so much.
Then she said with a slight smirk on her face, “So I was wondering how you would feel about a forty-nine fifty-one split in your favor, with Katie and me as silent partners?”
My heart stopped beating, and I just blinked at the woman.  She prompted with a smile, “What do you say?  It's what Nana would have wanted.”
I just blinked at her a couple times as my heart started beating again, threatening to burst out of my chest as I just nodded dumbly.  The... partnership?  Me... controlling interest?  Her smile bloomed, and it transformed her from striking to beautiful as she turned to Kincade and cocked an eyebrow expectantly.
The man was grinning like the Cheshire cat just then like he knew what she was going to say.  He reached for the last group of papers as he stacked the other two aside.  He said wistfully, “Golly, a  forty-nine, fifty-one partnership agreement for the bakery?  Who would ever have thought this would have happened?”
He handed each of us some papers to look over as McKenzie said to the man, “Nobody likes a wiseass Kincade.  All sorts of accidents can happen to someone with such a smug look on their face.”  The man snorted, and she grinned at him.
He stepped us through a well-crafted contract and had us signing, initialing, and doing everything but giving blood and singing Kumbaya.  When it was done, he shook my hand and said, “Congratulations, I'll have a copy sent to the Pike for you.”  He shook McKenzie's hand too and said, “You do Emily proud.  I'll forward a copy to the stable.”
She nodded at him as she stood, then turned to me and gave me an evil grin, “Hello partner.”  She held her hand out.
Instead, I engulfed her in a hug.  Dear Lord in heaven, she was all muscle, not a soft spot on her.  She chuckled and hugged me with her good arm.
Then Kincade stood and said, “Great.  Now get out... I have another group showing in an hour I have to get ready for.”
McKenzie shook her head at the man and flicked her pen at him, striking the chuckling man in the shoulder.  She moved her hand in an ushering motion then she paused and narrowed her eyes, turning them slowly onto Stenson then the two stacks of paperwork that she had refused to sign.  She reached out and took off the cover pages from each stack then snorted.
I looked and blinked at the blank papers.  The man had known what she was going to do all along.  I had to shake my head in bewilderment at him.  He was obviously not just deceptively intelligent, but he was a good judge of how people would react to certain situations.  Thinking about the contract he had us sign that was already crafted the way McKenzie wanted it to be.
I paused, cocked an eyebrow, and asked the man, “You'll stay the Pike's lawyer?”
He just nodded with a sly grin.  Mrs. Z was no fool, and she chose well.
We each shook his hand, and he said as we left, “I truly am sorry for your loss ladies.”
I nodded somberly and walked out of the strip mall in a mix of excitement and sorrow, Kenzie trailing behind.
She said as she reclaimed Katie's hand when she stepped up beside us, “We'll get all the financials straightened out this week.”
I nodded and she grinned down at her red headed southern belle, saying with humor, “Seems Zoey is our partner at the Pike now.”
Katie smiled a knowing smile like she had expected it too, and played up her southern accent as she teased, “Ah do declare.  That is unexpected good news.”
She fluttered her eyes at me, and I snorted and shoved her shoulder playfully.  “Yeah, yeah, Scarlet.  Ham it up.”
This got Kenz chuckling and repeating, “Scarlet?  I like that one.”
Katie went pale. “Don't you dare Sugar!”
We all shared a chuckle that trailed off, Mrs. Z obviously on our minds.
I said my goodbyes and then got into my car and just stared at the steering wheel, my hands on it in a white-knuckled grip.  Then I squealed in excitement and struck the wheel once and turned the key.   Harrison and the kids were going to be so excited!



Chapter 6 – Morning
I bit my lower lip and smiled at Ashley as I signed while I spoke, “Alright!  Just stop tickling me and I can finish getting ready Amber.”
She chuffed and signed, “Fine Isty.  Get your cute butt in gear, we have a mixer to fix.”
I blushed at her.  Only she would think my butt was cute.  I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror and sighed at the small woman I saw there.  I had so many flaws I couldn't believe that Ash had chosen me.
I quickly went about tying my chestnut brown hair that hung down to my calves, into a loose braid that raised it up to just below my waist.  My hair was the only thing I liked about myself.  I thought it was pretty.  It was almost long enough for me to donate eighteen inches to Locks of Love.  I never wanted my hair to be shorter than my waist, Ash loved it long.
I asked as I finished up, “Bobbie seems to let you talk her into giving us time off an awful lot.”
She winked at me in the mirror and screwed her expressive face up and signed,  “Well she's like the aunt I never had.  I've always seen the people here at Silent Bob's more as family than friends or bosses.  Grandpa Remmy was a fixture here.”
I nodded, I could see how they all treated her like they would a visiting relative.  At first, I felt sort of useless around here, I'm not very good around people, I always lock up.  But the first time I got in the saddle, it was like the most amazing thing in the world to me.  I took to it like a juggler to a sink.
They have me instruct kids in each group on how to ride and I get to be sort of their advocate guide since I love children and for some reason have a lot less anxiety speaking to them.
I remembered the first time Ashley brought me out riding here in the Cascades, to familiarize me with some of the trails.  We hadn't been out a half hour when we saw a young boy having problems with a spooked horse.  Steve was the guide for his group, and he was busy calming two other horses.  I found out later a cougar had passed by before we showed up.
Ash went straight for the boy, who was in danger of falling when two girls came out of the trees. One seemed to be one with her horse, and she swung up to the boy and grabbed the reins and calmed the horse.
Steve gave her thanks and Ash used her voice synthesizer to introduce us.  The girl was Reese, and her friend was Sarah, who looked so familiar to me for some reason.  They wanted to stay out a little longer so they joined us for the rest of the day.
Reese was funny as heck and was an uber-geek girl.  I found out she was a web programmer and network support engineer.  She and Ash went on about, SQL this, and blade server that.  It was a whole other language.
Then I felt like hiding in a hole when I found out why Sarah seemed so familiar.  She was Sarah friggin Kreitz-Qualls!  The famous rock-fusion violinist!  We had been riding with a literal celebrity.  I think I stopped talking at that revelation.  I realized later that that is when Ash moved to my side to lend silent support.  She always instinctively knew when my anxiety was threatening to take me over.
Reese was possibly the best horseman I had ever seen until I had the pleasure of watching McKenzie Meyers ride.  The way Reese handled her horse in her odd saddle was like she and her horse were one.
And she loved to gallop.  She had this serene look on her face as she closed her eyes and trusted the horse as she leaned her face into the wind, her hair streaming behind her.  Sarah always looked at her with this sense of wonder on her face.
When we returned to the stables later that day, I admit to my surprise when Reese rode right up to the wooden platform with a ramp on the side of the stables. With some deft movements she unlashed some restraints on her legs and the belt around her waist which I hadn't even noticed, and transferred herself effortlessly to a waiting red wheelchair on the platform.  Francesca, the other stable hand took her horse and waved at her.
I must have blinked a dozen times when Reese spun her chair in a quick circle then popped a wheelie and wheeled all the way down the ramp like that.  She seemed as at home in that chair as she was in the saddle.  I found myself grinning at the woman, the fact that she couldn't use her legs didn't seem to slow her down in the least, unlike my anxiety.
I shook off the memory when Ash paused when her phone rang.  She glanced at the screen then held a finger up to me to let me know she had to take it.  I nodded and gathered my things together as she wandered off to the multipurpose room in the little cabin.  I didn't hear anything so she must have been Facetiming with someone.
I joined her to see Zoey signing to her on the screen.  I grinned and waved as I walked past to sit on the other side of the little table.
 Zoey sang out, “Hellooo Leigh.  I saw you there.”
I blushed in spite of myself.  I don't know why I get embarrassed so easily, it is just part of my damage I guess.
I blushed harder when Ash signed to her, “You got her blushing again.”  The two shared a chuckle, and I threw a cork coaster at her.  It missed by a mile, and she crinkled her nose at me in defiance.  Too cute, she wins.
Ash signed goodbye and hung up then sort of signed one-handedly as she checked her phone with the other hand.  I could read between the lines when I couldn't quite catch something.  I voiced it without signing since she wasn't looking my way. “She was excited about something, and she wants to do the fix you proposed?”
She nodded as she replied to some texts then looked up at me with a smile as she slid the cell into her back pocket.  Then she swayed like a snake charmer and pulled out her car keys as she signed, “I'll pull the car around.”
I sighed, she sometimes treated me like a princess, and may the spaghetti gods forgive me, I liked it.  I felt... spacial, the way she treated me.
She snagged her huge duffle bag full of tools and odds and ends on her way out.  She called it her jury rig kit.  How hot was it that she could fix just about anything?
I called after her as she headed toward the door.  “If you can call that rusted tin can a car.”
She rewarded my barb with the chuffing wheeze that was her laugh.  I grinned at myself for being able to amuse her.
I stepped out of the little worker's cabin and looked around at the sight that never ceased to amaze me.  The lodge bracketed by the soaring peaks of the Cascades, it was like something out of a storybook.  I took a deep breath of mountain air.  It was so different than my hometown, Chewelah, on the east side of the state.  I really loved it here.
I turned to look to the stables, where I should have been, getting things ready for the day.  I saw Steve and Francesca and waved then buried my chin in my sleeves.  They smiled and waved back as they entered the stables to muck the stalls.  I felt a little guilty.
I could see Vernon on the roof of the lodge with a can of what looked like tar as he was looking at the vents.  Didn't that man ever stop working?  He was always coming in late after we had already gone to bed and he was always gone from his room by the time we woke up.  It felt almost like Ash and I had the worker's cabin to ourselves.
I heard the groaning sound of Ashley's, Gerty slowly spinning up.  I had to smile.  She loved that ancient, beat up, rusted out bucket of bolts for some unfathomable reason, and kept it running far past its “Use By” date.  And it was orange for god's sake.  I knew that with her innate skill with duct tape and bailing wire, it was likely to run forever.  I'm not saying that's a good thing mind you, having a zombie car is a little unusual for someone our age.
The motor finally caught, and it sputtered into its undead throaty growl.  The muffler has a few rusted out bits, and she keeps saying she means to replace it.
I suppressed an amused smile as she pulled up from the parking lot to the cabin and I hopped in.  Being careful not to step on the plywood she had covering a hole that had rusted through the passenger side floorboard.  She insists that she has meant to fix that too.  She just needs a little time with Vernon's arc welder.
She was like Golem with a ring about her car.
I tease her a lot about Gerty, but in truth, at least she had a car.  Back home I was relegated to driving mom's old station wagon, or Mr. Hendrick's newer pickup that he used to haul feed for his sheep, which he would loan me from time to time when we needed to haul something that wouldn't fit in the car.
Ash looked over at me, and for some reason, we both broke out laughing.  I don't know what was so funny, but I couldn't stop as I listened to her chuffing.  We burst out into giggles again every time we looked at each other.  I was in tears by the time we could bring ourselves under control.
She suddenly got serious and signed, “I love you Itsy.”
I just melted right there in my seat.
As I looked down at my feet and bit my lower lip and nodded.  In a small voice I affirmed, “I love you too, Amber.”
She laid a hand on mine causing me to look up into those awesome amber eyes of hers.  She gave me a reassuring smile then wiggled her eyebrows, coaxing a smile from me.  Then she pointed forward, looking at me expectantly.  I sighed and droned out, “Wagons ho.”
A cheesy grin spread on her face, and we lurched forward, and the engine promptly died.  She narrowed one eye at the dashboard and turned the key again.  The engine labored back to life and she got a smug look on her face and pointed forward again and this time eased off of the clutch.
She cocked an eyebrow at me, daring me to say something.  I smiled and made a locking motion at my lips and threw away the imaginary key.  She signed, “That's what I thought.”
I had to chuckle at her and shoved her shoulder.  My hand wound up on top of hers on the gearshift.  Touching her always seemed to calm me... like I could draw strength from her or something.  She made me feel... normal?
We headed toward Gilman Boulevard, and she looked between the light on Front Street and the  Boulevard intently.  I was about to ask what was up when she got a wicked grin on her face.  I blurted, “Oh no you don't!  It was bad enough you did it yesterday, we don't...”  I sighed as she headed under the overpass and to our doom.  She was going to hazard the freeway again.
She gave her whispery version of a maniacal chuckle as I double checked to make sure my seat belt was on right.  Cars behind us honked while Gerty valiantly made her way up the onramp at a sedate thirty miles per hour, I asked, “Should I get out and push?”
Ash didn't even look over, she just grinned and flipped me off.  I kissed her middle finger, and she blushed.  Ha!  I win for once!
Riding my victory, I turned on the high end radio that looked out of place in the rolling relic and the Bluetooth synced with her phone.  I scrolled through some music until we hit upon some Conrad Chase.  His newer music had a more retro rock edge to it than his typical pop music that held him at the top of the charts for so many years, this new stuff was going to cement him into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.
The beat seemed to worm its way into my girl as she started first swaying then thumping the steering wheel as the song built in intensity.  I caught myself almost dancing in my seat.  The music was begging to be let out to play.  I couldn't resist anymore when Ash shot me an almost pleading look.
I smiled and started singing.  Music was a life without anxiety.  It was freedom of expression without judgment.  It made me believe that the world was not going to swallow me whole.  It made Ashley smile, and I lived to see that smile when she aimed it my way.  So I sang for her as we navigated the freeway at a sedate fifty miles per hour as Gerty's engine strained.
God, it was so much fun to make music with Ash.  We had already decided to team up after college.  With her creative audio and video skills and my conceptual artwork, we want to either start up our own advertising agency or if that falls through, we both knew we could find work doing something in the great outdoors in the mountains here.
I admit to falling in love with the area the first time Ash introduced me to the Cascades.  My parents and I had visited Seattle a few times when I was growing up, to do the touristy thing.  And my best friend ever, Katy, had brought us there for a Miranda Keys concert that had me hyperventilating with so many people around.  I felt like the world was crashing in around me.  But we had never stopped in the mountains so I could appreciate the beauty and majesty of them.
I decided that this is where I wanted to be, and the fact that a super cute, slightly pushy pixie was here with me, just sweetened the pot.
My smile at the thought pushed me to match Conrad's volume as he hit the crescendo of the song and hold it in harmony as the thrashing of the guitar and crash of the cymbals faded off.  I exchanged silly grins with Ash and searched for another fun song.  I loved that she could always make you feel like she was singing along by being inventive with her immediate environment to make music to compliment the piece.
She would always start creating music whenever we were alone because she says she loves how I can ad lib a song out of nothing that fits our current circumstances.  I assure her it is just a side effect from having to write so many creatives for the mock ads I have to come up with in class at the art academy.  She always waves that off and says she loves my voice, that it always makes her feel that anything is possible and is always washed away in the emotion in my voice.
I think she just believes she'll just get lucky if she makes me blush enough.  Well, fine, it works, and she gets lucky a lot, but that's more a function of her being irresistible and me being an Ashley-holic, and happily so.
After a couple more songs, we were finally rolling down an off ramp to the relative safety of the streets of Seattle, leaving behind all the cars in the world that were streaming past us on the freeway like we were standing still.  Ash gave me an imperious look as she patted the steering wheel and cocking her eyebrow in challenge.  Her face is so expressive, and we could have entire conversations without either of us having to say a thing.
I rolled my eyes at her as she stroked the wheel as it were a favorite cat.  I shrugged and tried not to grin as I said, “We lived...”  Then added, “This time,” Her whispering laugh that I couldn't ever get enough of answered me.  The mirth just sparkled in her eyes.
We navigated some now familiar streets and came up to the old industrial junkyard, Gilbert's, which I have come to see as Ash's personal Disneyland.  We pulled through the gates and between the mountains of discarded machines and scrap metal of all types on narrow paths, it was like a miniature forgotten city where the relics of a time long past stood sentinel in the metal structures around us.
She stopped us at the first of three large single story warehouses with rusted steel siding.  A large, dilapidated wood sign proclaimed in faded red painted letters that we had arrived at “Gilbert's Secondhand Salvage.”  The right side of the sign hung lazily lower than the left, Gilbert's son, Dwayne keeps assuring us it is safe to walk under and that he'll get up there one day to fix it.
The place opened at six in the morning and closed at two in the afternoon, specifically for handymen to pick up parts for their jobs each day.  It was just past nine-thirty, a couple hours after sunrise.
She dug her “go pack” out of her tool bag, and we got out of the car. I watched my girl as she looked around in wonder at all of the new piles of scrap in the “sorting yard” in front of the warehouses.  She started walking toward them with mischief twinkling around in her eyes, and I said and signed, “No you don't missy.  You apparently brought us here for something we're doing at the Pike today.  Best be about that, or we'll be stuck here all day.  My tetanus shot is not up to date.”
She chuffed at me and snorted, then slouched in an exaggerated manner, clearly conveying a young child's, “Yes ma'am.” posture.
I grinned at her, and she winked.  She claimed my hand as her personal property, I signed the deed over to her by lacing our fingers and letting her drag me into the warehouse, through the bright silver door which she says was salvaged off of a Boeing 707 aircraft.
Dwayne looked up from his long workbench he has by the door, he was in the middle of disassembling a... I don't know, it could have been a cyborg sent back from the future to make sure Justin Bieber never sang again, or it could have been a toaster, they all look the same to me.
The wiry man reminded me of the crazy scientist in Back to the Future.  He had a halo of white hair around the bald top of his head.  His coveralls were always covered in grease and grime from messing with the things he shipped in from demolition sites.  He and Ash spoke the same language.  Diodes and capacitors and armature motors, like us normal people would discuss the current weather.
She signed to him, and I spoke what she said, she told me she liked my voice a lot better than her speech synthesizer on her phone.  But I caught onto her devious plan early on.  She is forcing me to interact with people instead of hiding behind her when we are out in the world.
I didn't mind that she trusted me to be her voice, though it felt like I was standing in a vice that was threatening to crush me when I spoke to new people.  I translated, “Hey Lugnut, just need a variable resistance motor and some bits to create a rheostat controller for it.”
Fut the wuck was a rheostat?
He nodded as he paused his work on his current project.  “Hey Cathy, Short Stuff.  I'll send in the search dogs if you don't surface by tomorrow.”  He jokingly called her Chatty Cathy.  He wasn't the first.
I watched Ash as she chuffed and grinned and signed as I translated, “Yeah, yeah.”  Then I said for myself as I gave a tiny, embarrassed wave, “Hi Dwayne.”  The old man winked at me then went back to work disassembling the doomsday machine or whatever it was.
Amber crinkled her nose at me then I almost gleeped as she dragged me into the depths of the endless rows of steel shelving units that were stacked high with thousands of interesting devices and parts.
She was like a laser guided munition, zeroing in on her target when my eyes went wide and I blurted out.  “Microwave!”  She looked over at me and blinked then back toward the front of the building, and realization dawned on her, and she tilted her head back and chuffed out her wheezing laughter, long and hard.  I blushed and grinned.  So what if it took me that long to identify what Dwayne had been working on.
She finally settled, wiping happy tears from her eyes as she gave me a toothy grin and nodded.  She let go of my hand, and I immediately missed it.  She walked backward down the aisle we were in, her hands held wide as she tapped and thumped on the shelves and various pieces of gear as she backed through, daring me with a beat.
I had to smile at the wicked grin on her face as she made music.  I started humming along, crafting a song, giving her music words.  Then she deflated just as we started making something fun and upbeat.  I looked around, there were hundreds of electric motors around us, we had arrived.
I mourned for the fun music that had to die prematurely as she pulled out a multitester.  I actually knew what that was.  She had been teaching me what she deemed as necessary knowledge everyone should have in modern society.  I think that was tinker speak for, “Don't be a Luddite, Leigh.”
She climbed the shelves rather than go to the end of the aisle to pull up a rolling ladder platform.  On an upper shelf, she was connecting the tester to terminals on various motors that were about the size of a basketball.  She slid the tester back into her go pack and patted the motor and tried to lift it, and almost fell.  Then she squinted an eye as she squished her face to one side as she looked at the end of the aisle.
I snorted and started walking away to retrieve a rolling ladder as I called back, “Brilliant planning there Einstein.”  I smiled to myself as I heard her chuffing.  I slid the ladder platform up to her she hopped onto it and then grunted as she lifted the motor and thunked it down on the platform.  It was a lot of fun watching her lug it down the steps to set it on the floor, panting and puffing.
She winked and signed, “Thanks for all the help, Itsy.”
I signed as I just grinned cheesily, “You got two hands, all you had to do was ask.”
She raised her chin imperiously then just leaned down and cutely kissed my nose.  I melted then helped her lift the motor and put it on one of the rolling steel carts that littered the warehouse as I blushed.
Then she brought us to the aisles that had electronic bits and pieces as I tried to get the grime off my hands.  She pulled out her tester again as she selected a few little parts.  She signed, “Look for a bin that says rheostats or potentiometers.”
I nodded and muttered without signing, “Right, real big bats and potential thermometers.”
She wheezed out a laugh and turned to the bins as she signed behind her, “You're too funny.  Another reason to love you.”
I blushed and looked at the smeared labels on all of the bins.  I stopped at one that read rheostats.  I said, “Found it.”
She seriously hopped over to me and grinned at the label I pointed at.  She slid the bin out, and there were tons of electronic dials in it.  She signed, “Look for one that has marked on the body, 240v.  Most will be 24v or less, and a few at 120.  Those will burn out in moments under load on a two hundred and forty volt circuit needed to run the motor.”
I nodded and dug into the bin with her.  After a few minutes, she gave a triumphant wheeze and held up a big dial.  She placed it on our cart and explained, “The rheostat will adjust how much power is supplied to the motor to speed it up or slow it down.  The other bits I got will allow us to reverse the motor.  The one I picked out is reversible without the need of a gearbox transmission.”
I nodded studiously and said in a serious voice, keeping my hands signing steadily and the laugh out of my tone as I teased, “Yes yes, the gonkulator armature connects to the temporal displacement drive.  Got it.”
She crinkled her nose at me.  She knew I actually understood what she was telling me.
Then we turned back toward the front of the warehouse, pushing our booty on the cart.  Dwayne had finished reassembling the industrial microwave and was heating up what looked like hot chocolate in it.
He looked at the cart. “What goodies did you find in the tomb girls?”  He did a quick perusal of the lot and shrugged asking, “One hundred?”
Ash cocked her eyebrow and crossed her arms expectantly.  He chuckled and looked again and asked, “Eighty?”
She signed with a slight smirk on her face and I sighed and repeated, “Getting warmer.”
He chuckled at that and said, “You know you only get the good prices because Short Stuff is nice, unlike you.”
My girl's smile beamed as she nodded.  Then she signed again, and I looked at her like she was nuts.  “I'm not relaying that.  I'm the nice one remember?”  She chuffed out her laugh as Dwayne's boomed out.
He said, “Seventy-five.  Not a penny less.”  She nodded, and the two shook.  She counted out seventy-five in cash to him, and he stuffed it into a pocket on his coveralls, scribbled out a quick receipt,  and grabbed the motor without a word, hefting it like it was a bag of feathers.
We grabbed the other parts and followed him out to Gerty.  When we were loaded up, I spoke again as Ash signed, “Thanks, Lugnut.”
He wiped his hands on an old oily rag and just nodded once with a smile saying, “Cathy, Short Stuff.”
I gave him a tiny wave as I got into the car.
With an inquisitive look on my face, I asked as she coaxed the zombie car back to the living, “Why does he always try to get more from you when he knows you are going to beat him down in price?”
I watched her hands fly as they said, “It's like a required dance, dickering is a sign of mutual respect.  He pays fifty dollars a ton for the scrap so what we picked up there was maybe five dollars to him plus the work of separating it out, cleaning and stocking it.  Of course, he tries to maximize profit.  I acknowledge all of this but by dickering, I'm also letting him know not to milk us.  It shows him that we know what we are buying and its true value.”
Then she added, “So once we both come to terms on what that value is, we both walk away happy.  But even at that, it is a great deal for a motor in good shape.  That particular three horsepower motor sells for just over two hundred new.”
I nodded at that then signed without speaking, “But if the parts cost seventy-five, plus your time today will wind up costing Zoey around three hundred dollars.  Wouldn't just buying a new mixer be a better option?”
She whispered out a laugh and said, “That is an eleven thousand dollar, floor mount mixer.  A relatively inexpensive modern Hobart with the same capacity is much cheaper, but still around six thousand.”
I blanched and blurted out, “For a mixer?!  You could buy a good used car for that!”
She nodded and navigated the junk piles back to the road again, glancing over to coax me with her eyes.  I sighed in understanding. “I guess three hundred to jury rig the old one isn't a bad plan then.”
She rang an imaginary bell as she grinned, and I blushed and looked down as I signed, “Smartass,” to my laughing girl.
After a few minutes, I realized we weren't heading to the city core and then looked at the time. It was well past the Market's opening bell, I hated being out in the crowds.  I grinned when I realized what she was doing.
She saw my realization and mouthed, “Mom,” as we headed into her old neighborhood on Lake Washington just a few minutes outside of downtown.  I smiled.  I really liked her mom.  Her dad never really said much, he was always working on a homemade rowboat in the shed by the lakeside.
I said, “She's been texting me to prod you into visiting.”  Last summer we visited her parents only a handful of times in the three months of summer break.  This summer we had only seen them twice.  I find that odd wince we work less than an hour away as the Gerty flies or about half that if we chance life and limb on the freeway.
I spoke with my mom about it on the phone once, and she sounded sad as she said, “It is a fact of growing up.  As you get more and more self-sufficient, you find you need your parents less and less.  You know it is just a little over a five-hour drive to Chewelah from Issaquah, and we have only seen you once since you started college, Leigh.”  Oh...
That made me feel guilty so we made sure to plan out Christmas breaks at the farm.  It gave me something to think about and realized that she was right.  It was a part of becoming an adult that I suddenly found distasteful.  I loved my parents, and I hadn't realized I had been doing the exact same thing.  So now I'm Mrs. Lance's covert ops girl, to help nudge Ash home every once in a while.  We had had the discussion of her parents just last night.
We pulled up to their house, Mr. Lance's contractor's truck was gone, as a carpenter, he worked seven days a week sometimes.  Mrs. Lance worked as an accountant out of their house.  We parked in front of the garage and hopped out.  She was all grins as I started wringing my hands.
I really liked Mrs. Lance.  She treated me almost like my mother did, but she was still relatively new to me so I still had a measure of anxiety around her, and especially around her husband.
We stepped into the little entry hall, and Ash pulled the rope on the tiny bell by that door then pulled me into the living room.  The bell was something Mr. Lance had set up when she was young.  Since she couldn't call out to her mother that when she arrived home on the school bus, it served the same purpose.
We hadn't made it five steps when Mrs. Lance stuck her smiling face out of the door at the end of the hall, her office.  She came quickly down the hall to engulf Ash in a tight hug. “Hi girls!  What a pleasant surprise.”
She released her daughter and then I squeaked as she engulfed me in a matching hug.  Causing me to blush and hide behind Ashley's shoulder when she released me.  She asked, “To what do I owe the pleasure?”  She dragged us toward the kitchen where the tantalizing aroma of fresh coffee was coming from.
She kept an eye on Ashley as she started pouring three cups of coffee, a habit of a lifetime with a daughter with no voice.
Ash teased, “Well, Itsy kept badgering me to visit.  Since we have a job in town this morning, I thought this would get her to shut up about it.”
I put my forehead on her shoulder, blushing as I lightly slapped her back.  Mrs. Lance chuckled as she brought the coffee to the breakfast bar on the counter that we girls were standing by.  “Well, at least one of my daughters has good sense.”
I blushed again as we all slid into seats to enjoy our coffee and conversation.
Mrs. Lance makes me call her mom, and always teases that I'm her 'other' daughter, her 'good' daughter.  It always makes me blush.  Especially when I think about how much deeper I seem to fall in love with her daughter every day, it may actually happen one day.  Hey, a girl can dream can't she.
We sat and caught up until eleven.  Then Ashley signed in resignation to her mother, “We'll have to get going.  I want to get into the Pike before lunch rush.  Itsy doesn't do well in crowds.”
She nodded in resignation.  “Well at least spend a day with your father and me on one of your days off.  We miss you two around here.”  I smiled at her for including me again.
She had confided in me one day that she never thought her girl would ever find someone who made her heart skip a beat.  She was so excited about the news that Ashley was bringing her girlfriend home from New York with her last summer.  She didn't seem to have a problem at all that her daughter was gay.  She had suspected.  Mr. Lance was shocked, but he got over it fast, and he really tries, and I like the man.
It was similar in my house.  My mother was over the moon that I had somehow come out of my shell enough to connect with someone, she didn't care if it were a boy, a girl, or an alien from Sigma Prime.  Dad seemed to digest it slower, but not in an adverse way.  He admits that he was worried that with my anxiety and mini panic attacks, that I'd never find someone who made me happy.  So he is genuinely thankful to Ash for looking past my neurosis.
Ash's mother walked us to the door and gave us each a hug.  “Don't be strangers.  You make sure Ash behaves and visits more often, Leigh.”
I nodded and said, “Yes Mrs... ummm... mom.”
She grinned like a Cheshire cat, and it was easy to see where my Amber got such an expressive face.  She looked like an older version of my girl with frosted streaks of grey highlighting her brunette hair.  It boded well for my girl when she turned forty, good genes.
Before I knew it, we were back in Gerty and headed toward the Market.



Chapter 7 – Repairs
A few minutes later we were driving through Pike Place and parked at one of the few spots on the road by the market entrance, by the big sign.  This was a genuine miracle since all of the tourists swarmed the market just after the opening bell.  So we didn't have to pay an arm and a leg at the parking garage.
Ash shouldered her jury rig kit and stuffed the smaller parts into it.  Then both of us lifted the motor and headed to the Pike.  Dwayne made it look so light, but it had to weigh fifty pounds.  I grinned and said offhandedly as we walked through the crowd, me bobbing around to avoid coming into contact with anyone.  “Any suggestions on what movie we should watch tonight at the cabin?  I was thinking some sort of romance.  Oh!  With sparkly vampires.  Any input?  No?  Great, Twilight it is.”
As she shook her head, she was adamantly mouthing, “No, no, no.”  She scrunched up her nose at my toothy grin, then stuck her tongue out at my rare opportunity to take advantage when her hands were full.  Oooo she mouthed something unladylike as she smiled and I chuckled in victory.
We got to the door of the Pike and Zoey saw us. She smiled as she rushed over to hold it open for us.  “Hi, ladies.”
I blushed, and Ash wiggled her eyebrows at her.  Then Zoey scowled at the motor and said, “That looks heavy.”
I nodded, and she chirped over her shoulder, “Let me get the kitchen door.”  The place was already crowded.  It looked busier than normal.
She hustled over and opened the swinging door as we lugged our load through, passing the twins who were stocking the front display cases and waving at us.  We sat the motor down on the ground beside the Kok Stjarna and relaxed.  My arms felt like spaghetti and Ash signed, “Next time, we use a hand truck.”  She pointed at the red hand truck by the boxes of product in the corner.
I squinted at her accusingly, and she chuffed out some laughter and signed, “Don't complain, you took advantage of it for your own nefarious purposes just now.”
I blushed and looked down as Zoey chuckled at our banter and asked Ash as she grinned at me,  “And what did our intrepid Leigh do?”
I grinned at my hands as I wrung them and said, “We're watching Twilight tonight.”  Then I signed “Ha.” to my girl.
Zoey almost giggled at that but was able to turn it into a chuckle instead as she signed, “I thought you hated that series, Ash.”
Amber squinted one eye at me accusingly, her hands a blur of motion, “The little minx proclaimed it when we were carrying the motor so I couldn't protest.”  I looked down bashfully and grinned.
Zoey rolled her eyes and bumped shoulders with Ash and said, “Just suck it up, Buttercup.  She's too cute to argue with.”
My gal just nodded seriously as she signed in resignation, a smile threatening at the corners of her lips, “There is that.”  Then she added the question of, “I take it Kenzie is keeping the Pike open?”
I saw both sorrow and the extreme joy and excitement warring around in her eyes as the redhead shook her head and shared, “McKenzie made me controlling partner!”  She couldn't keep the excitement from her voice or hands from bleeding through.
Then she seemed to bounce on her toes as she added, “So the first order of business is to make the chief cook and bottlewasher's job easier by getting that Swedish beast fixed.”
Ash gave her a quick hug and signed, “Congrats...”  Then added with a somber face more slowly, “It is good to know the Pike will still have a Mrs. Z.”  I blinked.  I hadn't thought of that. Zoey would carry on the Z tradition.  It was a sad but hopeful thought.  I saw the same realization pass through Zoey's eyes.
She reached over and laid her hand on Ashley's shoulder and gave it a little squeeze before turning to look at the kitchen.  She changed the subject. “Well I'll let you girls get to it.  We are simply swamped and the the ovens are working overtime.  And June said she'd visit before she went down to Vancouver to visit the folks.”
The twins came into the back back as Ash unplugged the beast and began taking off the access covers.  I have never felt my anxiety kick in around children, and I loved that I could feel normal around them.  They were endlessly fascinated with what Ash was doing and asked a million questions I couldn't answer.  I loved that the twins signed so I didn't have to butcher the tech speak my tinkering pixie shot at them.
She kept tossing me parts, signing, “Crap.”  or “Junk.” or “Keep.”  I made two piles feeling mostly useless.  I was the trash sorter and tool wrangler.
When Ashley started fashioning some sort of motor mounting adapter with short pieces of L-shaped metal with holes drilled in it at even intervals, Max coaxed me into helping her bring the items that Zoey started pulling out of the ovens to the front cases.  The whole place smelled of that heavenly aroma of fresh baked bread.  The most tempting of calling cards for the tourists arriving at the Market.
I had to grin as she spoke about a kid in her sixth-grade class, Gregory.  I hid a smile as I realized she was starting to notice boys.  Sharing her mother's looks, she was going to be a heart-breaker when she got older.  And I was proud of her for some reason, since she was so outgoing and didn't suffer from the anxiety that almost crippled me back in grade school.  If it hadn't been for my best friend, Katy, I wouldn't have survived.
The tone of the crowd growing for the lunch rush sent a shiver down my spine, and I wanted to retreat back into the kitchen as Teddy hopped out to the tables to bus them for people waiting for a seat.
A flour covered Zoey stepped out of the kitchen and saw my panic and her brow creased with concern.  Max came to my rescue by whispering,  “Go.  Get thee to the back maiden, I shall hold the wolves at bay.”
I gave her a grateful look then furrowed my brow as I almost ran to the kitchen.  That sounded familiar, I think it was a line from a movie.  I grinned and shook my head, even the kids nowadays are more cultured than me.  I gave her another smile as I slipped through the door to relative safety.
I worked at calming my breathing, telling myself to calm down, they were just people.  Ashley glanced up, and everything just melted away as I looked into her amber eyes.  She and I were all there was in the world, and my anxiety just faded like a fog being driven back by the sun.  She mouthed, “Hi.”
My cheeks heated as I ground my heel on the floor as I looked down and replied, “Hi.”
She signed, “Thought you might be back when things picked up out there.”  She stepped close and signed, “They are just people, Itsy.”  I nodded as she hugged me.  I heated up and melted in her arms as I nodded into her shoulder.
She held me at arm's length to look in my eyes to make sure I was ok.  I nodded again, and she grinned, wiggling her eyebrows and signing, “Good, I got my helper back just in time.  We have to pull the old motor so I can attach my adapter.”  I nodded and looked at the little cage she had built that reminded me of the antique Erector Set toys my father had tucked away in the closet.
With some coaxing, we were able to get the old motor, which was much heavier, out of the unit.  I asked about that, and she signed, “The newer motors are much more efficient and have fewer windings and don't have this cast iron casing.”
Then I resumed my role of tool wrangler as she installed her adapter, explaining between steps.  The new motor was not as long, and the mounting holes on the body were in different locations, not to mention it was configured for horizontal mounting and not vertical.
Zoey was in and out of the kitchen like a woman on a mission.  I couldn't believe how much work she was doing, and I realized that the smaller backup mixer was always in motion, whipping batters or kneading bread dough and I saw how important the one we were working on was to the bakery slash cafe.
I asked Ash, “Doesn't she ever slow down?  How did Mrs. Z do this on her own for all these years?”
She paused to watch a minute then relayed, “Don't you see it?  She excels under pressure.  She doesn't look harried at all, in fact, she hasn't stopped smiling all morning.  She enjoys this, and that's what makes her a perfect fit for the Pike.  Mrs. Z saw this and so did McKenzie.  The torch has been passed.”
I took a moment to watch the red-headed whirling dervish.  Then squinted and tried to listen as she moved past us with some of those heavenly fresh baked bread bowls full of eggs, and ham bakes which were a signature of the bakery.  Was she mumbling a zooming sound as she went?  I had to smile.
After a bit, we heard some squealing from the twins from up front, and we exchanged grins.  Their cousin June must have arrived.
My girl finally pulled back, hands covered in grease from the old motor and a cute smudge of it on her left cheek.  She sighed and shrugged pointing at the new motor, sighing over dramatically then placing the back of her hand on her forehead as she tipped her head back, “The moment of truth.”
I giggled. “Yes Scarlett O'Hara.”
She wiggled her eyebrows again, and we hoisted the new motor into her cage.  I grunted and pushed as she signed with one hand, “Good, hold it there.”
She went to work bolting it to her Frankenstein creation.  Prompting, “Push back farther.”  Or, “Hold it right here.”  Then a minute later, and with only a small amount of signed cuss words and barked knuckles, it was held firmly in place.
I sat on my butt and sighed in relief.  Then she mounted the pulley and tensioned the belt before starting to work on her controller.  I had to laugh at my girl when she put the biggest bit she had into her cordless drill and tilted her head back to chuff out her maniacal mad scientist laugh as she pulled the trigger a couple times, making the drill whir.
 It was a joy to watch her work.  I really think that this is her true passion.  She was one of the most creative people at the Academy when it came to audio and video production, but she never seemed to light up like this when she worked on her school projects.
She enlarged a hole in the main case where she had gutted the old controls.  Then a  minute later she was attaching the rheostat.  When she was done mounting it, the large dial hid away the other couple holes where the old controls had been.  It looked like it was meant to be that way.
Then she went about cutting wires and attaching them to the other gadgets we picked up at Gilbert's.  Some she attached with little connectors and some she got her soldering iron out for.  It was early afternoon when she finally stepped back and grinned.
Zoey had been in and out of the kitchen as she served customers between visiting with her cousin.  There was a lull that was ominous.  I knew it was just the Market catching its breath for a couple hours before the dinner rush began.  She came back to check on some croissants she had baking when she paused.  Noticing Ash's relaxed posture as she cleaned her hands with a shop rag.
Ash signed to us, “Here goes.”
She plugged the heavy cord into the receptacle and hit the green button.  There was a click and the feeling of the machine energizing.  I know we couldn't really feel it, but the atmosphere of anticipation made it seem like it.  She pre-emptively signed, “Taa-daa”  As she turned the dial, making a prompting motion at the giant mixer blade.  Then she squished her mouth to one side of her face as the blades spun backward.  She turned the dial back, and they slowed and turned the other way, just more slowly.  Zoey started laughing at her expression as Ash signed, “Well, poo.”
I realized what was going on, and I covered my mouth so I wouldn't laugh at my girlfriend, but my titters were making it through.  She must have wired something backward. She hit the red stop button and unplugged it, signing, “I got this.  Just a sec.”
She took to wires off the terminals on the rheostat and swapped them, tightening them down again then plugged it back in as Zoey slid the divine smelling creations from the oven.
Ash made another grand gesture and signed, “Taa-daa.” She hit the green button then turned the dial, watching the motor turn the right direction at a high speed, then she dialed it back and made it reverse.
She hit the red button and took a bow.  She looked up from her bow and signed, “Well?”
Zoey chuckled and clapped and said, “Bravo.  My hero.”
I grinned and said under my breath without signing, “Way to go Wrong Way Lance.”
This got both women chuckling as I heated up and looked down self consciously as I grinned.  
Ash relayed that we just needed to put all the covers back on and clean up our mess, and we'd get out of her hair.  Zoey said with a sigh of relief, “Thank you so much, Ash, you really are my hero.”
My girl gave her a sly smile and signed, “Remember that when you get my bill.”
Zoey barked out a surprised burst of laughter then disappeared through the door with her latest creations, shaking her head in amusement.
I was smiling, thoroughly entertained by the two women when I froze.  Two amber pools, so deep I'll never be able to find the bottom, focused on me.  She signed with a seductive look on her face, “I told Bobbie we needed the whole day off.  What am I to do with you the rest of the day?”
Oh dear lord.  I swallowed as I started breathing faster and started wringing my hands then signed without looking up at her, “I can think of a couple things.”  She was right in front of me, moving my chin up gently with a finger until I was looking into her eyes again.  I was a goner as I smiled bashfully at her.  She nodded with a little smirk on her face then kissed me so gently it felt like butterfly wings brushing my lips.
I fluttered back to earth then said in a hoarse whisper voice full of arousal and frustration, “We need to get these covers back on... now.”
She chuffed and grinned as she reached for the first one.
I spun in place with a goofy smile on my face then took my place by her tools, ready to help in any way to speed up the process so that we could have some private time.
She dropped her screwdriver, and it pinged on the huge stainless steel mixing bowl.  She glanced over at me with a devious smile as she saw me swaying to a song I was creating in my head.  I narrowed my eyes at her in challenge but it was too late, she started tapping the blade of the tool on the body of the mixer in an inspired beat.
I scrunched up my nose at her and succumbed to my second favorite thing to do with her, we made music.  Drawing on the frustration she left inside me with her feather-soft kiss, I sang about the courage she inspires in me.  How I feel whole and can face a whole world of people with her by my side.
She was now at the racks of pots, pans and dishes as she created a symphony of music to back me up.  I giggled as I sang as she discovered the plastic cups and started spinning and slamming them on a counter to create a unique drumming sound with the different tones from the different cups and the position of her hands on the cups as she spun them and slammed them down in a pattern.   Emphasizing it with quick strikes of a nearby pan.
I spun in place once as the words just flowed.  Our eyes were locked on each others, and I was positive my smile matched hers.  We both instinctively knew what the other one would do, and we traded off who was leading who until I got past the second bridge and slipped into the chorus again for the coda as we slowly faded to silence.
“When I stumble and fall.”
“I know you have my back.”
“Showing me how to stand again.”
“As our hearts beat through it all.”
She slammed the last cup to punctuate it, and we shared a smile, my heart pounding from the excitement of singing.  Then we both spun toward the door when we heard Zoey's voice chastising, “No June, leave them alone.”
She was blocking the doorway with her back to us and June and the other woman from yesterday were trying to get past her arms.  June was arguing, or at least trying to argue, “But Zoey, they...”
Zoey shook her head and said in an expectant tone, “Squirt?”
Ash had come to my side, and I buried my face in her arm, peeking at the doorway over her shoulder as my pulse started thudding for another reason as I fought off a mini panic attack.  I forgot where we were when I started singing.  Other people had heard us, and J8 was there wanting to get to us for some unfathomable reason.  I think I was starting to hyperventilate as Ashely comforted me with a protective arm around my shoulder.
June seemed to deflate, and Zoey pointed out of the kitchen as she said, “You can't.  Leigh isn't like the others, you don't understand her anxiety.  Just look at her.”
June started one last plea, “But...”
Our red-headed champion shook her head, still pointing out of the kitchen.  June exhaled in exasperation, shaking her own head then backed off.  Zoey shot a concerned look my way, “Sorry.  I have her corralled now.”  Then she popped out the door.
After a few minutes of just standing in Ash's arms, I calmed enough that she stepped back, looked into my eyes, prompting in question, and I nodded and exhaled.  “I'm fine.  It's just that... that was J8.”  I was normally ok in small groups of people, classes pushed the envelope but once I got to know people I was generally alright.  But a famous singer had heard my squawking, and it just flipped all my triggers.
She nodded and signed, “Lightweight.”
I grinned and slapped her shoulder. “Hey!”
Her smile grew as she retrieved her screwdriver and started securing the covers in place.  I paused then smiled back as I realized what she was doing.  Our banter always relaxed me, not to mention that it was a load of fun.  I silently wondered how she could put up with me, I was all kinds of broken.
I made sure to be the best tool wrangler ever for her as she finished up the job and I started the cleanup of her tools and the mess we made of the almost sterile kitchen.  She put the mixer through its paces as I cleaned up.
She used to tease me for cleaning her tools, saying that they were supposed to get dirty, but I really think she appreciates it.  It is just another one of my various neuroses, dirty things bug me.  It may be a touch of OCD or something.  Now I think she likes it since I always catch her smiling when I do it.
Zoey returned as we were finishing up.  She was backing into the kitchen and speaking to someone like you would a trained circus animal.  “Sit... stay!”  Then she chuckled and turned around to face us.  She looked between the mixer and us, her eyes twinkling as she cocked an eyebrow at Ash like she was asking permission.
Ashely grinned and signed, “She's all yours, and as usual it comes with my ironclad guarantee that it will work like new until either I walk out of the room, or you actually turn it on.”
Zoey has this great musical laugh that always borders on a giggle, I think she has to work at keeping it from slipping into a giggle.  She used it now and signed as she chirped out, “Once you fix something, it generally stays fixed brat.”
Then she asked with a sigh, knowing what came next.  “Bill?”
I tried to hide my smile but got caught as Zoey shot me a wink.  I bit back a laugh and blushed.  Ash pulled out a pad of sticky notes, and a pen then looked at an imaginary watch on her wrist then wrote the number four on the sticky-note.  She pulled it from the pad and bypassed Zoey's waiting hand and stuck it on her forehead with a smirk.
She never gives a rate to anyone, just the number of hours she puts in on a project and leaves it to them to pay her whatever they think is fair, and what they think it is worth.  She pulled the receipt for the parts from Gilbert's and handed it over as Zoey just grinned at me with the sticky-note still on her forehead.
Ash shouldered her jury rig kit and grabbed my hand, lacing our fingers as Zoey signed, “See?  Brat.”
We all chuckled at that as she took the yellow sticky off her forehead.
I caught myself taking a deep breath as we headed to the door like I was preparing myself to leave the relative safety of the kitchen to rejoin the rest of the world which I just observed instead of participating in. Like I was always looking at it through a window, never quite being a part of it, unless I were living it vicariously through close friends and family.
Zoey surprised us with quick hugs.  I don't normally like being touched unless you are a close friend or family, and she felt like family to me.  Then her gaze landed on the wall of Polaroid pictures by the door.  She said, “Just a second.”  She reached out to touch the photo of Mrs. Z and Amber and me.
She poked her head out the door and called out, “Max, bring the camera.”  Then she mumbled to herself as she looked at the wall, drawing our eyes to it as well, “This tradition will persevere.”
Max showed up with the old fashioned camera and Zoey wiggled herself between Ash and me.  She crinkled her nose at me and said, “Now smile short stuff.”
Maxine was all grins as she lifted the camera and got a shot of us.  When the photo slid out of the bottom of the camera, Zoey took it and pinned it on the wall and said as she signed, “You girls are the first of the new generation here at the Pike to grace the wall.”
We all looked at the slowly developing picture with a touch of sadness.  Zoey reached out to lay her fingers on a picture of Mrs. Z.  We all took a moment then sort of steeled ourselves as a group and turned to leave the kitchen.
I swallowed, the place was as busy as I had ever seen it, even busier.  June and I think her name was Vanessa, we hadn't been introduced last night because of my panic attack; looked up from one of the small expanded metal tables in the cafe from where they were in a spirited discussion with Teddy.  June looked ready to jump out of her chair but I think Zoey may have been giving her the evil eye because she stayed put.  What did she want with us?
I felt like everyone was looking at us so I looked away.  Zoey said, “Just a sec.”  She loaded a bag with all sorts of baked goodies and shoved it to me with both hands.  “For the road.”
The smell of fresh baked bread wafted up to my nose from the bag.  The bottom was warm which told me some of those croissants she had pulled out of the oven earlier were in there.  Yum!
We thanked her and made a hasty exit.  By that, I mean that I physically dragged my girl out and into the chaos of Pike Place Market.  Way to go genius, like there would be fewer people out here.  Ash just hugged me to her and expertly threaded us through the crowd, making sure that I didn't come into contact with anyone.
Then we reached the safety of the inside of her rolling death trap, and I exhaled.  I shot her an embarrassed grin as I shrugged and she tipped her head back and chuffed.  Then her expressive face changed into something... seductive... sexy, as she asked with slow, deliberate motions of her hands, “Now, let see about those one or two of those things you were thinking of earlier.”
I blushed as I melted into a puddle, grinning at my girl as she pulled us slowly onto the road as I bit my lower lip.  Then started digging in the bag for a warm croissant.  This was shaping up to be an awesome day.



Chapter 8 – Vancouver
Nessie chastised me as I drove her, Fran, and Tasha to Vancouver after spending some time with Zoey and the twins.  “Face it June, you're not going to get to speak with them with Gatekeeper Z there.  There are some things that even you can't do.”
I exhaled heavily in resignation. Besides her, only Zoey or Lizzy could derail me when I was determined to do something.  I whined, “But did you hear them?  And the other night?  It was almost like listening to a mashup of Abigail Addison and Amber LaLanie.”
She nodded and shrugged. “Some things are not meant to be.”
I sighed, and Fran chuckled from the back seat.
I gave her the stink eye in the rear view mirror, which just made her smile.  She turned to her sister. “Did you just tell June that something was...”  She paused when Tasha bumped her shoulder and nudged her eyes toward me.  Small Fry muttered, “Oh...”  Then brightened and chided her sister, “You are so manipulative sis.  You know telling June that she can’t so something will just make her...”
Vannie started chuckling and claimed my hand after she put her hand on my arm.  I deflated a little knowing she was just checking to make sure I was there.  Then I smiled at the sneaky minx.  “Small Fry is right, you're manipulating me.  You want them at London Harmony too.”
Van just smiled straight ahead, refusing to look at me as she murmured, “Maybe, maybe not.  Shut up and drive wench.”
We all chuckled as I replayed in my head, the impromptu music that those two girls... what were their names?  Leigh and Ash? Had been singing.
I had originally thought that the taller girl, Ashley, was deaf when I saw them signing to each other, but I learned that she couldn't speak because a dog attack when she was a toddler had mangled her throat.  But her expressive face and the music she was making from the odds and ends in the kitchen, gave her a voice that just made Leigh's voice soar.  They were a team, a single unit much like Minuette.  And... I just had to sign them, Zoey be damned.
I paused at that thought, Annette from Minuette had a bit of anxiety like this Leigh girl, only not as severe.  That and the fact that Annette and Mindy are constantly arguing that the other is Minuette caused us to create a mystique around the artist's duality and not reveal the identity of Minuette.  Almost like I had done for myself when I first started releasing my own music as J8.
So maybe I could convince the girls to entertain signing with me if I could give them the same cloak of anonymity.  I chuckled to myself.  It was becoming a trend with London Harmony, and the music industry was eating it up.
Fran said from the back seat in a humor tinged tone, “Great, see what you did Van?  Now she's plotting.”
I stabbed my finger at the rear view mirror and chirped out as I restrained my smile, “Hey, comments from the peanut gallery were neither solicited nor required.”
She chuckled and retorted, “The legume constabulary refutes your assertion of improprieties in the offering of valid observational input.”
I screwed up my face and crinkled my nose as I spoke out of the side of my mouth to my wife, “Somebody hit the on button on your little sister's thesaurus circuits again.”
Fran looked supremely pleased with herself while she hugged Natasha's arm as she laid her head on her shoulder.  Giving me a smug, triumphant look in the mirror.  I just chuckled and made a swift lane change, causing her to bump the door.  This got a burst of surprised laughter from her.
I smiled and tried to remember a time when I didn't have a second sister.  Fran had been part of my life for so long, and I loved her just like I loved my own adopted sis, Elizabeth.  I glanced at her one last time in the mirror.  She was a full grown woman now, not the unusually smart and loquacious young teen that I met a lifetime ago in an abandoned auto shop in New York.
Huh, as far as that goes, Lizzy, the Lizard was no spring chicken either.  I remember the day I first laid eyes on Liz as a baby, now she had a child of her own.  Fay is the most adorable baby girl, ever... unfairly blessed with my sister's exotic looks.
I actually heard Tash's stomach gurgle from the back seat and grinned as she said in a silly voice, “Hungry.”  We all chuckled.
We hadn't eaten since we had a late breakfast at the Pike.  I have to hand it to Zoey, she is one of the few people who have attempted to replicate the savory tastes that the Pike was famous for, under the culinary tutelage of Mrs. Z herself, and she did it well.  The breakfast bread bowls she served us up this morning made your mouth water just from the aroma alone.
Then we headed to Issaquah to gather some things from Hank and A.J.'s for a couple nights in Vancouver with my moms.  Of course, we wound up tagging along to see Bobbie and Blake off on another one of their hikes into the mountains.  I swear those two were made for the outdoors, leg braces be damned.
So it was well into the afternoon, and I was feeling a little hungry myself as we passed through Olympia.  I glanced back.  Think you can last another hour until we get to my uncle Dave's diner?  Her stomach gurgled again.  She gave me a toothy, cheesy grin and repeated, “Hungry.”
I chuckled. “You're worse than a little kid asking 'are we there yet?'”
Her grin never faltered then she started chuckling triumphantly as Nessie chimed in, “I could eat.”  And Small Fry nodded.
I was a bit hungry myself, so I exhaled and took the next exit off the freeway as I grumbled playfully, “A bunch of children I say.”  I'd get them for this, they know I love Uncle Dave's cooking.  Maybe I can devise some sort of clockwork delayed, mechanical chipmunk infestation in their beds tonight.
Fran asked from the back seat, “Mechanical cockatoos?”
I grinned inwardly, they all knew me way too well.  I shook my head and said imperiously, “Chipmunks.”  This set off a giggle fest from the unruly youngsters in the back.
I pulled into the Golden Arches drive through where the kid who took our order had recognized me and was beside himself as he asked if I could sign a napkin for him.  He seemed perplexed that I didn't have a British accent since my J8 music was considered import music here in the States.
I and ordered a Big Mac meal for myself and cut the others short as they were calling out what they wanted.  I instead ordered three Happy Meals.  They all stewed on that as we got back onto the freeway, then dug in like ravenous beasts as I smugly ate my Big Mac.
Van just looked at me in mirthful glee as she ate the chocolate chip cookie in her Happy Meal without sharing a bite with me.  Ooo, she was going to get it later tonight.  She ate the last bite and licked her fingers and said with her chin raised, “Mean girls don't get chocolate.”
I chuckled to myself as she claimed my hand in hers for the rest of the drive to Vancouver.  My first home.
Nostalgic memories flooded my mind, thinking about the places I have called home over the years.  Vancouver, Seattle, New York, and London.  Then I squeezed Van's hand, knowing that she was my home now.  Wherever she was, that was where I wanted to be.
She seemed to read that in me as a small smile quirked the corners of her mouth while she watched the world pass by out her window, her thumb caressing the back of my hand.  I sighed a happy sigh as we pulled off the freeway at exit 1B into Vancouver.
I navigated the streets that I still knew like the back of my hand, though I could see the things that had changed over the years since I grew up here. Progress.  There were even minor changes since our last visit here at Christmas.
But one thing never changed.  I turned onto the street that I spent more time on than at my house.  Fran pointed out Dave's Diner to Tasha as we passed by my uncle's old time Americana diner.  I flipped a u-turn a block later to park at the only free spot at the curb in front of the familiar blue music school, Harmony, with the attached record studio, Harmony Trax.
I grinned at the buildings, we saw their silhouette every day.  It was the background of our London Harmony logo.
Tash straightened up as she scanned the buildings.  She asked, “Why does this building seem familiar to me.”
Small Fry chuckled and held up her business card to her girlfriend.  Natasha was quick to glance between the logo and the building, then she smiled, getting it.
She smiled my way as we all departed the vehicle. “I never pegged you for nostalgic, June.”
I wiggled my eyebrows as I joined Nessie on the sidewalk, our hands finding each others like they were supposed to be.  I said in my best Donkey voice, “Layers upon layers.”
Then she asked as she and Fran were pulled together as if by gravity to hold their own hands, “Why are we here instead of your parent's place?”
This got the other two laughing and giggling.  Fran explained so I didn't have to, “If Anabella is home from DC, then this is where she and Mandy are.  This is... their Fortress of Solitude if you will.  It is hard to explain, you'll see.”
Tash regarded her with a studious perusing look for a moment then said, “You sound almost wistful when you speak about them.”
Small Fry shrugged as she dragged her along with us, and she said, “Mandy and Ana have sort of been like parents to me.  Besides Van and J-Dub, I have almost forgotten what having parents was like until I met June's moms.  They treat me like their own daughter and I... well, I sort of like it.”
I assured her, “Believe me, they feel the same way about you.  If they could have adopted you out from under us, they would have.”  I shot a cheesy grin because I knew it to be true.  Van was slowly nodding her head in agreement.
Fran just seemed to beam at that.  We made a beeline toward the door just to veer off when my cousin, Eve, poked her head out of the little headquarters for mom's activist offices, the AWK, or Ana West's Kids.  It was always teeming with teens who wanted to make a difference in the community by educating others about topics that affect their generation.  Eve is sort of their de facto commander general now that her sister, Zoey, lives in Seattle now.
She came tiptoeing over like she was sneaking out to give us our very own hugs.  “You got here a couple days sooner than I thought you would ladies.”  She was all smiles.
I shrugged and smiled back, “You know how it is, if we didn't get here soon, mom would have exploded, and we'd have to put her back together like a jigsaw puzzle.”
She nodded seriously.  “There is that.”  Then she squished her nose over to one side as she muttered, “Crap, I won't get to visit much.  I'll be commuting to Seattle daily for the foreseeable future to bail out sis.  She called earlier begging for help.  I guess the Pike had gotten even busier with the news of Mrs. Z's passing and that big article about the Pike in the Seattle Times.  She puts up that cocky front which I think she learned from you, acting like she can handle it all, but she sounded frazzled.”
I nodded and said, “Yeah, the place was standing room only this morning.  She didn't seem too stressed, though.”
She chuckled at that. “Of course, my big sis wouldn't show weakness around you J-Dub.  That would be like throwing blood in the water in a shark feeding ground.”
I gave her my toothy shark grin which just made her chuckle.  She looked back at the door of the AWK office then to us and scrunched her head to her shoulders. “I better get back in there before they realize I snuck out of the latest planning meeting.  I saw you guys through the window and couldn't resist collecting the Zil-Toll from you.  Drop by the house tonight?”
Fran nodded and responded for the group, “Of course.”
Then just like that, Eve did her faux tiptoe back through the glass door to the AWK headquarters.
We proceeded to the doors of the Harmony Trax portion of the structure, and I snorted out loud as my girl deadpanned, “Your whole family is a little off.”
I wiggled my brows at her and affirmed, “You have no idea.”
She countered playfully, “I married you didn't I?”
I nodded solemnly before breaking into a grin.  “Touche.”
I barely aborted a second snort when Tash asked Fran loudly, “They do know they are too playful for thirty-two don't they?”
Fran shook her head. “I thought I raised them better, but they are no better than a couple teens.”
I slapped her arm playfully as my other hand was claimed by Vanessa, who countered, “We weren't the ones making out in the backseat of the car on the way down here when we thought nobody was looking.”
Ooooo.... burn, just like the blushes on their faces now.  I gave Nessie a conspiratorial grin.
I looked around, the place was hopping.  Geraldine Potts was speaking with a manager type man, she was mom's latest find.  She was almost as good as we were at London Harmony about finding new undiscovered talent and shining a light on them.
Harmony Trax had almost the exact mission statement as London Harmony except for one slight difference.  My mother, Mandy Fay Harris-West, set up Harmony Trax as a non-profit business since she needed no income with the seven figure royalties still rolling every year, almost three decades after she retired.  My London Harmony was set up as a profit business while giving the artists almost the same cut as Harmony Trax.  Me and my partners have to put bread on the table after all.
I used most of my trust fund, which mom set up for me, to make London Harmony a reality, but haven't touched the trust since the day we opened our doors.  With the royalty share mom keeps dumping into the trust, it is almost into the eight figures now and growing.  I see it as my retirement fund.
Geraldine was a young pop singer who reminded me so much of Taylor Swift.  I looked at her and shook my head slowly, had I ever been that young?
There seemed to be a few artists here and there in the lobby, it must be a busy recording day for the studio.  I smiled, mom was so stubborn, when was she going to spring for an auxiliary studio or at least add another sound room here?
Jimmy was shuffling papers like a madman at the reception counter as he spoke to the general manager, Nick.  As we stepped up, I noted that Nick's perpetually swoopy reverse mullet hairdo, which was his signature, was frosted with age, and it only made him look distinguished.
Jimmy's stressed face broke into a genuine smile as he saw us, and Nick turned to follow his gaze and smiled too.  He said, “It's Trouble and the band.  When did you get in town?”
I leaned in and kissed the man on the cheek.  “Hey Nick, just now as it so happens.  They in?”  I leaned in as Jimmy did and kissed his cheek too.  “Brat.”
He responded in kind through his smile, “Wretch.”
As Nick nodded, I quickly introduced Natasha to them.  If they took exception to the amount of time my future sister in law took while examining every detail about them, they didn't show it.  I'm sure they had already heard that she was face blind, and needed different visual cues to recognize people than the rest of us used.
Fran prompted, “Care to share with the class or do we just go hunting?”
Jimmy chuckled and answered for Nick, “Where do you think they are?”
I nodded at that and said, “Right.” Then I looked at the troops.  “Follow me.”
Nick asked as we headed for the connecting door between the studio and the music school where mom had first learned to sing and play the guitar all those years ago. “You be by your folk's place tonight?”
I nodded. “We'll be there a couple days.  We still have lots of people left to visit in Seattle.  You and Tam drop by for coffee?”
I hadn't seen Tammy for over a year now, she and Nick had been out of town at her parent's last Christmas.  Mom had hired her as my nanny when I was born, and I grew up not realizing that I didn't have three moms.  Nick had married Tams back when I was too young to even remember.
Nick nodded and waved us off as he returned to his discussion with Jimmy.  I swear if they didn't have Jimmy to keep everything straight around here, Harmony Trax would burn down around them.  He was sort of the analog to Zilrita over at London Harmony.  Mom and Nick even made him a minor partner.
We headed into the hall of the little music school and waved back at the main desk where Tina was looking at the schedule book with a woman and her little boy who had a violin case in his hands.  Tina smiled and waved back.
We made an about face and headed to the closed door at the far end of the hall.  The floor vibrated slightly from that direction, and we could hear muffled music coming from the supposedly soundproof room.
I smiled fondly, knowing what to expect.  I started to turn to Natasha, but Small Fry beat me to it as she said in as serious a tone as I have ever heard her use with her girlfriend, “What you are about to see and hear, you can't ever share with anyone.  This is something extremely private for the two of them and it is reserved for family only.”
She paused letting that sink in as Tash nodded once in understanding, she had just included her in 'family'.  Then she added, “You may want to cover your ears before we step in.”
She squinted her eyes in confusion as I smirked and swung the door open, dragging Nessie through the door with me into the wall of sound so loud I could feel my bones vibrating.  The girls followed and Fran shut the door.
We all just stood there transfixed, watching my moms as they sat at the piano that dominated the sound room.  I closed my eyes and listened to the cascade of notes from the piano that you could feel more than hear as my mom played.  Nobody knew that my deaf mother, Anabella West, could create such hauntingly beautiful music.
She had this innate ability to fit notes together in that cascade that just resonated together like nothing I have heard outside of this room.  It just added to the flawless harmonization of their voices together.  My other mom was a rock legend, and her rich alto voice was unmistakable and easily recognizable on the first note.
But when those two women sang together, the harmony and melodies they could pull off just radiated nothing but the love they had for each other.  Their fire and passion for each other has never dimmed over the years and has remained as fierce as my first memories of them.
Mom may be deaf, but when she sang, you would swear her voice was something sent by the angels.  I turned to look over at Tash, who was just standing there in stunned awe of what she was witnessing, mouth agape.
I wiped a tear from my cheek as they finished.  Damn, it always gets me misty listening to them profess their love for each other that way.  I walked past them, eliciting surprised squeaks of excitement from them.  I grinned at them as I turned off the antique reel to reel recorder.  I didn't look back at them or acknowledge them as I dutifully took the tape from the recorder, put their names on the box with the date and went over to the cabinets along the walls.  They had to expand them twice over the years.
I took out my keys and twisted the little locket hanging from the keychain, which they had given me when I was a little girl, the key blade slid out of it, and I unlocked the right-most cabinet and slipped the recording beside hundreds of other tapes of music the world will never hear.  The music my parents made together.
I re-locked the cabinet before exhaling and turning around with a beaming smile on my face as mom rushed to me signing, “What a pleasant surprise Squirt.”  She hugged me fiercely then glanced back to see the others then repeated herself verbally.  She is a big proponent of not communicating with someone if not everyone could understand.
I hugged my mother too when she horned in on the hugging action, then said as I signed, “It's ok mom, Small Fry has been teaching her to sign.”
She nodded and said, “Grand.”
Fran signed as she said, “Mandy, Ana... ummm, mom... you met Tasha at the funeral.”
Mom grinned and nodded, signing as she said, “Of course, it is so good to see you again.”
I took a really good look at my moms, all this talk about my age got me to really take in everything about them. Mother was timeless, like all of her album covers, though I could see laugh lines and little wrinkles from smiling all the time at the corners of her eyes.  She wasn't vain like you would think a rocker would be, she seemed to embrace the shocks of grey that were finding their way into her dark mane of hair.  I had to smile a little, I looked eerily similar to her on her early album covers.
Then there was my adoptive Mom, who was just simply stunning, the years have been extremely good to her, and she seemed almost more refined and elegant every year.  She didn't hide the silver strands that were now starting to highlight her rich red hair as well.  Her blue eyes were so deep that you could see every emotion she had before she expressed them.  They were the sort of eyes that people write songs about, and mother had done just that with ‘Oceans of Blue.’
I explained, “We reorganized our schedule a bit so we could spend a couple days down here with family.”
Mother gave me a familiar smirk, the same one I saw in the mirror sometimes and said, “We've missed you too.”
Was I that transparent?  Or maybe she just implanted little synapse mining nanites in me when I was born, you know to transmit...
Mom interrupted my inner conspiracy by chuckling and saying, “I know that look, both of you get it when your inner monologue slips into overdrive.”
See?  It's both of them.  Nanites I say!  I exhaled in mock resignation and grinned, admitting, “Fine, I missed you two.”
We were able to jailbreak them from the grasp of the sound room and headed home, to the little two story house I grew up in.  It reminded me of a little cottage that sat just across the street from the small park Lizzie, and I played in as kids.
It always seemed half empty to me without Liz and I living here anymore, and I realized that my moms must feel the same way.  Especially the way they lit up whenever we visited.
I wanted a child of my own so bad, but I knew that if I did, then one day, I would have this same half empty feeling in my own home when they grew up and moved out.
I gave my moms hugs as they brought us coffee in the living room.
Mom tilted her head, her red locks spilling over one shoulder as she squinted slightly at me, examining me as she signed, “What was that for?”
I shrugged and said, “I just thought you might need it.”
She smiled at me and pulled me in for another quick hug and signed almost wistfully, “Sometimes... I do.”
We spent the afternoon just catching up on goings on here and in London since our last visit.  None of us brought up the loss of Mrs. Z, the wound was still too recent.  Mom surprised me with an admission.
She said and signed between sips of coffee.  “I'm retiring from politics.  Not from championing causes for my children, but politics.  I'm away from home...”  She paused and looked at mother when she said that, indicating that she was the home she spoke of.  “Far too much and I have less and less time to spend here each year.  I've done almost as much as I can to effect change in DC short of running for the oval office.”
She sighed and smiled at mother again. “Almost three decades is enough.  It is time to bring the fight back home, where it all began.”
Wow.  I blinked, in shock.  She was legendary in DC for championing the rights for almost every minority group out there, with a heavy emphasis on children and their impact on the future of the country.  As a kid, I didn't understand why mom was gone as much as she was at home, but I learned fast what she was doing and how very important it was.
I also saw that mom and I, and later Lizzy, were the number one priority for her, followed by her mission.  She had helped institute so many changes for the betterment of the country, a legacy unmatched.  I had no doubt that after she retired, she would still be an influential driving force on policies and future laws.  She'd still continue her fight, just at... I looked at mother... home.
I couldn't stop my smile as I blurted and signed, “That's great mom!”
Mother beamed at her, and I knew she thought it was twice as great to her.  I couldn't imagine how I would handle going months without seeing Nessie, and mother had to do that every year for decades with mom, giving her one hundred percent of her support.
Something most people learn really fast about mother is that she finds it very hard to trust someone until they prove themselves to her, and it is even harder for her to let someone in.  And the most irrefutable fact is that she was so completely behind, and completely supported the woman that was known to the press as the Irresistible Force, and so completely in love with her, that it was the stuff of legends.
Now it seems that her days of patiently waiting to have her bride all to herself were finally over.
I shook my head when Vannie squeezed my hand and looked questioningly into my eyes.  I shrugged.  Maybe I was reading too much into this, or projecting my own feelings on the subject and internalizing.  Either way, both my mothers looked so happy about the news.
Mom signed, “I wanted you to know before I announced I would not seek reelection.  Liz already knows.  We spoke with her last night.”
The conversation switched topics and landed eventually on the inevitable topic that we all had such passion for, music.  When mother asked if I had my eyes on any prospects that she could steal away from London Harmony for Harmony Trax.  I paused and then nodded.
Nessie warned, “Zoey said no, lady.”
I gave her a wicked grin and answered my mom while giving my girl a 'so there' look.  “As a matter of fact.  I found a couple in Seattle that work as well as one as Minuette.  The emotion in their ad libbed music is palpable.”
They knew the secret of Minuette that she was not a single artist, but a duet of types, one the melody the other the voice.  I know it is supposed to be a secret outside of London Harmony, but... come on, they are my mothers.
Fran nodded. “It reminds me a lot of Abigail Addison's stuff but with a fun bounce.”
I cocked an eyebrow at her, she had made the same associations as I had, she had her sister's ear for music and what had potential.  She had even helped recruit an artist or two as Vannie has been grooming her for a scouting position to add to her duties with her SmartCanvas audio project.
Vannie held up a cautioning finger and warned me again, “Again, Zoey warned you off.  The girl suffers acute anxiety.”
Mom smirked at the look on my face.  “Ladybug is very protective of those she claims as hers Squirt.  Just like some stubborn daughter I know.”
“Hey!  I resemble that remark.”
Everyone laughed.
Mother sat back and leaned against mom and signed without verbalizing, “Well shit.  You think our little girl is going to listen, Bella?”
Mom laughed, it was so musical, like wind chimes tinkling in a light breeze, as she shook her head and replied, her hands graceful as ever, “Not for a second M.”
I shot all the giggling masses around me a playful glare.  They knew me too well at times.
Natasha piped up, signing clumsily as she spoke, “Even I know that you never tell June that she can't do something.”
This got another round of laughter to my embarrassment.
With all the dignity in the world, I cranked the air in front of me with one hand, as my middle finger rose up on the other.  Which only caused the laughter to increase.  I smirked at them all and admitted, “I got this shit.”



Chapter 9 – My Pike
Eve arrived just as I opened the Pike for the breakfast crowd.  Within minutes she was calling out to me through the kitchen door, “Zo, three more breakfast bowls.”
I nodded to myself as I flopped the dough onto the flour covered counter to knead.  I took a moment to thank the great spaghetti monster in the sky for Ashley, I was able to mix full batches again, which alleviated some of the hectic pressure since the Kok Stjarna broke down.  The girl was a godsend and could hack together fixes for the equipment that other technicians never even thought to attempt.
I wiped my forehead with the back of my sleeve and moved over to one of the ovens and slid three more metal platters with dough to bake for the bread bowls for the order.  I had run out of the ones we pre-baked earlier.  The place was busier than ever.
I gave silent thanks for Eve's arrival too.  The twins were off with Harrison today, Crystal and Jane were giving them aerial tours of the Sound in their planes.  Without their help, I couldn't keep up.  Enter my ever too perky sis.
I paused a moment and looked around, I had to admit that I thrived under pressure.  It made me feel like I was accomplishing something.  My chest swelled with pride as I looked at the Pike through different eyes today.  I loved the place before, but something was different now.  It wasn't just the Pike anymore, it was my Pike.  The sense of pride swelled bigger in me as I warmed at the thought.
I would make the Pike better than ever, I wouldn't let Mrs. Z down.  I thought of what Ashley had said yesterday... I was Mrs. Z now.  I had a tradition to uphold.  I nodded to myself and looked over to the wall where I already had two photos of me with some of the people I loved on the wall of photos.
I wiped a tear away on the back of my sleeve then smiled and redoubled my efforts in the kitchen.  If this new influx of customers didn't ebb in the coming days, I was going to need to hire a helper.  I glanced at the door, wondering what Eve would say if I asked.
I grinned and assembled an order on a tray, arranging it exactly the way Mrs. Zatta always did.  I marched out of the kitchen with it and smiled at table three.  Reese and Sarah were there.
I shot Eve an accusing look, and she just responded with a toothy grin.  The little stinker didn't tell me some family friends were here.  I placed the platter down for the girls as I greeted them, “Hey ladies, what are you doing here?”
Reese furrowed her brow as she moved her wheelchair closer to the table, sliding a breakfast bread bowl to her girl.  “What do you mean?  This is the only place that serves breakfast fit to orgasm over.”
I grinned at her and stood there expectantly.  She looked sheepishly at me as she and Sarah took bites of the offerings.  I thought for a moment Sarah had found a new love as she moaned almost seductively and Reese closed her eyes savoring her bite, saying around the fork still in her mouth, “As sinfully delicious as ever.  My compliments to the chef.”
I beamed at them then scurried off to the kitchen to leave them to eat.  Now I knew how Emily must have felt, waiting for the validation of the first bite each time.  It was gratifying and made me happy to have made them happy.
My bliss was interrupted by my sis calling back, “We're out of croissants in the front case.”
Drat.  I went to check on the next batch and called out, “Two minutes.”  Why was I having so much fun?
I went about quelling the appetites of the morning rush.  I had to growl at Reese and Sarah when they tried to pay for their meal.  I was raised by my dad by the rule that family never paid at his diner, and Emily was the same here at the Pike with 'her girls', well they were my girls now, and dad's rule applied, family eats free.  The only toll I collected from them was a photo of us for my wall.
By the mid-morning quell, the slow time an hour just before the lunch rush, I had restocked the front display cases and had started baking items for the upcoming madness of lunch at Market.  If yesterday is any indicator, customer counts would be up about fifty percent.
Emily never spent a penny on advertising, and tucked back in the Post Street Alley buildings, traffic of this part of the market was much lighter.  She relied solely on word of mouth to bring people in.  The news of her passing and the award-winning food of the Pike had shone a spotlight on the bakery, and now the entire city knew about the hidden gem that was the Pike.
I had tried to convince her to advertise, because when she hired me to help her one-woman business, that sucked most of the profit from the bakery and we were just barely afloat.  She refused, saying she was happy with the business that flowed in naturally.  That once I was a partner we could revisit it.
I sighed knowing I'd never have that talk now, and I knew McKenzie would refuse to talk about it.  She was quite adamant that I would be the one running the Pike, that Emily trusted me so she would too.  She took this whole silent partner thing seriously.  I looked out at the few tables inside the bakery, still half full in the quell, Eve chirpily and cheerfully seeing to the customers drink refills.
I silently made the decision and nodded to myself, I was going to speak with little Miss Dynamo about seriously moving up here or commuting every day to work here full time, and then I was going to use some of the increased cash flow of these busier times to advertise the hell out of the Pike.  Make it a destination, make Emily proud whenever she looks down upon us.
This made me smile for reasons I can't quite understand.  I checked the hoagie rolls and flatbreads in the oven that were warming for lunch, then glanced over at the mixer.  I doubt I would have survived another day without it. The smaller mixer is fine but I have to mix multiple batches to get the same output, and that just slowed me down enough to make things manic.  Ashley was my hero, getting that old beast running.
Once we were profitable I'd tuck away a little each week to purchase a new industrial mixer to replace the backup mixer, then the old Kok Stjarna could become the backup.
Which reminded me.  I went to the little computer desk tucked into the corner that served as the Pike's 'office' and pulled up our online payment system.  I thought for a moment.  That evil pixie girl always leaves the payment to us.  Her bill was always whatever we thought her repairs were worth.  Grrr...
Ok, what was four hours of her and her erstwhile assistant's time worth to me?  The answer after being able to use the big unit again, one beeelion dollars.  But as I don't have a billion dollars at my disposal, how does six hundred sound?
The other repairmen would charge one hundred and fifty an hour if they weren't sent by Crystal, owing her a favor.  Which reminds me, we still owe her a couple markers here at the Pike.  Ash's time was just as valuable as theirs, and she actually fixed the mixer when they couldn't.  I grinned at myself and entered six hundred and selected her PayPal account as the recipient.  I added a smiley face in the comments and hit send.
This was more than Emily could generally afford to pay but Ash was worth every penny.  It was disappointing that we could only use her genius when she was home from college on breaks.
That effectively drained the cash reserves but with the way business had picked up, it wouldn't surprise me if we had double that in a week.  I wasn't worried even if it put us in the red.  I had my trust account that Aunt Mandy had set up for me when I was little.
The royalties from ‘Oceans of Blue’ were still rolling in, and I had more money in the account than I could ever hope to spend.  If I needed to dip into it for the first time since business college, the Pike was a great investment and something that I could pass down to the twins.
My cell buzzed before I could return to the ovens, I glanced down and snorted.  It was from Ashley, “The hell woman?”
I grinned maniacally as I texted back, “Shut up brat.”  I was glad I shocked her like that.  People should get paid to scale in my book.
This made me happy, and I almost skipped to the ovens with a big grin on my face, uttering under my breath, “Zoom.”  What a fantastically awesome day!



Chapter 10 – BFF
Ash and I had just returned to the stables after guiding a group of kids from Crystal's iFork outreach program that offered unique experiences for underprivileged children in the Seattle metro area.  It was an extension of her iFork Festival that she held every year in the big city.  I was sort of embarrassed when I had asked Ash what iFork stood for and she blinked at me and just signed, “It's for kids.”  It still took me a few seconds after that to realize that was the acronym.
Valentine's offers free horseback tours once a week for children in the program.  Steve and Francesca had assigned me, and my amber eyed obsession to it.  I'm not really good around people, but I simply love kids.  Maybe it is because they are not adults who I feel are staring at me and judging my every move.  But I feel relaxed around them, and the people who work for Bobbie know that, so I always get to deal with the children of any group we get sent out with.
I loved, loved, loved horses.  You'd think that being from a farming community in the outbacks of Washington, that I'd had a lot of exposure to them and rode them before Ash brought me here.  Sure most of the farms around us had horses, but we had never owned one, and I had never ridden one unless you count to ponies at the Spokane County Fair.
It was almost magical the first time I rode, I gained so much confidence when I was in the saddle.  My anxiety was just a shadow of itself when I had a strong horse beneath me, responding to my direction with no effort.  I was beginning to think that this was the life and job for me.  I cringed thinking about how that would be a waste of my college, but the outdoors, riding, dealing with children?  It made me happy, especially with my Amber at my side.
We dismounted and were leading Spirit and Starfire's Girl to the horse walker for their cooldown when I heard Ash's cell buzz.   She paused to look at it.  She signed with one hand, “Email notification.”  Then she stopped walking and stared at the screen, her brow furrowing.  She signed, “The hell?”
Then she looked up at me, dropping the reigns so she could sign properly, “That crazy Zoey just sent us six hundred dollars for the mixer fix!”
I blinked, that was a week's pay.  Mrs. Z never paid that much because she never had that much cash.  Ash squinted an eye with a smirk as she texted something.  I saw “The hell woman?” on the screen as she hit send.  I couldn't stop my own grin.
A moment later Zoey responded with, “Shut up brat.”
I couldn't help it.  I giggled.  I know, grown women shouldn't giggle, but I did.  I said, “She told you now didn't she?”
She pocketed her cell with a shrug and grin on her expressive face.  She stole a kiss from me before I knew what was happening.  Then I blushed profusely as my toes bunched up into little balls as I followed her with a silly smile on my face.  Starfire's Girl lazily following behind since Ash forgot to pick up the reins again.  The horse was one of the smartest I have had the occasion to meet, she was trained by McKenzie Meyers herself.  She was the daughter of McKenzie's own horse Starfire before she passed.
I hooked the horses up to the walker as Ash checked the water in the troughs.  She made a chuffing sound and I turned to look at her.  She had a mischievous look on her face as she asked, her hands moving lithely, “Date night?  We can afford it.”
I blushed and bit my bottom lip as I nodded my assent.  I felt sort of guilty.  Date night for us meant staying in and ordering pizza and watching movies on pay per view.  She gave up so much being with me.  I avoided crowded places like the plague, and she accommodates me, though she forced me out of my comfort zone frequently, date nights she reserved for my neurosis.
It was all I could do at school to avoid panic attacks in the crowded lecture halls and halls of the Academy.  It always felt like everyone was looking at me, using up all the air.  Rationally I know it wasn't true, but that doesn't stop me from feeling it.  I hate it and wish it would stop, but I'm resigned to the fact that I'm just broken inside.
Ash brightened a bit then smiled slyly.  I was about to ask what that was about when I made a glorping sound as someone hugged me from behind, rocking me side to side in a familiar silly manner.  I was already smiling before a voice I knew like my own said, “Surprise!”  My best friend forever was here?
She released me, and I spun around, smiling and blurting out, “Katy!  What are you doing here?”
She grinned as she stepped over to hug my grinning girl.  She said to us and signed like a drunk kangaroo, “I was getting bored at home without you on summer break, so I thought I'd come see you two in the big city.”
Ash snorted, and I said for us both, “Issaquah is hardly a big city, K-bot.”
She rolled her eyes playfully and retorted, “Seattle, you know what I mean, Short Stack.”
I couldn't stop grinning.  My two favorite people in the world were here.  I had know Katy since forever.  We shared our playpens together as she was from the next farm over.  She, for some reason glommed onto me as her best friend even though I was the poster-child for introverts and had mini panic attacks even in grade school.
Katy was the bold and brave one, my exact polar opposite.  Popular and outgoing, she got along with everyone... as long as they didn't even look at me crossways, then she would unleash brimstone and hellfire on them.
I never ever would have gone to the art academy had she not gone with me.  And I owe her so much more than just my friendship.  If she hadn't always pushed me to go outside of my box, to go out in the world and experience new things, I never would have met Ashley.
Katy had been learning to sign the past couple years by proxy, and it was funny to watch her try.  It reminded me of when I was learning, and Ash tried hard not to chuckle when I stumbled my way through it.  But the key thing here is that she did honestly try.
She never judged me for my anxiety as we grew up, she never even reacted when I admitted to her that I was gay in our freshman year of college, and she was thrilled that I had found someone who loved me for who I was, someone who didn't try to change me.  She loved both Ash, and me like sisters.
THAT is how awesome Katy was.
Ash teased her, “Oh, sorry, but this is Date Night so you'll just have to come back another day.”  She wiggled her eyebrows.
Katy rolled her eyes and just put her in a headlock and ruffled her hair, “Wench.”  She released her, and they chuckled together.
It was my turn to roll my eyes at the girls as I said in the tone of a mother chastising her misbehaving children, “There is always time for Date Night.  Katy is welcome to visit whenever.”
Ash crinkled her nose at me cutely, and Katy raised her chin imperiously and said, “See?  Take that.”
We all laughed together and then we let Katy tag along for the rest of the day to see what we did here at Valentine's.  She even tagged along when we took out another group of people, I was in charge of the children and showing them how to handle the horses as Ash led the adults with Steve.  Katy hung back with me, and she had this odd look on her face as she watched me with the kids.
When we returned to the stables after that, and we were cooling down and grooming the horses, Katy cocked her head at me and said, “You know that when you were instructing those kids back there, all of your anxiety seemed to melt away, and you're a natural on that horse.  The only times I ever see you so relaxed is either when you are with Babbling McDuck...”  She swung her chin toward Ash. “Or when you are singing.”
Ashley nodded vigorously and added with graceful hand motions. “I agree, and she should sing more often, have you seen her smile and the way she lights up when she sings?”
Katy chuckled and gave the sign for slow down.  “I caught most of that.  Yes, she should sing more.”
I was blushing as I looked down at the brush in my hands as I worked on Starfire's Girl.  I said meekly, “Only when I'm with Ash.  Scary things happen when we sing.  I think we got J8 mad at us.”  I looked up at my girl and asked, “Did you see the way she was trying to get to us at the Pike?”
She nodded thoughtfully and signed, “I think I'll ask Zoey what was going on there.  June seemed pretty adamant, but Zoey looked like she was trying to protect you, judging by the concerned look on her face.”
I shrugged and scowled, “What did I do?”
This got a shrug from her too as she turned back to grooming another horse.
Katy growled like some sort of rabid badger and said in the tone that scared a lot of my tormentors in high school, “We'll she'll have to come through me to get to you.  I don't care if she is one of my favorite singers.”
I grinned, just like always, Katy to the rescue.  I changed the subject. “So how are things at home?  How are you faring without your Franklin on your arm?”  I grinned like a loony bird at her.  Franklin was her latest conquest at the Academy.
She was sort of fickle about who she dated, but Franklin had kept her interest for longer than anyone else had I was starting to think she was serious about the carrot top guy.  He had a pale complexion and was covered with about thirty-two trillion freckles.  He was sort of tall and gangly, but in a cute way and his smile was dazzling.  I think it was that smile and the puppy dog eyes that landed Katy.
I loved that she was an equal opportunity dater, she had dated some GQ looking guys as well as some like Franklin that would never make the cover of a magazine, but were genuinely nice and funny guys.  She preferred substance over wrapper.  In friends and boyfriends.  Hell, she's hung around my neurotic ass all my life and hasn't discarded me yet.
She gave me a smirk, and I handed her a brush and pointed her toward a horse.  She said, “I miss him, but just three more weeks, and we are back to New York.”  She started brushing the mane of the chestnut filly and said, “Things back home are, well same as always, sooooo boring.  It is good to see mom and dad and all, but you can only watch the chickens in the field for so long before you go stir crazy.  I think I was born for the city.”
I grinned, where the crowded streets of New York scared the hell out of me, she took to them like a fish to water.  She had always been so extroverted and courageous.  Hell, type A personalities followed her.
Then she added, “Your mom was over asking about how you were handling things at the Academy.  She misses you, and I think she is surprised just how well you are doing.  You're a lot more durable than both of you think.”
She smirked toward Ash. “I think Jabberjaw over there is a good influence on you.”
I snorted when Ashley didn't bother turning as she shot the middle finger behind her as she checked the hooves on the horse.  I could hear the wheezing chuffing of the giggle that she tried to hold off, and I knew she was grinning like a cat with a mouse, without needing to see it.  I can't tell you how relieved I am at how well my two favorite ladies get along with each other.
Katy squeaked a little in startled surprise when she turned toward me.  I followed her gaze to Vernon, who was a few feet behind me, working on the gate that had started sagging in the exercise pen.  I chuckled and said, “Hi Vernon.”
He smiled up at me and grunted a greeting.  I no longer got startled by the big mountain man's sudden appearances and disappearances.  He was like family now.  I had no clue how someone so large could move so quickly and silently.  He was always fixing something around the compound, and I always wondered when he had time to sleep with all that he did.
I said as I started leading Starfire's Girl toward the stables.  “Katy, this is Vernon, the Valentine's Handyman.  He shares the caretaker's cabin with us.  Vernon, my best friend, Katy.”
He grunted a greeting, and she just grinned at the man. “Pleased to meet you.  You're a sneaky one, I didn't even hear you arrive.”
I chuckled. “He does that.”
The girls followed with the other horses in tow.  Katy called back, “Nice to meet... where did he go?”
Ash signed with one hand as she led two horses, “It was a quick fix, he just needed to adjust the tensioner.”  She chuffed as I giggled while my friend just shook her head, scanning behind her trying to find the big man.
We checked the time after setting up the feed bags for the horses, Ash signed with a grin and a wiggle of her eyebrows, “Quitting time.”  She grabbed both of our hands and dragged us through the stables.
She nudged her eyes from me to Francesca, who was doing a final check of the stalls, I said for her, “Night Francesca, see you in the morning.”
She waved us off with a grin and said to Katy, “It was nice to meet the mysterious Katy that Leigh is always talking about.”
Katy gave her a little wave and then we were outside, heading to the cabin.  Ash released us and was on her cell.  My statuesque friend cocked an eyebrow in question at me when Ash started signing toward the phone.
I said, “She's ordering pizza for us, looks like Date Night just became Girl's Night.  Giuseppe's has a girl on staff, Peggy, who can sign, so Ash FaceTimes her to order.”
Katy nodded. “Handy.”
Ash hung up and signed with a grin, “It is.”
We invaded the cabin and decompressed from the day.  Katy was tired from her four-hour drive, and I was emotionally exhausted.  I know I am more relaxed around children, but my anxiety still eats at me around the edges, and it always feels like a chore to keep it at bay.
When the pizza showed up, Ash made a show of paying with her PayPal credit card, using part of the haul we made at the Pike.  I shook my head at her as I smiled.  She sauntered past me with the divine smelling pizzas with a smug look on her face, placing a surprise sneak attack peck on my lips that made me blush as K-bot said, “Awwww.”
Ash's hands moved so painfully slowly as she signed out, “So you didn't say.  How long are you staying?”
Katy rolled her eyes and shoved Ash's shoulder as she chuckled. “You don't have to go that slow, I'm not that bad.”
Ash chuffed and retorted, “If you say so.”  She avoided another shove of her shoulder by defending with an open pizza box.  My best friend was appropriately distracted as she smiled at the pie and took a slice.
She said as she stuffed a bite into her mouth, “Just a couple days.  Mom and Dad want me to go to the Frontier Days Rodeo with them in Chewelah on Friday.  You know how dad is about that stuff.”
I smiled as I stole the piece of pizza Ash had picked for herself.  I defended my action by scrunching my nose at her, she scrunched hers back and took another slice as I nodded and agreed, “He's into the whole Rodeo thing.  I don't think I've never seen him ride a horse once.  I've seen you and K-mom ride but not him.”
She giggled as she fought a long string of cheese. “He's sort of scared of horses.  I don't understand his obsession with the rodeo.  Maybe he figures he's a farmer so he is obligated?”
I nodded absently as Ash asked, “Where are you staying?”
Katy said, “There's a travel lodge not far from here.”
I blurted with rare confidence, “Bullshit.  You're staying with us.  Bobbie won't mind.”
Katy cocked an eyebrow in amusement and asked, “Bullshit?”  Then she turned to Ask with an amused tone as she signed poorly, “Just what are you teaching little miss potty mouth here?  I think I've only heard her cuss a handful of times in my life.”
Ash shrugged innocently and signed back, “I honestly don't know where she gets that shit from.”
We all shared a laugh, and I realized I couldn't stop my smile.  It felt just like we were back in the dorm bantering like fools, and it felt good.
Ash held up a finger and pulled out her cell.  She texted something and waited for a few seconds then nodded to herself when she got a reply then texted something else and pocketed the phone.  She grinned at both of us as she explained, “Bobbie told us we can take two days off to show Katy around Seattle.  I love my boss.”
We all grinned, grabbed more pizza and dug in as we crammed onto the small couch to watch some movies.



Chapter 11 – The Emerald City
The next morning, we heard Vernon leave the cabin to get an early start, as usual, I don't even know when he got in, we had been up gabbing until two in the morning, and he hadn't come home yet.
After we all got ready for the day, Katy inched toward the last two pieces of pizza in one of the boxes.  Ash slapped her hand as she passed by her, just to wrap her arms around me from behind.  I spoke for her, “No eating, you'll spoil your appetite.  We have someplace special to show you.”
She nodded sagely and made an ushering notion as she said, “Lead on MacDuffs.”
We turned and started toward the door, and I grinned and made a buzzing sound without looking back, “Eeent!”
I giggled when she muttered behind me, “Drat.” And I heard the pizza hit the box.  Ash was chuffing entirely too cutely at my side, and I melted into her as she led us to her rust bucket of doom.
When we descended upon the city after a hair raising ride on I90 again, Katy said incredulously, “Dear Lord, let's never do that again.”
I was grinning, it was even more of an adventure than normal.  Old Gerty had more problems getting up to speed with three people than with two.  I couldn't believe Ash dared to chance it, she's so much braver than I am... well I guess a rock is braver than me, but you know what I mean.
Ash had said we needed to chance the freeway if we were to be on time for breakfast.  I think she just wanted to rattle Katy for the fun of it.  She's a stinker at times.
I looked back, and Katy checked her seat belt for the twentieth time.  She was nervous with only a lap belt, but that is all they had in the seventies.  It was sort of surreal to me, for once my fearless friend was looking anxious, and I was finding the whole situation funny.  Had I gotten so used to riding with my Amber that my anxiety had settled down?
Son of a... as soon as I thought it, my anxiety slammed into me.  Me and my big mouth.  I checked my seat belt too and closed my eyes to take a deep breath.  Ash's hand landed on mine, and she gave it a little squeeze.  I just nodded to let her know I was ok.
I forced a smile on my face and commenced teasing K-bot.  “Drama queen.”
She giggled at me and then said to Ash, “How did you ever get her to even get into this old bucket of bolts?  Our girl here isn't good in tight spaces.  She could barely handle sitting in her family station wagon.  And this thing feels like it will shake apart any second.”
She was doing that on purpose now.  As the world pushed down on me, I said through gritted teeth, “Not helping.”
She gave me a smug, 'so there' look.
Ash signed out with one hand as she navigated us through downtown Seattle, “It was quite a task.”
I saw Katy's furrowed brow, she hadn't caught all of it, she could barely read proper two-handed ASL, she couldn't always catch everything one handed.
I said with mock hurt, “I thought you were on my side.”
She signed quickly with a heated glance at me, “Always.”
I melted right there, my blush consuming me.  I looked down at my hands as I wrung them together.  Then I moved some of my long dark hair out of my eyes and tucked it back behind my ear.
We drove slowly through Pike Place, it was only a half hour after opening bell, and the street and arcade were already teeming with people.  I pulled into myself a bit.
We pulled into the parking garage and found a parking spot almost right away as an old couple pulled out of one on the first level in a truck with Florida plates.  I smiled thinking about being with someone for so long and still driving across the country to see the sites.
I shot a quick look to Ashley and said a silent prayer that that would be our happily ever after too.  I know we are young and have only been seeing each other for two years, but I really couldn't see myself happier than I am with that amber eyed pixie.
Ash pulled into he spot before a jerk in an SUV could poach the spot from us.  He honked his horn and flipped her off.  She hung her hand out the window and let her own salute sway in an imaginary wind.
Katy was grinning as she unbuckled her belt, she turned to me and nudged her head toward Ash, “Her... I like.”
I blushed and lowered my head as I squeaked, “Me too.”
I snorted as Ash got a silly look on her face as she wiggled her eyebrows and relayed, “Ooo, I have a harem.”
I signed back, “Watch it lady, or you'll have nothing but a cold bed tonight.”
She chuffed and smiled happily as she said, “I love it when you get assertive.”
That broke me, and I had to try to hide the perpetual blush I seem to have around her.
Katy said to us as she shook the front seat, “Let me out, there is food out there, you can have your lover's tease fest later.”
Ok, that was it, I was officially ready to curl up under a rock and die of embarrassment.  I swallowed and exhaled with my eyes closed and prepared myself for what was waiting for us on the street.  I nodded once, opened my eyes and hopped out of the car.
Katy pushed the seat forward and slid out of the back seat.  This was actually the first two door I had ever ridden in, well besides a truck, so I found it fascinating that the seats flopped forward to let the people in the back seat out.  Fine, I'm easily amused.
Ash came around and laced fingers with me, and I hugged onto her arm.  Katy looped arms with me on my other side.  I felt oddly protected with the two of them doing what they always did together, just like at the Academy.  It emboldened me.
We quickly navigated through the crowd, Katy kept looking between Ash and me then commented, “Just how in the hell did you ever convince her to be out in crowds like this, Ash?”
I tried to ignore the weight of the words, knowing if I thought about it, it may bring on a mini panic attack.  So I tightened my hug on Ash's arm, concentrating on that.
I relayed as she signed with her left hand, her facial expressions telling the story just as well.  “One step at a time.  The reward is worth the sacrifice as my dad always says.”
Then she added, “She's stronger than she thinks.”
I didn't relay that, and she grinned at me, rolling her eyes as she released my hand for a moment and signing it to Katy before reclaiming my hand, I glommed back onto her arm, looking at our feet so I didn't have to see the crowd we moved through.
I glanced over to see Katy smiling with a look of approval in her eyes.  She just said quietly, “You're good for her.”  That was apparently that.  Then she perked up raising her head and sniffing the air.  She chirped out, “Food.”
Ash and I laughed at our friend.  The thing I wanted to know, is how the heck Katy could always pack away so much food and keep her amazing figure.  She must have won the genetic lottery.  I attribute it to all the hard work she did on her family farm, and she worked the farm on all the school breaks too.
Ashley nodded, and I relayed for her, “That smell... is our destination.  Just through here.”
I grinned as we turned into the Post Street Alley buildings.  When we stepped into the north building, Ash stopped and released me to sign, “So, where would you like to eat breakfast, Kat-McBat?”
Katy inhaled the aroma of fresh baked bread and coffee and pointed, “Forward my trusty steeds!”  And she was off on a mission, following her nose.  She led us right up to the door of the Pike and opened the door.  The scintillating smells that assaulted us had her almost drooling as she shot us a questioning look we just grinned and nodded, and she slipped in, closing the door in our faces.
We chuckled and followed her in.  I blinked.  The Pike was pretty popular, but it seemed the past few days it had been so much busier.  There was a line to the counters, and the three small expanded metal tables were full up.  I glanced outside to the five tables lined up along the building, and they were full up too.
It was so crowded in there, and everyone was using up all of the oxygen.  I knew it wasn't true, but I was finding it harder to breathe.  Ok Leigh, find something to distract you.  Oh, amber eyes looking worried, they are so pretty, I could live in them forever.  I felt my breathing normalizing as she gave me a little smile and reassuring squeeze of my hand.  She would keep the world at bay for me.  She couldn't keep all the anxiety at bay, I don't think anything ever could, but her handling the world for me was enough that I could maintain my composure.
Zoey's little sister, Eve, saw us.  Well, she's not so little, she's a full grown woman, short as she is.  She waved cutely then her eyes looked suddenly concerned as she excused herself from the front counter to come scurrying over to us.
She stole me from my escorts, looping her arm under mine and leading me to the front counter.  “You look positively pale.  Let's get you out of this madhouse.”  She nudged her chin at the girls, and they followed us into the kitchen, where I felt like I sort of decompressed, the weight of the world sliding off of my lungs.
She gave us an over-peppy smile.  She was always so cheerful, I don't think the word 'stress' is even in her vocabulary.  She released me and pointed at a new addition to the kitchen along the wall between prep stations.  There was one of the small expanded metal patio tables there with four chairs around it.
She bobbed her head as Zoey came walking over, covered in smears of white flour, dusting flour from her hands onto the white apron.  Eve blurted and signed, “The VIP table.”
Zoey was all smiles as she said, “Sit sit.”
We did as we were told and I remembered my manners. “Zoey, Eve, this is my best friend ever, Katy.  K-bot, this is one of the owners of this bakery, Zoey, and her bubbly sister, Eve.”
Katy shook their hands as she looked around the kitchen with great interest. “It is a pleasure to meet you two.”
Zoey said as her hands almost danced, “The pleasure is ours.  It is great to know that you are flesh and blood.  The way the girls have spoken about you, I thought you were a unicorn.”
The two exchanged cheesy grins.  Just great, there are two of them now.  I had to smile.
Then before Katy could add to my embarrassment, Zoey was in motion, calling back and signing with one hand, “You ladies just sit put and let me get you some breakfast, Leigh looks like she hasn't eaten in days.”
I blushed, she was always telling me I was too skinny.
Eve gave us all a nose crinkle and said as she dashed off. “No rest for the wicked... and I am wicked.  Nice meeting you Katy.”  Then like a ghost, she was gone, leaving the kitchen door swinging in her wake.
I watched Zoey as she deftly took loaves of bread from the oven, organized trays for the orders up front, and other trays for the front display cases like she had done it for decades.  She made it all look so simple.  Eve wandered in to retrieve the trays at regular intervals.  All of the delectable smells were driving my salivary glands into a frenzy and my stomach growled.
Then Zoey stepped over to us with one of the trays and set it down in front of us.  She beamed at us, “Bon Appetit.”  She just stood there with her hands pressed together against her lips.
We looked at the familiar bread bowls, but something was different.  Instead of the white gravy, they had brown gravy.  She was playing around with the recipes?  I squinted at it as I took a forkful, why in heaven's name would she ever change... I stopped and moaned as the taste sensations hit.
I never thought I could love something as much as I loved my Ashley, but that breakfast bowl was close.
We all chuckled as Katy just sat there with her fork in her mouth with her eyes wide.  She said, “Oh my God.”  But it came out “owf mei golf” since the fork was still in her pie hole.
She removed the fork, chewed and swallowed then looked over at Zoey. “Marry me?”
Zoey looked as pleased as a chipmunk at our reactions, she grinned at Katy and spun her wedding ring with her thumb and said, “Alas.”
My bestie said with drama, “Drat.”  Then she perked up again, “But seriously, this is amazing.”  We nodded agreement.
Zoey seemed overly pleased as she grinned and then turned to get back to work, saying, “I'm glad you ladies enjoy it, I'll put it on the menu my little guinea pigs.”
We had a great time eating and visiting, whenever Zoey or Eve were passing by, they would interject and always had us laughing.  It felt more like we were sitting down and having a family meal at home than sitting in the kitchen of a business.
Then the evil redhead by the ovens shot us an innocent smile and started tapping on a tray with a spatula in a tap tap tapity tap tap tap beat.  Ash began to sway.  Oh, dear lord, she's going to get her to... too late, Ashley started spinning an empty coffee cup in her hand as she caught the beat and duplicated the rhythm by flipping the cup from top to bottom and lightly thumping it on the table.  Using her fork tines on the edge of her plate to add another instrument.
I caught Zoey hiding her smile as it became something playfully wicked as she stopped taping and returned to her work, bobbing with Ash's beat, her evil prompt successfully rendered.
I pursed my lips, trying to hide my amusement.  Then Katy nudged me as she started humming to the beat.  God saw fit to give her looks to die for, but he forgot to install the latest vocal software in her.  She could hum beautifully and keep time well, but her singing voice made me smile because of it's imperfection and just how off key she was.
Both women kept prompting me with their eyes, nudging their chins at me.  I was trying so hard not to let the catchy beat infect me.  I caught myself tapping my toes in time, and I broke, smiling widely as I let the rhythm take me.
I opened my mouth and started singing a song of family and feasting, it just felt appropriate under the circumstances.  We all really got into it, Zoey chiming in from time to time after I sang my impromptu chorus a couple times.  She could harmonize well.  I almost face-palmed... of course she could harmonize well, look who her aunt and cousin were.
I craved the look of wonder on my Amber's face as she just listened to me sing in rapt fascination, her smile wistful as she randomly used everything on the table to mimic other instruments.  Katy was almost dancing in her seat as she hummed along while she sopped up some gravy from her plate with bits of bread from the bread bowl to consume with a playful furor.
I always imagine that this is what music really is, a release of everything we hold inside, to allow us to express it and deflate before the emotional pressure inside explodes, so that we have room for more.  The joy on Ash's face made me bite my lower lip as we faded to a finish.
Zoey clapped her hands together at her waist cutely as she said, “Yay.”
I caught motion from the side and saw a grinning Eve slipping her head back out into the main room.  We had an audience.  I blushed.
I looked down and shook my head, trying to hide my smile as I accused Zoey, “Dirty pool, woman, dirty pool.”
She nodded staunchly and smiled. “Guilty.”
Katy shook her head with a smile as she looked between my amber eyed obsession and me as she said, “It amazes me every time the two of you make music like that, I'm so jealous.”
We were all in such an upbeat mood as we returned to the remains of breakfast to get every last bite from out plates.
When we finished and said our goodbyes, we had a familiar argument with Zoey when we tried to pay.  She assured us that our money was no good there.  We thanked her then I braced myself as my girls lead me out into the chaos outside the door of the kitchen.
Ash's hands were moving as soon as we exited the Pike into the hall of the building, “You appreciate art Katy, want to see something amazing?”
I smiled, knowing what she was doing.  Then swallowed and steeled myself, knowing it meant I would have to brave the Market.  Katy nodded enthusiastically, and Ash laid her hand on mine where I was grasping her arm.  I looked up at her as she made a silly face that just got me smiling and forgetting for a moment all the people around us.
We perused the North arcade vendors as we headed to the main building and the stairs down to the various sub-levels of the Market proper.  Katy bought a few knick-knacks along the way.
I've never been a fan of the smell of fish, so I had to breathe through my mouth when we passed the fish mongers who were making a display of tossing large fish across the aisle to stock a bed of ice.  It was pretty neat to see.
Then we were heading down some stairs, and Katy said, “This is so cool.  I was meant to be in the city.”
I chuckled and looked down as I quipped, “You're worse than a tourist K-bot.”
She just grinned from ear to ear and said, “Says you, Short Stack.”
I glanced up and warmed at the smile Ash was shooting between Katy and me.  She always says she has never seen two people who were such diametric opposites, be better friends.  She confided in me once that she believes that it is because we each fill important aspects of the relationship that the other is lacking.  Those types of friendships make bonds as tight as blood.
I had just nodded at that after thinking about it, realizing the same thing was true of love.  Ash was the part of me that was strong and could stand in the middle of a crowded room and know that it was ok.  That the feeling of the world rushing in, stealing away all the air and crushing me to the ground could not beat me.  I smiled at the memory... baby steps.
I swallowed, realizing that she and Katy had been distracting me on purpose.  I steeled myself, happy I didn't have to shy away from contact with the people in the crowd as I was bracketed by my two favorite people.
As we headed past some shops down the next flight of stairs, Katy pulled us to a stop with a grin.  She chirped out, “How could you even think to pass by this shop without having one of your nerdgasms, Leigh?”
I grinned when I realized we were in front of Golden Age Collectibles.  So we like comics, sue us.  The girls parked me in the back corner by my Mangas.  I preferred the smooth simplicity of Japanese art and the stories seemed more fantastical and had people with real life problems in them.  I could relate better than superheroes flying around in skintight outfits that barely contained their assets.
I had added another manga of Black Bird to the two others I needed when the two came back arguing.  “Nuh-uh, Ash.  DC has stories with greater depth.”
Ash was signing with a comic in the crook of her arm, “Marvel doesn't reboot their universe every couple years because their storylines got so convoluted.”
They smiled at me and Ash signed, “Tell her Itsy.”
I blushed and looked at my hands and said without much conviction,  “Neither have a modicum of emotion... that's why I read these.”  I held my treasures out to them.  They both wrinkled their noses in distaste.  I stuck my tongue out at them, which caused an embarrassing amount of chuckling from them.
An arm was offered by my pixie, and accepted by me.  We went up to pay, then were back on our original mission.  Once we went down ninety bajillion levels we wound up on the street below under the viaduct.  We walked a block pointing out the Aquarium, Ye Olde Curiosity Shoppe, and the ferry docks.  I knew what Ash was doing, she was keeping her looking away from our objective, I hid a smile.
Then we stopped and turned back to the large brick building beside the back of Pike Place, and Katy gasped and placed a hand on her chest as she just stared at the wall in disbelief.  After a few moments, she finally spoke, “I've heard the stories and saw pictures of it, but they don't do it justice.”
I smiled and looked at the silver sculpture created by Mia Jacobs when she was just an art major over twenty years ago, which covered the huge wall.  It gleamed in the sunlight of the day.  It portrayed a woman with her face raised to the sun.  There was always something about it that held such sorrow for me, but at the same time, it screamed of love like I had never known until I met my Amber.
I've heard that for a week every year since it was unveiled, Mia Jacobs herself comes out and polishes the discarded hubcaps the impossible mural is made of, and repairs any damage, keeping the sculpture shining like new.  It was a true labor of love and one day I swore I would get the whole story behind it.  I just knew it was something personal to the reclusive artist.
Katy tilted her head, and her eyes narrowed a bit.  Ash and I looked at her questioningly, and she looked at us and grinned and just shook her head.  “It's nothing.  It's just, her eyes... there's something... how could she capture that emotion in such an archaic medium?”
I nodded in understanding.  Ash and I have often wondered the same thing.
Then we were off being tourists in my second home.  I was sort of thankful that I had a reason now to see a lot of the things I hadn't gathered the courage to see myself.  I have been getting more and more bold each time I came to Seattle with Ashley.  Seeing the Seattle Center and the Museum of Arts and Culture, the MAC.
I hadn't known there was a Wooden Boat Museum in downtown Seattle until Ash brought us there.
I felt like they were both gauging my anxiety levels as they picked which attractions we would visit next.  I was feeling bold so I told them I was good with whatever they wanted to do.
Seattle is just a fraction of the size of New York, but it is still a huge city, and you can't possibly see everything in a day, let alone a week or more.  So as the day wound down, the evil women made a list of the places to show Katy the next day before she had to head back to the land of hay and pickup trucks.
I just nodded in agreement to most of the places, I was feeling like a bobblehead.  I wanted to see most of the places too.  Except the Ballard Locks, in my head they smelled like fish since they were on the water, that's just how my screwed up brain works, I'm sure it won't be that bad.
Ash was grinning at me as she teased, “They don't smell like fish.”
I blushed and slapped playfully at her signing hands, giggling out, “Hey, get out of my head woman.”  I crinkled my nose at her, and she returned the crinkle, with change.  I blushed and couldn't hide my smile.
Then we were on our way home, the long way thank goodness.  When we hit Issaquah, we picked up a few bags of Chinese food.  I had Ash stop at the convenience store across from the restaurant and bought some Hostess Cupcakes I could slip onto Vernon's nightstand.  The man loved them, and I liked making him smile.
We hadn't been home for more than a few minutes, passing the little white boxes of food around, each of us picking at the contents with our chopsticks, sampling it all before winding up with our favorites in front of us.  Me with the chicken fried rice, Katy with her orange chicken, and Ash with the beef broccoli, God help us all.  I loved the woman, but beef broccoli didn't love her as much as she loved it.
Someone knocked on the door of the cabin.  Ash and I froze.  Someone was knocking?  Nobody ever came to the door.  Ash had the same thought as me and signed, “Vernon?”
I nodded and called out, “Come in you silly man, you live here too, you won't be bothering us.”
Another knock came.  Katy looked between Ash and me as Ash stood and shrugged as she wandered over to the door, her container of beef broccoli in one hand.  She opened the door, and Sandra Callahan was standing there, looking earnest as ever.
She was an amazing and outgoing woman who I didn't fully understand though I liked her immensely.  She was exceedingly rich, and heir to the Callahan Shipping empire, yet she used all of her money for the Callahan Foundation to help people on the street and children in the burn and cancer wards across the country.  She worked at the Duck Boats downtown, selling tickets, and here at Valentine's in the little cafe on the second floor of the lodge to support herself.
Not to mention the fact that she married the most controversial bad girl of the rock scene, none other than Penny Franklin.  Most people would call her simple, but if you spent just five minutes with the always smiling woman, you would see the fierce, unconventional intelligence bleeding from her every pore.
She had to have been getting close to forty, but her demeanor and attitude were that of a much younger woman, and you couldn't stop yourself from smiling at her when she turned her sunny smile on you.  She was always so pale, and her hair was a platinum blonde, but I think it was her natural coloring.  She almost looked albino to me, but her rosy lips and sparkling eyes dissuaded me from making that assertion.
She gave a cute tiny wave to Ash and said, “Hi!”
Ash waved back and gave her a toothy grin, motioning her hand inside.
Sandra shook her head and looked past her, seeing me she gave another smile and wave.  I waved back as she said to Ash, “I wish I could, it would be fun to visit, but Pen is waiting for me.  She and Crystal and Jane have something planned tonight.  I just wanted to deliver this, a messenger dropped it off at the lodge today, and I told Bobbie I'd drop it off to you girls on my way out.”
I grinned, she always spoke about people I didn't know as if everyone should know them.  Over time, I found out who this Jane and Crystal were, and at least I knew Bobbie... Roberta Valentine, the owner here and an amazing woman.
She handed Ash an envelope and then gave us all a happy wave goodbye.  She almost skipped off, excitement in her eyes.  We all looked around and shared a shrug as Ash shut the door, flipping the envelope over in her hands.
I asked, “What is it?”
She shrugged and handed it to me.  I looked at it, and it was addressed simply to, “Miss Leigh Johnson and Miss Ashley Lance.”  She stabbed into her container and took another bite of beef, then pointed at the envelope with her chopsticks, cocking an eyebrow at me.
I nodded and opened the envelope, I took a letter out of it and froze when three items slid out of the letter and onto the ground.  We all just stared at the items on the ground in stunned silence.  Katy finally bent to pick them up as she whispered slowly, pausing between each word, “Oh... my... god!”



Chapter 12 – Plotting and Scheming
The whole time we were visiting my parents I couldn't get my mind off of those girls at the Pike, the music they created, and on the fly, was just so amazing.  I had to help them share that music with the world.
I turned back to the conversation as a peanut hit my ear from behind and Vanessa mocked me as she spoke to mom, “June is off in her land of plotting and scheming again.”  Then she said to me, “Hey, space cadet, your mom asked you a question.”
I shook myself out of it, gave her a look of mock disdain and smiled at my mom.  She had mirth twinkling around in her blue eyes as I said, “Sorry mom, was just thinking about something.”
She nodded and chided as she said in her melodious voice as she signed, “Apparently.  And Zoey already warned you off from what I have gathered.”
I just smiled and nodded.  Mom shook a finger at me.  Crap, she always knew what I was thinking.  She said through a smile, “You and your mother, I swear.  Always scheming.”
I brushed it off with my own smile and asked as another peanut hit my hair, “What was it you were asking?”
Her hands moved swiftly as she spoke, “I just wanted to know if you are still planning on coming home for Christmas.”
Another peanut hit my neck and I heard Fay giggling.  I restrained a smile.  I replied after confirming it with a grinning Vanessa, “Your first holiday home where you don't have to rush back to the Capitol?  We wouldn't miss it for the world.”
She brightened then she tilted her head to ask Vannie as another peanut projectile hit me from behind.  “And little Frannie and her girl?”
Van chuckled. “Well she isn't so little anymore, but she sees you and Mandy as her parents, and I'm sure she would be thrilled.”  Small Fry and Tash were currently out with mother, scrounging up some supplies for cooking up some good eats tonight.
I sensed another impending attack, and I grinned hugely as I spun, looking down at Fay in her cute little sundress, blurting, “Ah ha!”  But she was unarmed, just standing cutely and waving at me.  I was pelted between the eyes with a peanut from above causing my niece to almost drop in a fit of giggles.
I rolled my eyes and looked up to Lizzy, who was standing behind her daughter eating peanuts from a little plastic bag, an evil smile on her face.  I growled out, “Lizard!”
Her smile turned into a toothy grin, and she asked innocently, “Yes big sis?”  She pelted me again with a peanut, causing mom and Van to chuckle.
I cocked an eyebrow, trying not to smile at her giggling progeny.  “There will be a reckoning.”
She shrugged, unimpressed and said as she sat beside me and pulled her minion onto her lap.  “Shut up and eat your peanuts.”
Mom said in her singsong voice, delight sparkling in her eyes, “Girls, behave.  Be more like Vannie.”
Elizabeth restrained a smile and signed without speaking, “I'd look terrible in a hoodie mom.”
My girl just grinned and said, “I can understand what you are saying, woman.”
Liz just crinkled her nose at her sister in law and said, “I know.”  Then she thrust the little bag toward her, “Peanut?”
We all chuckled.
I really loved the feel of the happy banter, it had the warmth of family and familiarity.  It was so welcome to me how my family had absorbed Fran and Van into the fold even though we don't get to spend a lot of time here in the States.  It felt like the odd pseudo-family I have built in London.  Warm and loving.
We continued sharing gossip from both sides of the pond until the other ladies showed up.  Mother had a smirk on her face as they brought in sacks of groceries.  The girls looked at me and started cracking up.  Mother's smirk became an innocent look when I squinted at her.  The girls composed themselves then looked at me again and promptly broke out laughing again.
I sighed in resignation. “Must you always tell embarrassing stories about my youth?”
Mother nodded with a serious look on her face. “Yes, it is in the parenting handbook, sandwiched between the 'teach your child respect for their elders', and 'let go of the bike seat even when you promise not to' rules.”
I sighed and mumbled, “I hate you.”
She grinned in triumph as she passed by me, kissing the top of my head as I grabbed one of the bags from her and stood to help.  “I love you too June.”
I started taking the treasure out of the bag to put it on the counter.  Oooo... hamburger patties, barbecue time!  I asked as the girls pulled more picnic-y items out of the other bags, “What was it this time?  The door to door dog washing service?”
She bit her tongue, refusing to meet my eyes as she said one word... “Squirrel.”
The girls started laughing again, making Fay giggle because she didn't want to be left out of whatever great fun they were having.
Oh dear lord.  Why did I always feel like I reverted back to my childhood around my moms?  “Hey, it was a really big squirrel!”
More of the contagious laughing ensued.
I lifted my chin indignantly and headed to the back door, snagging the matches from the pantry on the way, calling out, “Hey, Mini-Mite, come help me get the grill fired up.”
Fay hopped off her mother's lap and zoomed after me with a big grin on her face.  “K Auntie June.”
Liz chuckled after us, “Yes, teach my daughter to be a pyro, that can only end well.” 
I shot a toothy grin back as we popped out the door, calling back, “Shut up and eat your peanuts.”
I planned my revenge as I got things ready for our impending meal with my tiny helper.  It would be something spectacular if only I could find a Swiss clockmaker to make some clockwork armadillos.  Oh, dear lord, I'm thinking like mother again.
I started humming as I thought about those girls at the Pike, Leigh and Ashley.  My entire day brightened when little Fay started singing the song I was humming.  It was one of mine, ‘Pickpocket.’ I sighed a happy sigh and sang along with her as I made my decision.  Zoey wasn't going to be happy with me.
Later that night I leaned over from bed and grabbed my purse.  I dug around for something and pulled it out with a grin, flipping it over in my fingers before nodding to myself and pulling out my cell to call the travel agency.  Vannie looked over my bare shoulder and kissed it, sending a tremor of need through my body, she whispered, “I was wondering how long you'd hold out before making the call.”
I looked back into her eyes, there was a hunger in them that warmed me to the core, and I tossed the phone to the side and kissed her passionately.  Hell, the call could wait an hour or two.  I smiled into our kiss as I claimed my prize.



Chapter 13 – England
We got off the plane in London, Itsy's anxiety ebbed a bit, now that we were out of the confines of the airliner.  I couldn't imagine the crushing fear that she says pushes in on her on an airplane.
She feels that all of the passengers are using up all the oxygen and that she just knows that every little bump of turbulence would send the plane crashing down in a fireball.  She has explained that she knows it is all in her head, but that doesn't stop the debilitating panic in her mind, screaming at her to run and hide.
I looked at her as she breathed in the recycled air of the terminal deeply.  I signed, “You ok, Leigh?”
She just nodded and gave me a weak smile.  “I've never been on a plane for that long.  I'll never complain about the haul to New York again.”
I squeezed her hand and shook my head as I grinned then signed, “Yes you will.”
She blushed and nodded, confirming in a quiet voice, “Yes I will.”
I chuffed at her and looked around.  It looked like any other airport, but I couldn't hide my excitement.  I could even see the excitement buried under the anxious look on my girlfriend's face.  I reached out and stroked her long hair which drove me wild.  Letting my fingers run in it to below her waist before letting it drift down behind her.
She looked at me incredulously and whispered, “Amber... we're in London.”  She shook her head and looked back toward the plane like she might try to get back on.  She asked, “What are we doing here.  Was this a bad idea?”
I took her hands and locked eyes with her and let her get her breathing back under control.  Then I let go of her hands and signed, “We'll do whatever you want to do.  If you want to turn around and go back home right now, we will.  But I think this can be something amazing.  Let's at least hear her out.”
She blushed and reclaimed my hands and nodded. “O... ok.”
Then the smile that gets my heart beating double time, spread across her face, transforming her into something so beautiful to me that it made my heart ache, and she repeated with a touch of excitement this time, “Ash, we're in London!”
I nodded and crinkled my nose at her.  I couldn't believe it myself.  If you asked me three years ago if I would ever travel out of the Seattle metro area, I would have laughed and said no.  But then I traveled across the entire country to the art academy where I met my Itsy, and now I was half way around the world in England with her.
I tilted my head toward customs, and we headed that way.  We had checked our baggage so at least we didn't have to drag anything along with us.
I smiled at the lady at the desk when it was my turn.  She asked a couple questions, and when it wasn't a simple yes or no where I could just shake my head I signed back to Leigh who supplied to the woman, speaking like she was being asked the question; she'd make a good interpreter; “Pleasure, ma'am.”
I deflated a little though I didn't let it show on my face as the woman looked at us then stamped my bright and shiny new passport and said loudly and slowly like I was a five-year-old, “Have a great stay.  Welcome to London.”
I had to blink twice when Leigh stepped up and handed her passport to the woman, and she said coldly as she narrowed her eyes at the woman, “She's mute, not stupid.”
She never spoke to strangers so harshly, well she never spoke to strangers at all if she could help it.  Oh, dear lord, why did I find her sudden backbone so sexy?  My hero.
I grinned as she dutifully answered the questions of the now perturbed looking customs officer.  The woman said, “Welcome to London.” In a tone that implied, she was done with my girl.
I grinned at her and signed as she stepped up to me, “Is it bad that I want to take you right here and now?  Where did that fire come from?”
I noted she was a little green as she exhaled and whispered, “I think I may throw up.  But she can't treat you like that.”
I signed with a coy smile on my face, “Where do you store your shining armor?”
This got her to snort and smile shyly, then she started looking around at all the people around us.  Oh crap, I needed to get her out of here before she really did throw up.
I looked at the red line on the ground that read, “Welcome to the United Kingdom.”  Then I wiggled my eyebrows at her, and I hopped over the line then back a couple times.  This got her smiling and chuckling.  I smiled, happy that I could keep her panic from rising.
I took both of her hands, smiling into the deep pools of her eyes and walked backward, pulling her across the line with me.  I signed with one hand, not releasing her hand with my other, “Welcome to London, Itsy.”
She nodded and blushed with excitement and we headed off to find the baggage terminal.
I thought back to that night just a week ago.  When we received the envelope that was delivered to the lodge.
When Leigh opened the envelope and took the letter out, and some things fell out of it onto the floor, we had all just stared at the items on the ground in stunned silence, the black plastic card on the ground held our attention more than the two round trip tickets to London beside it.
Katy was braver than us and bent to pick them up as she whispered, “Oh... my... god!”
She handed Leigh the J-card.  The urban legend about them had reached the Americas, but nobody really believed that June Harris-West actually gave them out to people she wanted to sign with her London Harmony label.  That was like saying that Cinderella's glass slipper was real.  But there was Leigh, holding a J-card in her hand and starting to hyperventilate.
I stepped to her and put my hand over hers, getting her to look at me.  She stared long and hard into my eyes, before steeling herself and nodding resolutely.  I gave her a reassuring smile and knelt to pick up the tickets.  They had our names on them for the following week.  The return date was two days before we had to go back to New York for our Junior year.
I signed, “What does it say?”
My tiny imp blinked like she had forgotten she was holding a letter and looked down at it.  Then started to read in a wavering voice.  “Dearest Ashley and Leigh, I know we didn't get a chance to speak, what with all the business about the funeral that has left a hole in all of our lives.”
That reminded me of Mrs. Zatta's passing again.  She was right, there was a little hole in my life where the woman's kind smile used to live, now it would just be a happy memory.  Leigh had pursed her lips a second at that line then inhaled and continued reading, “I was privileged to hear the two of you make such beautiful, impromptu music on two separate occasions.  When I closed my eyes, I swear I could almost hear a second voice in the way Ashley accompanied Leigh's honey soaked tones.”
She blushed and read a little quieter, “My wife, Vanessa agreed that your sound was something that could only add more emotion to the music world, and it would be a shame if it weren't shared.  I know music is a personal thing, but I also know that many people share our same hopes, fears, dreams, and visceral emotion.  We can all connect with that music and make it something bigger than the sum of its parts.  It can open eyes and doors to a world that most people don't even know exist.”
Leigh just stared at the note for a long few seconds until Katy gently pried it from her tightening fingers.  Katy scanned down the page then continued where my pixie left off.  “I would like to... no, that's not quite right.  I 'need' to share your music with others, to inspire people and share the emotion behind the words.”
She smiled a little. “I was threatened with great bodily harm from my overprotective cousin, Zoey, to leave it be.  She knows that Leigh suffers from acute anxiety, and something like this may be too much.  She is a fierce friend to the people she takes under her wing.  But I think your music is too important to lose to the back rooms of the world without at least trying.”
Katy's eyes widened slightly as she grinned up at us before looking back down at the letter to continue, “So I leave this sincere plea, and will not contact you again.  I understand how something like this could be too overwhelming for someone suffering from the cruelness that anxiety can trust upon them.  I can ensure your anonymity to keep the spotlight off of you and the strain that can put on your condition as I have done for Minuette.  I leave it to you.  I sincerely hope that you will at least meet with me to hear me out, face to face.”
She looked at the tickets then back to the letter. “So as a show of my earnestness, I have included an official invitation to sign with London Harmony in the form of my J-card, and plane tickets and hotel stay in London, for just thirty minutes of your time.  No obligation on your part, and no strings attached.  Sincerely, June Harris-West”
Katy was all smiles as Itsy started hyperventilating.  I grabbed her hand and just encouraged her to calm with my eyes.
She whispered, “Why does she want us?  We're just messing around when we sing.”  I blushed a little, she always called my banging around on things, singing.
Katy blurted, “Good god Short Stack, I've been telling you since I first heard you two make music that it was mind blowing.  It looks like I'm not the only person with that opinion.”
We had talked late into the night before we had made the decision to at least hear June out.  We could walk away if it terrified my girl too much.  The worst that could happen would be a free trip to London, something neither of us thought we would ever be able to do.  Then three days ago, Itsy walked up to me as we got ready for bed.  She was holding her cell and the J-card.  She looked panicked but she just nodded once, and I held her hand as she called June.
Time just crawled by after that, until the day came that we packed up and found ourselves on a plane across the ocean.  And here we are... in London.  I smiled at the fact.  This was going to be so much fun no matter the outcome.  I just had to keep Leigh's mind off of the situation or her would panic and freeze up.
I smiled seductively at her and leaned down for a whispering kiss.  She blushed as I pulled back and I signed as I bit my lower lip, “Our first international kiss.”
She looked at her feet, smiling as she bumped my hip, whispering, “I can't believe you asked if I wanted to join the mile high club on the plane.”
I chuffed and replied, “I was only half serious.”
She grinned cutely and admitted under her breath, “And half of me wanted to say yes.”
Oooo.  I clasped her hand and dragged her giggling along with me in search of our luggage.
After braving the crowded baggage terminal and locating our bags, we went out to find transportation to the hotel where June had a room reserved for us.  We stutter-stepped as we passed by the drivers with signs for their passengers when we saw our names on a sign being held by a really tall man with black hair and Middle Eastern features.
It seems that June was going all out trying to lure us.  We still couldn't fathom that she actually wanted us, we were nobody's, just a couple wallflowers, and she was J friggin 8.
The man, Ajmal, was super friendly and for such a big man who towered over Itsy, he seemed to make himself smaller and less intimidating as she spoke, as if he knew about her anxiety.  He only spoke to ask where we needed to go and to answer the questions I asked using the voice synthesizer on my cell since Leigh was busy driving her fingers through my arm with a death grip as she had a minor panic attack when we started out into traffic on the wrong side of the road.
As Itsy started relaxing, remembering that that they drove on the left here, she began enjoying the sights.  Ajmal took a circuitous route through the city, I beamed a smile at the look of wonder on Leigh's face which matched mine.  The man wasn't as sly as he thought he was.  He was giving us a tour of the city and pretending just to drive us to the hotel.  He caught me grinning at him through the rear view mirror, he grinned back.
He let us know when we arrived at the hotel, that he was our assigned driver for the extent of our stay, handing us a card with his name and number on it.  “Just call and I will be here.”
I thanked him, and we headed in.
What we did in our room that first night is not for your ears, suffice it to say that... wow.  We need to travel more often if she can make me purr like that again.  It is part of the dichotomy that is the woman I love, she is so assertive and in control in bed while being timid in life.  She says it is because I am the one thing in this world that she is confident about.  God can she make me blush and feel important to her.
We got ready for what Itsy said was the most terrifying day of her life then called Ajmal.  I signed to her as I gave her a nose crinkle. “Ready Itsy?”
She grinned looked down at her feet and nodded as she took my arm.



Chapter 14 – London Harmony
I glanced shyly up to those amber eyes I love so much.  Ash was always so confident about everything.  I steeled myself and drew on her strength.  I melted when she crinkled her nose at me, like every time she does it.  She signed, “Ready Itsy?”
I blushed and looked down, remembering how she welcomed me to London last night, oh lord, I was blushing harder now.  I nodded and took her arm.
I glanced up to see her in that stunning green dress she picked out for the day.  I smoothed my own brick red dress down self-consciously with my free hand.
She tilted her head at me, causing me to look up to see one of her expressive scrunch-faced smiles.  I smiled back, realizing she was trying to keep my mind off of the huge thing we were about to undertake.  She signed quickly with her free hand. “I love you.”
I squeaked out, “I love you too.”
She rolled her hand in a flamboyant ushering gesture, I could hear the silent, “Shall we?” in the action.  I nodded and exhaled, and we were on our way.  I held my breath in the elevator, thankful that our room was on the third floor, so it was a quick ride.
I felt a little better when we emerged from the lobby into the warm summer air of London.  I felt like I could breathe again and I had to grin at that nice driver, Ajmal, who was standing at the curb holding the back door of the big black sedan open for us.  He treated us like ladies.  But I guess it was his job to, but still I liked the man.
Just like the day before, I think that he was driving past all the touristy places to give us a show of the city.  Ash mentioned she noticed it yesterday too.  Then I checked the map after we passed Tower Bridge, it was close to London Harmony.
In spite of my rising angst, I was getting excited, I said, “We're almost there.” I grasped her hand a little tighter.  She was nothing but smiles as we looked out the window in anticipation.
I was envisioning a super modern structure, like a glass wonderland or something.  I mean, this was the most influential record label in Europe and possibly the world.  They have introduced more superstars to the masses than any other label in recent music history.
We turned into a district with older brick structures.  They all seemed to be around a hundred years old at least, and none were more than three or four stories tall.  We turned onto a short lane and on one side was a semi-modern building, steel, and glass, but it looked more like a professional building.  He slowed to a stop across the street, by an old brick building with a bunch of little shops on the street level.
Ok, so that was sort of a let down.  Ashley turned away from looking at the office building as well, she shrugged and looked a little deflated too.  I guess we were expecting rainbows and unicorns or something.  But they are a business, so maybe they just spend more money on the music than making an impression.
There was something about the smugness of Ajmal's smile when he saw our faces that I just couldn't place.  He kept grinning as he held the door for us to get out, then said, “Call when you are done.  I will be circling the block.”
I grinned at his British accent.  I know it is silly of me, we are in England after all and everyone had one, but I just love accents.
Ash nodded at the man, and I took her arm.  We waved as he left then looked down the road and dashed across to the office building.  We paused at the door.  This was a legal building?  Then where was...
Ash had her cell up, Googling the address to make sure we were at the right place.  I pointed at a hastily written sign taped to the inside of the law office door, “This is NOT London Harmony.”  She wheezed out her laugh.  This must happen a lot or something.
She squinted at her phone and looked back across the street as she signed absently, “This isn't the right address.”
I followed her gaze to the old brick building.  It was sort of pretty in an unassuming way, four stories if you counted the attic dormers.  But it had an eclectic bunch of shops on the ground level.  There were big brass address numbers on the building.  Ash looked at her cell and the numbers then shrugged.
I mumbled as we ran back across the road after a bus passed by, “I knew this was too good to be true, we're being punked.”
We looked both ways on the sidewalk and saw a black door at the end of the block and walked that way.  We paused at the door, there was a round blue logo with a building silhouette on it, and in gold letters it read “London Harmony,” then in smaller letters, below the studio name, was  “Meetings by appointment only.”
Oh.
We exchanged a look with each other.  Ash shrugged and reached for the door, it was locked.  I shrugged back and reached out and knocked.  We had an appointment, right?  This must have been some sort of overflow annex or something right?  Surely this wasn't the famous studio that discovered Tabby Cat.
We waited a minute, nobody came so I pulled my own cell and started to dial June.  Ash reached out to knock again when the door swung open.  I gaped at the pretty woman standing there with a stunning smile, in a business skirt suit that just screamed elegance.  My girl was gawking too, her hand knocking the air.
The woman saw the appreciation on our faces, and she actually blushed a little, and she asked in a honeyed alto, “Yes?  May I help you?”
I swallowed, and Ashley held up the card up to her, which she took from her with a smile.  Ash nudged her chin toward the woman.  Crap, she wanted me to talk, “Ummm... Hi.  Umm... I'm,, we're Ashley, and ummm... Leigh.   June Harris-West told us to meet with her today and bring that card.”
Her smile grew, transforming her pretty face into something... more?  She held her hand out and shook each of our hands as she said,  “Of course Ashley, Leigh, I'm Jennifer, the receptionist.  June is expecting you.  Please come in.”
She motioned for us to enter as she stepped to the side.  Saying with that honeyed voice of hers, “Welcome to London Harmony.”
I sighed, this must be the... then froze, just gaping at the impossible scene in front of me.  I was aware that Ash seemed frozen right along with me as I couldn't hear her breathing as a smug looking Jennifer sauntered past.  Ash finally mouthed, “Wow!” 
We were in a grand lobby of marble and large timbers.  It seemed huge compared to the relative building size.  I glanced back, had we stepped into an alternate dimension or something?
Jennifer stepped behind a marble receptionist podium, gracefully holding out an arm toward some chairs in the lobby.  “Please have a seat, June will be with you momentarily.”
I pulled my eyes from her eyes that were bubbling over with mirth at our reactions and looked at the glass elevator behind her with London Harmony spelled out in brass letters.  Beside it was a sweeping grand staircase.
As we sat I was shaking my head, ok, this was more what I was expecting... ummm... just missing a rainbow and unicorn I guess.
Jennifer turned slightly from us, raising her hand to an earbud I hadn't noticed, and she blushed and said almost coyly, “Hi Zil?”  Then she added as she lowered her eyes, “The package has arrived.”



Epilogue
We had just arrived at Valentine's for spring break of our junior year and were up in the office talking to the owners, Blake and Bobby, about our thoughts about using our art degrees next year to help with the advertising and promotion of the lodge.  I had already decided that this was the life for me with my Amber.  The mountains, the horses... where I can feel I'm making a difference.
We paused in our discussions when the radio in the office started playing a familiar song.  Ash reached over to turn it off, but Bobby stretched out with her cuff crutch and batted her hand away, she stepped up to the radio, squinting an eye at us and turned it up.  Blake joined her in turning an eye to us as a song from the anonymous Enigma played, ‘Summer Trails.’
Oh god, they knew.  I listened to my voice accompanied by the music of my love.  The ladies were bobbing with the beat, and I couldn't help tapping my toe in time.  Ash had a sheepish look on her face as the song finished and the DJ announced that Enigma's first single had already gone gold and heading toward platinum.
I couldn't believe it myself, we had thought J-Dub had been exaggerating the projected numbers in the contracts we signed.  But now it seems she was being conservative.  We could afford to take any trip Ash wanted now, she was adamant we visit as many countries as possible.  Something about me and frisky that I didn't understand.
Bobbie shut off the radio and narrowed an eye at me.  Asking slowly with a grin in her heavy Australian accent, “Leigh?  Why does Enigma sound exactly like you when you sing?”
Blake chimed in the teasing, they already knew the answer, “Ash, that improvised music sounds an awful lot like the bait you throw out to get your girl singing.”
In a rare moment of bravery, I shrugged and grinned. “We have no idea what you are talking about.”
Which got everyone chuckling.  Busted.
Then the two Valentines traded a look and nodded, saying in unison, “June.”
We all shared another chuckle and mine died in my throat as I got lost again in Ashley's amber eyes, and I happily sank below their surface.
 
The End
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Urban Fairytales: Hair of Gold – Just Right, sample chapter...
Prologue
Raz looked at me in frustration and hissed, “Parker, make her hold stil!”
My girl, Ella-Marie, was cussing up a storm, the giant scorpion stinger that had penetrated her crystalline legs was just dangling there.  It had to have been as long as her leg itself.  I blushed at some of the colorful phrases she was growling in English, and to my amusement French as she lost control of herself and Marie slipped out.  I truly was worried about her, and hated to see her in pain, but her outbursts were pretty damn entertaining.
Even Rose was having problems holding Ella-Marie down with her roiling black vines so that the rest of us could extract the offending demonic-insectoid stinger from her leg.
The rest of our group had taken out the flood of lesser demons that Styche had set upon us when we had tracked him down in Alberta Canada of all places.  Hiding where we would least expect him as he conjured more and more demons to attempt to create an army.
Rose and Ella took on the twenty-foot long scorpion demons since they were least likely to be affected by the acidic poisons in their stingers.  Not to mention my girl is sort of a beast in battle.  Every whumping strike of hers as she draws the very Earth into her can stop a charging elephant.  She's our brute... our sexier than hell brute.
I have to say, Red has an eye for battle, calling out orders and matching each of the Avatars up with the most appropriate enemies on sight.
This was the first mission we took Rapunzel and Eve on, and I can't tell you just how scary those two women are.  They literally danced through the flood of lesser demons, leaving a trail of broken bodies and black ichor in their wake.  And they are human.
Even Snow's pack are wolves, so they have enhanced speed and strength.  The only thing protecting Raz and Eve is the fact that no black magic can stick to Raz, and her hair is as tough as iron.  Eve has woven strands of Rapunzel's hair throughout her own clothes to give her similar resistance.
So to see two human women keeping up with the rest of us is beyond amazing to me.  Well keeping up with slowpokes like me that is, nobody can keep up with Mari and Daria with their wolf speed.
Styche had once again eluded Snow when she battled him in her Perchta, nature goddess form.  I worry about her when she does that, every time she returns to us, she has more and more of her Perchta aspect.  Her white antlers can no longer be hidden by her snow white hair when she reverts back to herself now.  They are at least three or four inches long now.
I stepped up to Ella-Marie as she lay on the ground between the buildings that were destroyed in the fight, struggling against Rose's vines and Red holding her down.  I leaned in to look at her as she yelled with her Cockney accent, “Mother fuckin', bloody fuckin' hell...”
She quieted as I locked eyes with her as I stroked her hair.  I tried to hide my amusement at her colorful words as I murmured, “Hi.”
Her face was strained with pain and sweat that I hated to see her in, but I smiled for her.  She relaxed and gave me that half mad smile of hers that always makes my knees go weak.  God, she was beautiful.  She responded, “Hi.”
I don't think she even noticed that Rose's vines had retracted, and Red stepped back.  I whispered as we smiled at each other, “Hey, Marie?”
Her smile changed slightly as her Marie personality slid forward to greet me.  “Oiu, my Parker?”
I stroked her hair again and crinkled my nose as I said, “Sorry.”
She looked confused for a moment, then Raz yanked the rope of her insanely strong hair which she had tied around the stinger, pulling it free from the hardened crystal of Ella's legs.  She hissed out, “Mon Dieu!”  Then she continued in her Cockney accent, “Dirty fuckin' trick, love!”
I chuckled at her as I shrugged in innocence, then gave her a quick peck on the lips, which made her give me a crooked grin and look down at her leg while I heard Marie chastising Ella in my mind.  “Language Ella.  Please.”  Ella shot me a wink, I smiled, and Marie huffed out in our minds, “It's like talking to a couple children.”
I answered verbally, “What did I do?”
She almost chuckled and pointed out. “You are always encouraging her, Parker.  Do not try to deny it.  Oui?”
I glanced down to survey the damage.  Evelyn was holding the crystal shards she found on the ground against the cracked crystal of Ella-Marie's leg.
We all watched in fascination as the fissures closed up and seemed to heal themselves.  Some material was missing so the last couple little cracks remained.  I winced, they would leave some cuts on her legs when they returned to flesh.  But my girl healed fast.  Not quite wolf fast, but close enough.  She'll have her smooth shapely legs back by tonight.
I cupped her cheek and then helped her stand.  She tested her legs, they clinked on the ground as she stepped.  Then she looked around and winked at the group, “Thanks!  I didn't mean all the things I was yelling at you lot.  You're not a bunch of sodding wankers.  Well, maybe Rachel.”  She grinned toothily at Snow's mate who crinkled her nose back at my girl and flipped her off.  We all chuckled.
I made the rounds checking everyone's injuries, making sure they were all healing properly.  I didn't want a repeat of the last battle where the spores of that fungus demon had gotten into everyone's wounds, it was hell to get that nasty stuff out.
I had to slap Red's hand away a couple times as I checked out the huge gash on her arm that was visibly stitching itself back together.  How in the hell she was able to catch that flaming blade on her forearm I don't know, the Vesper demon was swinging it faster than my eyes could follow.  I growled at her, “Mari?”
She sighed and let me look at it.  I slapped her shoulder when I was satisfied.  “You big baby.”
I heard Daria chuffing behind us in her canine laugh.  I turned on the huge wolf.  “You should laugh.  Don't think I didn't see your limp woman.”  I put my hand out expectantly, “Come on, let's have it.”
She rolled her eyes and placed her front paw in my hand.
I shook my head at the situation as I examined her foreleg.  There was a time where standing this close to a werewolf who came up to my chest would have terrified me.  Now here I am chastising the woman as I looked for... ahhh... here, a break.
It was not set right and would probably heal wrong in the next few minutes and require re-breaking for her to heal correctly if I didn't...  I yanked hard and heard a little pop as the bone slid into place.  She yelped then eyeballed me and growled.
I hugged her neck, my arms barely reaching around it.  Then I let her go and ruffled her ears. “You big baby.  You know it had to be done, that's why you were hiding it.”  Then I added, “Fluffy,” as I dove toward my girl, avoiding the swipe of Daria's massive paw, giggling.
Red looked amused as she absently held her hand out and Daria moved under her hand as Mari dug her fingers deep into her fur.  I'm pretty sure neither of them even realize that they do that, they just instinctively need each others touch.  I chuckled as they started arguing, “She's right, you're a big baby.”
 Daria growled, and Red chuckled. “Stop arguing, what is done is done.”
I would have thought Maireni was just being silly, but those two know each other so well, I wouldn't doubt that she knew what Daria was saying.
I moved on to Snow's pack. When I was satisfied that everyone was alright, I looked at my own arm.  The crystal had faded, leaving a couple long cuts where the claws of some sort of lava demon had scratched the organic glass.  Fun, I'd probably get some fine scars from it since I don't heal like Ella-Marie.
Then I said, “Ok, I know we are being careless now.  Does anybody else notice that the only two not injured are the two humans?  Raz and Eve?”
I just got some guilty looks from the woman and two smug looks from our newest members of the group.  I shook a finger at them as I narrowed my eyes.  Rapunzel and Evelyn covered their faces to hide their smiles.
Mari nodded and then said in a serious tone, “She's right.  I think we need to start being a little smarter, take a little more time to assess the threat before just wading in.  Well except Ella, who just wades in any way.”  She smirked and dodged the broken cinder block my girl threw at her.
I grinned.  There was a reason Red was our defacto leader.  And it was my job to keep them all grounded, to remind them that they are all human and mortal under all their power.  To remind them they are still part of this world no matter how different they may feel.  And to make sure that they are ok.  I kind of feel like a den mother, and I like it.  They are all my family, and I enjoy taking care of them and reminding them of their humanity.
We looked around at all of the bodies dissolving into brimstone, acid, and ash around us.  It seemed like Styche the Trickster was getting stronger as he was calling forth stronger and more varied demons each time we located him.
This was the longest interval it took us to find him, as he has found a way to mask himself from Perchta, Ella, and Rose, so this horde was almost the size of the one that the Alpha wolves tried to take Seattle with.  But in the end, it was Rapunzel's hunting techniques that found his latest lair.
As long as that greater demon walked the Earth, unchecked and unbound, the entire human race was at risk.  Just one of his curses had terrorized the world for centuries in the form of the Lupus Contagion, leaving werewolves roaming the world.  It was almost the downfall of mankind in the end.  We couldn't imagine the nightmares he could bring to bear if we gave him any time to breathe.
We started to turn toward the south to get to our vehicles when we heard the whupping sound of the military helicopters inbound and searchlights hit us from all angles from the armored vehicles that were showing up at the scene.  Oh, here we go again.  Ella muttered, “For fuck's sake.”
Marie and I both chastised over our link, “Ella!”
***
After being detained by the Canadians and answering all of their questions, sitting through their paranoid questioning and accusations, then being grudgingly released according to the United Nations resolution on the new Avatar Defense Initiative, we headed back to the motel we were staying at here in Calgary.
As usual, everyone wound up in our room to decompress.  I secretly loved it, and being the perpetual hostess to our group.
Amanda dropped her harness onto a chair with her sidearms that the Canadians grudgingly let her keep.  She muttered to the group, “Just once... I'd like to get a thank you instead of getting arrested when we save their asses.”
I had to smile at Snow and Rachel's beta.  She was a tough and incredibly fast fighter, but her insane ability with her dual Glocks was her most frightening skill.  It was almost as scary as Gretta's ability with a sniper rifle.  It was odd how many of our group had mortal weapons.
Amanda always complained that she was their beta wolf, but it was plain to see it was all just bluster, she loved them.  She'd never be beta to anyone else but them, she was that willful.
Mari said in her delightful Romanian accent, “Dream on little wolf, dream on.”  This got her a pillow whap to the face.
All of the people with heavier magics in them all moved away from me as I pulled out my cell while they stripped out of their weapons.  It was humorous really, I wonder if they even realize they are doing that anymore, it was just habit now.  I was one of the few of us who could use a cellphone without it getting fried by the magic that surrounds them.
I grinned at Raz who stepped up to me to watch in fascination as I looked up the closest restaurants around us that delivered.  She had slept through the centuries where mankind had advanced so much through technology, and the Internet and cell phones amazed her.  She thought it magic at first that I could communicate through the air.
The group has secretly bought her an iPhone for her upcoming birthday.  That was going to blow her mind.  Eve was tugging her away from me and shaking her head in amusement as she said, “You're crowding her Punz.”
I smiled at the phone and looked up and asked, “Thai or pizza.”
I chuckled at the group response of, “Pizza.”  I swear I spoil these girls.
I made the call ordering nine large pizzas, then changed it to ten since Ella was healing and needed more fuel.  With so many wolves in our group, they all ate a minimum of a large each, and I could eat three-quarters of a large myself, thanks to Ella accidentally making me like her. We'd go broke with our food bill if we weren't funded by the international governments and the bankrolls that most of the women in our group who had centuries to amass their fortunes had.
Nicole had stripped out of her armor by the time the delivery arrived, and most of us had showered.  She grabbed Rose's hand, and we saw the color infuse our half plant friend's skin as Nicole's touch negated her poisons while the delivery boy was here.
It took him three trips to his car to get all the pizzas and drinks we ordered.  The goofy look on his face told me he must have thought this was some sort of bachelorette party or something.  We paid and shooed him out the door.
Rapunzel stole my cell to play with with Eve as we all ate and just decompressed.  It was like a collective sigh that let us relax after the adrenaline and heightened emotions of battle.  Raz looked up from her game of Platypus Battles on my phone and asked, “Journals?”
The others straightened a little.  I chuckled.  They were like a bunch of kids.  They enjoyed me reading them the journals that the Grimm Brothers had accidentally left behind the last time we saw them.
They were the stories of the Avatars of days gone past in their own words.  They were always fascinating, and all had information that we have been able to use in our fight against the Trickster.  I glanced at Raz and Eve fondly.  They were also what had given us two more family members.
I sighed in mock resignation and pulled out the thick leather satchel that I sort of view as mine now, and I thumbed through the leather-bound journals as I sat on the bed, Ella-Marie behind me, running her fingers through my hair and acting as my pillow.  I looked up at Rapunzel then back at Ella, “Goldilocks perhaps?”
Raz shut off my cell and turned to me, and the others found comfortable places to sit and gave me their full attention in the overcrowded room.
I pulled out the ancient book and opened the creaking leather cover to the parchment pages bound into it.  Faded, rusted brown ink colored the pages in a elegant loopy script.  It was in old English like the brothers Grimm insisted all of the Avatars use, but I had lots of experience reading that now and substituting the proper words.
I looked around the silent room then back down at the book, grinning, and started the way I always did, being surrounded by all of these fairytale princesses like I was, “Once upon a time...”
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