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Chapter 1 – Digging In
 
   I had just finished my rappel as dusk settled in... God what a rush! ...and was crouched over my pack, stowing my gear when the first flakes of the oncoming snow storm hit hours ahead of the forecast.  I know I could have just taken the snowmobile around and up the ridge a half mile to the south to replenish supplies at the emergency shelter for the forestry service.  But where's the fun in that when there is a perfectly good cliff face to climb to it right here?
 
   When the company I own, Silent Bob's, was awarded the resupply for the east slope Interstate 90 corridor of the new Hiker Protection Program, nobody was really surprised.  This is our backyard!  Based at the foot of the mountains here in Issaquah Washington.  We now maintain and supply the three new shelters that were built, for a generous stipend from the forestry service on Tiger Mountain.
 
   It was a no-brainer to throw our hat into the ring since we pass the locations almost on a daily basis, setting up dream mountain experiences for our customers.  That's well over half our business after all, simply being an outdoor outfitter isn't a sound business structure as my uncle Stu discovered before I inherited the company from him.
 
   My father and I had moved from Melbourne, Australia when I was eight, after my mother had died.  I had been working with uncle Stu since I was twelve.  When I realized at fifteen that I was gay or bi or whatever current label they felt they needed to apply to me was, I came out to my father.  My dad didn't want to have anything to do with me after therapy couldn't “fix” me.  What the hell?  I'm not broken!  So Stu took me in.  This has been my life ever since.
 
   I had to bail uncle Stuart out a few years back when Stu's Outfitters almost went bankrupt simply supplying outdoor gear.  I had been doing pretty well with my investments and business consulting services after college and had a chunk of cash saved away that I could apply to his business.
 
   So I became his silent partner and helped him restructure the company to give mountain tours, outdoor experiences and of course gear outfitting.  It gave the company multiple legs to stand on.
 
   Me being his silent partner was about the worst kept secret in the Cascades back then, everyone from our gear vendors to all of our regulars knew what I had done and took to calling me Silent Bob, a not so inside joke since my name is Roberta.
 
   When uncle Stu lost his battle with prostate cancer, everyone implored me to keep the business going since there was nobody who provided all of the services we did.  I reluctantly acquiesced and renamed the company to Silent Bob's Cascade Experience.  The rest is history.
 
   I stood and shook the memory out of my head and inhaled the crisp winter air.  It was invigorating.  I just love the Cascades in the winter.  There's no place I'd rather be in the world.  I pulled out my radio from my pack and switched it on as I shouldered my pack and made my way to my snowmobile and its cargo sled.  “Silent Bob to Home-plate,” I said with the tiny trace of my Australian accent that I haven't been able to get rid of after twenty two years.
 
   A couple seconds later the radio crackled to life and Remmy's familiar gravely voice came across, “Yeah Bobbi, we read ya.”  I had to grin at the old man's voice, at like three hundred and ninety years old, he was still sharp as a tack and knew these mountains better than anyone. There isn't anything he doesn't know about the outdoors.  OK fine... he's only in his mid eighties.
 
   He had worked for my uncle for close to twenty five years and will work for me until one or the other of us are gone.  I wouldn't take any bets on who will outlast the other, the man is resilient.  I kind of see him as my surrogate grandfather.  He is the grumpiest and most cantankerous person to everyone, except me.  I smiled as I spoke, “Looks like that blizzard is hitting a wee bit early, I think I'll just pitch a tent and bivvy here for the night.  It's a gorgeous night!”
 
   I swear I could hear his growling before he actually replied. “Ya got yer goddamn snowmobile girl, just come home now before it gets too bad up there.”  My smile got a little bigger, he's always so protective, but I'm going to enjoy a night out here.  It's only snow.  I threw the needed gear from the cargo sled as we spoke and threw tarps over the snowmobile and sled, securing anchors into the packed snow.
 
   “Remmy, I live for this out here.  I'll see you in the morning.” I squinted an eye in humor and braced myself as his response as it crackled across the radio. “You bullheaded kid!  Fine, but you check in on schedule. What are your grids?”
 
   I chuckled.  Thirty is a kid?  Then I replied, “I'm at the cliff base below Emergency Shelter E2.”  Then I squinted again in preparation as his voice boomed back to me. “Goddammit, Bobbi!  If you're at a shelter, use the goddamn shelter!  Oh, whatever, fine!  I'll see you in the morning. You're so impetuous!”
 
   I grinned. “I love you too, Remmy.  See you in the morning.  Silent Bob out.”  Then I switched off the radio and walked a few yards to where I had a great view of the valley and started tamping down the snow to pitch my Granite Ridge V25 tent.  The snow was coming down fairly heavy as I set down my ground barrier then pitched the tent over the top and secured it with my snow anchors.
 
   I rolled out my two person Sub Zero Penguin sleeping bag and set up the rest of my gear inside.  I remembered something I wanted to test out at the last minute.  We started stocking vented tent heaters and I personally test everything we sell.  I think it is ridiculous to heat a tent, that's what your sleeping bag is for, but we've been getting requests for them.
 
   I made my way back to the snowmobile and the cargo sled.  The tarps were already covered with snow, and I pulled up a stake at the corner, letting the half inch accumulation slide off and reached in and grabbed the stupid tent heater, a fuel canister, and battery for the circulation fan, then replaced the stake.
 
   It was getting quite dark now and I could see the glow of Issaquah and Seattle to the northwest radiating over the ridge.  But visibility was getting pretty low.  Soon even that wouldn't be visible.  I turned on a lantern and started singing Flower Blossom by Satin Thunder to myself as I set up the outdoor portion of the heater and ran a vent tube inside the tent.  I'll wait till the morning to fire it up.
 
   I grinned at the song as I sang.  One of my employees, Kimi, a couple years back had won a competition to get a recording contract, and this is one of her songs.  She is more like a little sister to me than an employee.   I took her in after her mother disowned her when she came out.  It was so similar to what had happened to me that I just had to extend a hand to her like uncle Stu did for me.
 
   She has the most amazing voice and I couldn’t have been more proud of her when her and her future wife started Satin Thunder.  Now they are an international sensation stationed out of London.  It was hard to watch her go for more than the obvious personal reasons.  She was also the hardest worker I had ever had and had to hire two people to pick up the slack once she was gone.
 
   Kimi and her new family visit here three months out of every year and most holidays.  When she's here she always pitches in against my protestations that she is on vacation.  She insists, saying I'm family.  It embarrasses me every time, because she calls me her “hero” and she has this really weird obsession with heroes.  Their daughter Samantha is about the most adorable little girl you will ever meet, she has what has to be the true definition of an infectious smile.
 
   I finished up and looked around to see that almost an additional inch of snow had fallen already.  The wind was building and whipping it around, limiting visibility.  I was about to head into the tent when I heard a creak clack, creak clack approaching the campsite from the south.
 
   I stopped singing and looked out into the dark where I saw the light of a lantern swinging from side to side, heading my way through the snow.  I was staring to make out a figure when a strong musical female voice chimed out, “Hello in the tent!”
 
   I couldn't stop from grinning, I'll have to let Remmy know I'm not the only “impetuous” one on the mountain tonight.  I raised my lantern as I replied, “Not in the tent yet, how are you doing on such a splendid night?”
 
   The creak clack approached and I could make out a much taller, smiling woman decked out in cold weather gear.  She appeared to be about my age, maybe a year or two older.  She spoke with a chuckle, “Just taking a lovely little stroll on the mountain.  The storm just snuck in on me a little early.  I was being lazy and didn't want to pitch my tent so I was looking for the emergency shelter that is supposed to be around here to bivvy for the night.  Just can't seem to find it...  then I heard your wonderful singing.”
 
   I couldn't stifle a laugh at her great attitude as she stepped up to me with a creak clack and a comical look on her strong face, her eyes sparkling.  I replied with humor in my voice, “Well you're just about two hundred feet from it, most of those straight up on the ridge above us.”  I pointed up to punctuate.  “You can get there a half mile to the south and curl up the ridge since I wouldn't recommend climbing the cliff face in the dark, nor during a blizzard.”
 
   I was caught off guard by the amazing smile and roll of the eyes she shot back at me as she looked at the  GPS in her gloved hand. “Drat.  So I guess pitching a tent it is.  That's what I get for being such a lazy procrastinator.  Mind if I share your clearing?”  She unshouldered her impressive pack as I shook my head.  The wind was really picking up now.
 
   I noticed the leg brace on her left leg.  Impressive.  She's obviously a woman who doesn't back down easy.  I grinned at her,  everything was all sharp angles and shadows with our lantern lights barely cutting through the falling snow.  “Nonsense, I have plenty of room.  Make yourself at home.  I was about to start dinner.”
 
   I pulled up the weather station hanging off my belt on a carabiner and hit the backlight as I spoke, “A much better option than pitching camp in fifteen degree temps.”
 
   She looked at my tent then at me and spoke with a huge smile that just about knocked me on my ass. “You're alone?  Here I thought I was the only crazy lady wandering about out here tonight.”  Then she pocketed her GPS and extended her hand. “Blake.  I don't mind if I do.  As I stated... I am pretty lazy.”
 
   I shook her hand saying, “Roberta Valentine.  Welcome to my humble abode.  I'd hazard a guess that the word 'lazy' is not in your vocabulary.”  Then I unzipped the door flap and made a grand gesture.  She bent and popped her head inside chuckling and flopped her pack inside, off to one side and entered.  I ducked and moved in behind her and zipped the door flap back in place.
 
   She turned around and sat cross legged with her back to the outer wall and grinned. “Brrr.”
 
   I chuckled and replied, “Yes, brrr.”
 
   I took a second to appraise her.  It was hard to tell with the appropriate bulky winter gear she was wearing; she knew what she was doing out here; but she appeared to be in great physical shape beneath it.  Her face had sharp angles that looked somewhat exotic to me, like those pretty Romanian gypsy princesses in the old black and white movies.
 
   It was her sparkling green eyes that seemed to glow in the lantern's light that captivated me the most.  She lowered her hood and her curly brown mane spilled down across her cheeks and shoulders.  She had a strong, self assured look on her face.
 
   If I wasn't in a new relationship, I'd probably be drooling about now.  Oh who am I kidding?  I'm drooling.  I noticed I was staring so I looked away and started some smalltalk as I rummaged through my supplies.  “So what brings you around these parts tonight?  Most people ran for the city when they heard of the approaching storm.  Like rats abandoning a sinking ship.”
 
   She snorted and covered her mouth in embarrassment with a smile as she replied, “Pussies!  Yeah I'm just out scouting some locations for possible camping excursions for my company.  That Silent Bob seems to have a stranglehold on the whole I90 corridor.  God he's infuriating.  I'm looking to expand from the Leavenworth Highway 2 corridor.  But getting a toe hold in his territory these past couple years has been next to impossible.”
 
   I stiffened a bit.  She stopped, realizing she was ranting, then shot me a comical look and changed gears.  “So what brings you out tonight?”
 
   I raised an eyebrow, I didn't want this to get adversarial, I really liked her spunk.  I knew who she was now, she was Blake Reston from Reston Outfitters over in Monroe, Washington.  I did find it humorous that for such a poorly kept secret, how many people still think Silent Bob is a man, and that's just fine by me.
 
   Then I said with a super toothy comical grin of my own, “Well I just got done resupplying the Emergency shelter up there for Silent Bob's.”
 
   She looked down sheepishly. “I'd stick my foot in my mouth if I could feel it.”
 
   I just smiled at her and pulled out a couple chemical heating pads from my supplies and took out one of the two water bottles I had under my jacket to keep them from freezing. Opening one, I poured some water in each to activate them and started kneading them, recapping and returning the bottle under my coat.
 
   I threw the heating pads into my double sized sleeping bag. I normally wouldn't use them, but she was just so damn cute, I felt obligated to be a good host.  It's only right... right?  I said, “No worries.  Here, take your boots off and make yourself at home in the bag to warm up a bit while I make us a gourmet dinner.  Stew and macaroni and cheese sound good to you?  Apple surprise dessert!”
 
   With a cheesy smile I held up a couple large heat and serve campsite ration packets.  She had already removed her brace and boots and was sliding into my sleeping bag with a sigh as she replied with a little laugh, “Sounds divine.”  I could tell she was jamming her feet onto the heating pads.
 
   I took the tins out of the packets and I unfolded a little open ended windscreen I had, and unzipped the door then jammed it into the snow.  I put the single burner camp stove below it and fired it up with my striker and set the tins in place.  I zipped the door back up before too much snow made its way inside.
 
   I looked at her with a smile, watching my breath billow as I breathed. “Brrr.”
 
   She snickered and held open the bag for me. I grabbed her brace and boots and pulled my own boots off and stuffed them all into the bag with us off to one side.  We laid there in the lantern light facing each other with a comfortable gap between us.  God she looks even better up close!
 
   I pushed those thoughts aside and said, “Hang on a second and we can chat, have to check in now that camp is set up.”  I reached out and snagged the radio by my pack.  Hmm... how to play this so she doesn't get pissed, she seems to have a real hate on for me, but she seems quite likeable.  I switched it on and said, “Roberta Valentine to Homeplate.”
 
   A moment later Remmy's gravel encrusted voice crackled to life over the speaker, “What the hell kind of sign on was that?  'Roberta Valentine'”. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Just checking in so you don't have a coronary, you old fart.  Camp is set up and it looks like I will be plus one tonight, I seem to have run into Blake Reston out here and we're about to sit down for a lovely meal.”
 
   I could hear the old stone gears grinding in his cobwebbed head from up here on the mountain, like I said, sharp as a tack as he replied using my given name, “Ahhh... gotcha.  OK, Roberta, we'll see you in the morning.  Remember to check in when you wake up.  Goddamn crazy kids!”
 
   I snickered and I saw Blake covering her mouth to suppress the laugh sparkling around in her eyes as I replied, “I love you, too.  Roberta out.”  Then I switched the radio off.  I looked over at Blake and we both cracked up.
 
   She laughed. “He seems quite warm and fuzzy.  Good guy to work for?”
 
   I couldn't stop smiling as I replied, “I'm not sure if warm is applicable, that man is like a thousand years old and I doubt he generates any heat anymore.  But yes, Silent Bob's is my life.”
 
   She smiled slyly, glancing around dramatically before saying, “So zero chance of luring you away to work for me?  I've tried with a few of his employees but they all act like he is some sort of legend here.  Like that Kimi girl, before she wound up becoming a rock queen over in London.  She flat refused saying that nothing could make her abandon Silent Bob.  When I asked why, she simply said 'Heroes!' with a faraway look like I should understand what the hell she was talking about.”
 
   I snorted.  Yup, that's Kimi Soloman for you... well Kimi Roth now.  With a big grin I said, “Heh, yeah, that's Kim for you.  But no, sorry, Silent Bob's IS my life.”
 
   She shot back a genuine smile that originated in her eyes. “Drat, didn't think so.  Can't blame a girl for trying.”  Gotta hand it to her, trying to poach the competition's workers is smart.  I was bursting with pride and admiration for my staff for their loyalty.
 
   She then tilted her head. “I keep thinking I'm catching a trace of an accent in your voice.”  She left the statement as a question cocking an eyebrow.
 
   I grinned again and held up a gloved finger. “Hold that thought, Blake.”  I extricated myself from the warmth of the blanket and unzipped the door flap and pulled the tins off the camp stove with my gloved hands and shut it off.  I let the tins set in the snow for a few seconds to cool them down before bringing them, the windscreen and the camp stove back inside and zipping up.  There was at least another inch of snow out there already and that was a stinging wind!
 
   I put the tins in front of the sleeping bag and got out a couple forks from my kitchen supplies.  Then pulled a water bottle out of my coat and was pleasantly surprised when she did the same from her coat before I could pull out my second one.  I have absolutely no doubt in my mind this woman would have weathered the night just fine on her own.
 
   I slid back into the bag and we both rolled to our stomachs and removed our gloves to eat.  “Brrr,” I said.  We both laughed and she slid next to me to share body heat as we ate our meal, picking from both tins and making sure to drink our water to keep hydrated.
 
   Then I finally answered her implied question. “It's Aussie, we moved to the US when I was eight after we lost my mother.  She was American, her brother, Uncle Stu was here.  The last of our family.  I have dual citizenship.”
 
   She nodded, a sad look on her face, hearing about mom, but then smiled.  “It's sounds nice.  It adds a touch of mystery to your voice.  I wasn't sure I was hearing it.”
 
   We made idle chit chat as we ate.  She was a barrel of laughs this woman.  I was fascinated with her lips as she spoke, I had to keep reminding myself that I was in a relationship.  Everything but my fingers was quite toasty by the end of the meal.  God, I love my Penguin bag!
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2 – Misconceptions
 
   I turned my lantern down to the lowest setting and slid my hands into the bag.  She did the same, and we simultaneously slid off our coats, leaving them inside the bag with us.  She had pulled the heating pads up from our feet, using her feet and shoved one into my hands while she held the other to warm the last part of us that was cold.
 
   We talked about everything, the conversation flowed easily like we were old friends.  Then the topic of dating popped up.  She asked, “So anyone special in your life?”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, I just started dating our new Granite Ridge sales rep a couple weeks ago.  It kind of feels like a long distance relationship since he travels up and down the coast.  I barely get to see him.”
 
   Blake was suddenly quiet and her body went stiff.  Her face was a little pale and I swear I saw fire in her eyes.  She asked in a monotone voice, “Granite Ridge sales rep?  Not Jerry Banks... right?”
 
   I nodded with a cautious smile, she looked a little perturbed suddenly as I replied. “Yeah.  Oh, of course you'd know him, he probably sells to you too.”
 
   She went off, slamming a fist into her other open hand. “Not anymore the goddamn two timing son of a bitch!  I started dating him a couple weeks back too when he took over the territory!  The goddam ass!  I don't suppose he told you about me?  I had no clue he was dating anyone!”
 
   I could feel the blood draining from my face as what she just said sank in.  My hands were shaking in anger.  Goddammit!  “No!  I friggin' hate men!  I had no clue, I'm so sorry... I wonder how many women he is stringing along besides us?  I feel like a complete idiot!”  I wanted to lash at at something, but Blake was the only person here and it sure as hell wasn't her fault.  I felt like crying... I had hoped that I had finally found someone to have a real relationship with.  I'm not getting any younger.
 
   Her face was red with anger and she didn't look to be on the verge of tears like me.  She was rummaging around in the sleeping bag and pulled out her cell from her coat mumbling, “Goddamn asshole.  Telling me I'm the only woman for him.  I fell for it like a goddamn schoolgirl!”
 
   She looked at her phone. “Dammit!  No signal.  He's dead when I get back into town tomorrow!”  She looked at me and suddenly calmed down, a look of concern on her face. “Oh, I'm so sorry, Roberta.  I could have been much more tactful bringing this up.  It just caught me off guard.  But don't worry!  I'm out of the picture now, he's all yours.  Frigging small world in our industry.”
 
   I almost snorted at that. “Why would I want him all to myself when we can tear into the asshole together?”  I produced my satellite phone from my jacket in the sleeping bag and stared at Blake devilishly.
 
   I showed her the screen and punched up Jerry on speakerphone.  I gestured to her as he answered in his deep baritone. “Well well... Roberta Valentine, as I live and breathe.  I thought you were going to be out in the mountains tonight. To what do I owe the pleasure, sweetie?”
 
   Blake shot daggers from her eyes at the phone as she hissed out, “Well 'sweetie' she IS out in the mountains tonight... with me!  You son of a bitch!”  I was wringing my hands together to stop myself from doing anything drastic.
 
   He was sputtering on the phone. “Blake?  Umm... Blake, calm down, it's not what you think.  She means nothing to me.”
 
   That was it, I snapped. “NOTHING?  You spineless goddamn jellyfish!  You made me care about you and you pull this shit?  Leading us on!”
 
   He was on the defensive now. “Hey I never told either of you that we were exclusive!   I was...”  I cut him off. “It's over!  Be a man and realize it and walk away!  Your products are no longer wanted at Silent Bob's you sleazebag!”
 
   Blake ground out a few words, too. “The same is true for Reston Outfitters.  Go pedal your wares and wet your dipstick elsewhere!”  And she reached over and hung up before he could respond.
 
   We both looked from each other to the phone then back.  It was such a therapeutic release, going off on Jerry like that.  The we started cracking up.  God, our emotions were everywhere, but I suddenly found the whole situation funny.  Blake finally spoke, “Can you speak for Silent Bob's like that?”
 
   I grinned and nodded as I responded, “I do every day.”
 
   Blake just shook her head. “God I feel stupid.”  I understood completely.  She grinned. “But at least we crippled his sales for the Highway 2 and I90 corridors.  That's gotta look bad to his headquarters.”  I answered her grin with one of my own.
 
   “I think I'll call them up Monday to let them know they can come pick up their stock from Silent Bob's.  If they ask why... I'll tell them why.”
 
   She smirked back. “Ooooo... good plan, I'll do the same.  Maybe we can get his ass fired!”
 
   She looked at me again. “Brrr.”  I giggled and we pulled the sleeping bag up to our chins again as we chatted.
 
   She said, “I truly am sorry.”
 
   I nodded. “Me too... let's change the subject.  We were having so much fun before testosterone boy ruined it.”  Damn it hurt... will I ever catch a break in love?  Just once I'd like to find a happily ever after.
 
   She nodded with a smile on her face. “OK, so new topic, Silent Bob's.  Mind if I ask stuff without you divulging any 'trade secrets'?  Wouldn't want to get you in any trouble.  There's just some stuff I don't quite get.”
 
   I nodded, locking eyes with her, I could see the shadow of pain in their depths that mirrored mine.  I chirped, “Shoot.”
 
   She thought for a second. “I seems that he has a lock on all the major players in the area that can help expand my business into other arenas like he did with his.  I'm struggling making contacts for augmenting and expanding my mountain tours.  I already have all the gear vendors I need, but you can't build your business on a stool with only one leg.”
 
   A woman after my own heart, it somehow made me appreciate her competitiveness knowing she had a head for business.  She continued, “I've tried with multiple businesses, two that stand out the most are regarded as local legends for some reason.  Crystal James' party planning services and McKay Air Tours.  I get more requests for them than any other additions to my packages.   But when I approach them, they say that they'll only work the Cascades with Silent Bob.  What the hell is with that?  Don't they want more business?”
 
   I held back a snort but couldn't stop the smile I knew that was probably dancing around in my eyes.  I replied trying to keep the mirth out of my voice, “They happen to be close personal friends of Silent Bob's.  They are probably just protecting the interests of their friend.”
 
   She scoffed a bit and dismissed the whole thing. “I hear they are a couple of dykes anyway.”  Suddenly I didn't find her attractive anymore as I felt the blood drain from my face.  I would have never have pegged her for a bigot.
 
   I snapped at her while shaking my head. “Whoa... step off there a bit!  I'm one of those 'dykes' and I don't appreciate the slur!”  My eyes bored into her.
 
   She looked shocked and slid back a bit farther from me in the bag. “What are you talking about? You were dating Jerry!”  Her eyes were looking everywhere but at me.  Typical reaction.  I'm the exact same person she was talking with a minute ago, yet suddenly I'm not to her.
 
   I took a deep calming breath, I had no reason to confide in her, but I felt I needed to defend myself for some reason.  Her opinion shouldn't matter to me.  I stated calmly, “I play on both sides of the fence.  I used to be quite the party girl when I was younger, and would hook up with any hottie, male or female.  But as I got older, I found that I leaned toward women more.  The past few years as thirty was approaching, I felt like I wanted more than the casual hookup.”
 
   “It took me a while to figure out that I was looking for a real relationship.  I want to build a family of my own before it is too late.  But the girls I hung out with, were younger and hadn't hit that stage in their life yet where they were looking for something more.  So I switched sides of the street again to see if I couldn't find someone who shared my dreams.”  I took another deep breath.
 
   I tried to get her to look back at me. “Then I found Jerry and thought my unlucky streak was over.  He said all the right things, and made me believe.”  A tear fell even though I didn't want to show any emotion right now.  What was so wrong with me that I can't find someone who really cares for me?  Jane McKay was almost that person but she was still too young at the time and was still into heavy partying.  If I had only waited just another year or two with her...
 
   I shook my head.  “So yeah, I'm gay or bi or whatever.  Stupid goddamn labels!  I'm the exact same person you were just talking with and having fun with a moment ago.  Now you can't even look at me.  Do you hate gay people that much?”
 
   She looked at me quickly then turned to meet my eyes again as she spoke, “I don't 'hate' gay people. It's just, I don't know... unnatural.  The choice you made.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Wait... first, the way you said dykes was pretty derogatory.  Second, you think that sexual orientation is a choice?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes, ready to defend herself. “Of course it is.”
 
   God I hate fighting.  I snorted. “Really?  Then can you pinpoint the exact moment in time that you made the choice to like men?  I hate labels but just when did you decide to be 'straight'?”
 
   She shook her head. “I didn't 'make the choice', I am straight.”
 
   I snapped back, “So you didn't 'choose' to be straight?  You just are?  Well guess what... it is exactly the same for me.  I never chose to be gay or bi, I just am.  It is the same goddamn thing.  Attraction is attraction, you don't choose.  It is society that puts pressures on people to be 'normal'.  Normal is a subjective thing.  But something that is universal is love.  You can't help who you are attracted to.”
 
   She opened her mouth to speak, I could see her thinking and she snapped her mouth back shut.  I asked, “So let me ask you this.  Are you one hundred percent sure you are totally 'straight'?”
 
   “Yes,” she snapped back.
 
   I nodded. “OK, now be one hundred percent truthful here... you were never curious in school or college?  Never kissed a girl?”
 
   She blushed a little. “I did make out with my roommate once, but it was just an experiment.  It didn't mean anything.”
 
   I nodded. “You ever see a hot actress in a movie and think, 'I'd do her even though I'm straight'? Most girls do.  It isn't anything to be ashamed of.”
 
   She paused then nodded still blushing.  I think she saw where I was going with this.  I said, “Well congratulations, according to society's definitions, you aren't one hundred percent straight.  Since a 'normal' 'straight' person would NEVER even entertain those thoughts.  Welcome to the bisexual world!  Guess that makes you one of those dykes, too.  Just something for you to think about.”  I was just being mean now and I knew it.  She had hurt me so I was hurting her back.  God, I hate myself sometimes.
 
   She creased her lips then retorted, “I've never wanted to be a man.  Doesn't like one of you want that in a gay relationship?”
 
   I sighed. “You think that gay women want to be men?  This it the type of misinformation being spread out there by ignorant people who need to be educated.  I simply LOVE being a woman.  And when I'm with a woman, I LOVE that she is a woman too!  What you are describing is transgender or transsexualism, which has absolutely nothing to do with sexual orientation.  That is a man or a woman who is stuck in a body of the wrong gender.  But even then, still not a choice.”
 
   She looked at me not knowing how to respond, but I saw her thinking hard.  Maybe I knocked a little sense into her.
 
   She looked to her pack nervously. “Maybe I should sleep in my own bag.”
 
   I squinted at her and tried to be calm, this was so frustrating. “Why?  You think I'm going to make a move on you?”
 
   Her silence was all the confirmation I needed.  God I hated misinformed bigotry more than true bigotry.  Why don't people stop to think before they speak?
 
   I took a deep calming breath so I didn't yell, then calmly asked, “Do you make a move on every guy you see since you are straight?”
 
   She again looked to be letting what I was asking sink in before she shook her head and said in a small voice, “No.”  She looked seriously in thought as her brow was slightly furrowed and her eyes looked distant.  I hope I'm educating her a little here.
 
   To her credit, she didn't leave the sleeping bag.  I took a deep cleansing breath to calm down then spoke, “I'm sorry.  I really hate fighting, and we were getting along so well before this.  Let's start over.”  I offered my hand to her. “Hello, I'm Roberta Valentine. I'm pleased to meet you.”
 
   I saw a lot bouncing around behind her eyes and could see she came to a decision a split second before she accepted my hand.  God, her hand is so soft and warm.  Then she said, “I'm sorry Roberta... Blake Reston.  It is very nice to meet you, too.”  I could see the apology in her eyes, she held onto my hand just a little bit longer to emphasize it.
 
   I smiled at her and said,  “Now that we have all that nonsense out of the way.  I can help you out with Crystal James and McKay Air Tours if you agree to only use them in the Highway 2 corridor and anything north of it, and don't encroach on the I90 corridor with them.”
 
   She looked shocked at the offer.  With a look that asked “Weren't we just fighting?” she tilted her head and then her melodic voice chimed out, “I'd really appreciate that.  So long as it doesn't get you into any trouble.”
 
   I snickered and contemplated on telling her I was Silent Bob... but we were just coming out of one fight, I didn't need to fuel another one.  I'd never see her again after tonight anyway, so I just said, “No, no trouble at all.   Hang on a minute.”
 
   I grabbed the satellite phone and checked the time, it was only seven PM.  Then I dialed Jane McKay on speakerphone.  I got a distracted “Hello?” from the other end.
 
   I responded quickly, “Hi, Jane!  This is Roberta Valentine, I hope I'm not interrupting you and Crystal.  I have Blake Reston with Reston Outfitters on the line here with me on speakerphone.”  I stressed my name and could tell she caught that when she refrained from calling me Silent Bob or Bobbi as our conversation progressed.  She was always such a smart woman.
 
   “Oh, hi, ROBERTA.  No, not interrupting... much...”  I heard the receiver get muffled by her hand and her saying, “Cryster, I can't concentrate.”  Then she was back loud and clear. “Is that wind I hear howling on your end?  You're still up on the mountain aren't you?”
 
   I laughed. “Yes... yes I am.  It's such a marvelous night to camp!”
 
   I heard Jane snort then she said, “What can I do for you tonight, Roberta?  You know I don't do blizzard airlifts.”  She snickered.  I saw Blake grinning at our antics.
 
   I stopped a snicker of my own as I continued, “What, and be taken away from all this nature? Perish the thought.  No, I was just calling in to, how does Crystal say it?  Call in a marker?”  This got almost hysterical laughing on the other end of the call.  I did snort this time.  Jane is always joking about Crystal's marker system.
 
   She manged to squeak out a couple words. “Please continue.”
 
   I grinned at Blake and said, “Well I was wondering if you two could help Blake out from time to time so long as she stays away from the I90 corridor and south.”
 
   She giggled again. “Oooooo... staying away from the dreaded Silent Bob's territory?”
 
   I almost started cracking up myself. “Dammit woman, don't get me laughing... I probably wouldn't be able to stop.  So?  Do this favor for me?”
 
   Jane stopped laughing instantly and got a little serious. “For you... anything.  Hey Blake, don't make me regret this, honor Roberta's terms and stay away from Silent Bob's turf and I can see us all being great business acquaintances.”
 
   Blake smiled as she said, “Thanks, Jane.  I have no intention of getting Roberta in trouble with Silent Bob.  She seems to have a lot of pull herself with friends like you.”
 
   I heard a muffled giggle on Jane's end again. God, I can imagine the fun she is having with this. Then Jane said, “OK.  Well ladies, if that is it, I have a crazy woman over here who demands some attention.  And Roberta, call me later to let me know what the hell is going on?”
 
   I smiled and winked at Blake. “Will do, Jane.  Bye!”  Jane said her goodbye and hung up.  I could imagine what that vixen of a wife of her's with her dual color eyes was doing to her just about now.
 
   I grinned like an idiot to the bemused looking brunette beside me and said, “Hmmm... I believe the two words I am searching for are 'taa' and 'daa'.  Yes, yes, those will do nicely.”  I ran my hands through my long ebony locks.
 
   Blake looked impressed and happy, and something else... like she was studying me.  Did she suspect?  Then she placed her hand on mine, heat spreading from the contact, and said, “Impressive.  I can't begin to tell you how much this will help out the mountain tour portion of my business.  You sure I can't entice you over to the dark side?”  You can entice me anytime.  Oh shit... my attraction to her is back!  I just smiled smugly and shook my head.
 
   We spent the rest of the evening listening to the howling wind, checking on the snow accumulation around the tent then chatting.  We fell back into that easy pattern of conversation, sharing everything about ourselves.  It was so easy for me to forget our earlier confrontation and enjoy her company.
 
   Finally around midnight, I switched off my lantern and we buried ourselves in the sleeping bag.  I listened to her breathing even out then silently cried for yet another failed relationship and let sleep slowly overtake me.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3 – Back to Town
 
   I awoke at 6:00am to the soft chiming of the satellite phone alarm I had set last night. With Blake lying half on top of me with her head on my chest and her arm around my waist, pinning me down.  She looked good, even with her hair messed up from sleep.  I could just lay here all day like this, she is so warm and... I shook those thoughts out of my head.  She had made it abundantly clear which side of the fence she treads on.
 
   There was no way to gracefully extract myself so I could start breakfast and take stock of the campsite.  So I looked at the ceiling of the tent in resignation, anticipating her reaction even though she was the one draped over me.  I gently shook her awake, speaking softly, “Blake.  Blake, I have to get breakfast started.  You have to move.”
 
   Her eyes fluttered lazily open and she yawned then looked up at me.  Her eyes went wide and she pulled her arm back and sat up quickly.  Before she could say anything awkward, I slid out of the sleeping bag, grabbing my coat and gloves and put them on quickly without a word.
 
   It was frigging frigid!  Normally I would have geared up inside the sleeping bag, but I wanted to distance myself from her no doubt accusing thoughts.
 
   I pulled up my hood then opened a tent flap and dug out the outside portion of the vented tent heater from the snow and used my striker on the burner below the 'hot box'.  Once it was lit, I connected the lantern battery to the blower fan.
 
   I took a moment to look around  It was still a little dark but the sky was starting to brighten.  It had stopped snowing sometime during the night, we must have gotten about six to eight inches of new snow.
 
   Then I went back inside the tent, not looking back as I dug through the provisions.  I spoke back over my shoulder holding up some tins, “Umm... baked beans and franks, and some kind of berry dessert?”  I heard a quiet grunt of agreement then opened the tent flap and jammed the windscreen into the snow and started up the camp stove again, placing the tins on the burner before retreating back into the tent.
 
   I grabbed the radio and turned it on.  “Roberta Valentine to Homeplate.”
 
   The radio crackled and Remmy's crushed granite voice grated out.  “Yeah Roberta, we read ya. Now get yer ass home so I can go get some sleep.”
 
   I smiled to myself. “You stayed all night didn't you?”
 
   He gruffed. “No, I just happened to get in a little early today.  Don't flatter yourself.  And if I weren't here, none of these lazy people here would answer your check in.  As infuriatingly impetuous as you are, I know you will never miss a check in, so I thought I should be here when you did.  Now check in when you're heading home and I'll do the same.”
 
   I shook my head with a smile. “Aw, you worry about me.  I love you too, grumpy.  Roberta Valentine out.”
 
   I shut off the radio and turned to reorganize my gear, then sat down near the tent flap.  I finally glanced back at Blake, she seemed to be studying me intently.
 
   She took a deep breath and spoke finally, “Sorry if I made you uncomfortable.  I kind of latch on to things when I sleep.”  She blushed a little, which looked particularly attractive on her face.
 
   I looked back to my gear to organize it... again... as I spoke,  “I wasn't uncomfortable. I just don't want you thinking it was me.  I have no intention of making a move on you.”
 
   She was quiet for a long uncomfortable minute then she suddenly blurted out. “Why?  Don't you find me attractive?  Is it the damn leg brace?  All I seem to attract are losers... apparently not even lesbians are interested.”
 
   I turned to her, I was a little shocked at this show of insecurity from a woman who goes stomping around in blizzards on a mountain at night.  Though I do understand, I'm sort of feeling the same way after this fiasco with Jerry.  I spoke, “Umm... who said I didn't find you attractive?  What the hell would your leg brace have to do with anything?”  I know I was blushing now so I quickly moved to the flap again and unzipped it and grabbed the tins from the stove and set them in the snow, then disassembled the stove and windscreen.  I brought it all inside.
 
   I packed everything up and then set the food in front of her and handed her a fork, not meeting her eyes.  We sat in silence for a bit, picking at the food and sipping from our water bottles.  She spoke quietly, “Sorry.  The Jerry thing just has me a little off.  You're just the first person that hasn't asked me about the brace.  I thought maybe you found it...  never mind, I don't know what I thought.”
 
   I shrugged. “It's just another piece of gear.  If you couldn't handle it, you wouldn't be out here with it.  Nothing to ask about, nothing to tell.”  I couldn't give a crap one way or the other about it.  It didn't seem to slow her down any, and if she wanted to share anything about it, then she would.  I risked glancing at her, she was still studying me.
 
   It was getting hot in the tent...  I took my jacket off, it had to be like fifty or fifty five degrees inside now but not getting any warmer, that seemed to be the limit of that damn little heater.  It does a good job in a confined space.  It was eighteen degrees outside when I checked my weather station as I cranked up that heater.
 
   She cleared her throat then she spoke much steadier, more into the air than to me, “I took a fall doing some free climbing a couple years back.  Messed up my knee a bit, only need the brace if I'm hiking or on my feet for extended periods.  Stops the leg from twisting...”
 
   Then she trailed off and her voice raised a bit. “Good God it's warm in here!”  She pulled herself out of the sleeping bag and sat on top of it to continue eating.  She looked over to the silver collapsible vent hose sticking into the tent.  Then looked to me. “You had that last night and you let us freeze before we warmed up in the bag?”  Her eyes were twinkling in mirth and a crooked smile was on her face.
 
   I laughed a little at her then said, “I think they are cheating... I mean hey, if you want heated rooms and comfort, stay in a goddamn hotel.  This is camping!  I'm just testing it out so I'm not talking out of my ass when we sell them to our clientele.”  I finished with a toothy grin.  She rolled her eyes and shoveled some “raspberry surprise” into her mouth with her fork.  Why are all these fruit desserts a surprise when they print them right on the ration pack?
 
   With all the awkwardness out of the way, we fell back into our comfortable conversations about everything and anything as I packed everything up.  I grabbed my coat. “Ready?”
 
   She grinned and we geared back up.  After stacking all my gear and disassembling the tent and rolling up the ground barrier, I stood up and stretched out my back a bit.  Blake was looking at my gear then at me.  She finally spoke, “Ummm... just how the hell did you pack all that up here with you?”
 
   I couldn't help the smile that crept up on my face, I'm sure it looked as though I was being all secretive as I tiled my head and nodded in the direction of two nearby snow mounds.  I walked over and grabbed under the snow then pulled a corner of one of the traps up, retrieving my snow anchor and revealed the cargo sled.
 
   She again rolled her eyes playfully at me with a silly grin on her face.  “OK.  Not to sound like a broken record, but... you had a  snowmobile and you let us freeze in a tent last night?”  She chuckled a little as I waggled my eyebrows.
 
   We dusted as much snow as we could off the tarps then retrieved the anchors and pulling the tarps up, allowing the rest of the snow to slide off.  She joked around as she helped me fold the traps and stow them in the cargo sled.
 
   Then I turned to her. “So, Blake.  Hitch a ride with me or you going to hike out?”
 
   She threw her pack onto the sled and secured it, shooting me a sly smile. “Lazy.  Remember?”
 
   We laughed as we mounted up on the snowmobile.  I had the radio out and turned it on. “Roberta Valentine to Homeplate.”
 
   Remmy replied instantly, “We read ya, Roberta.  Took your goddamn time.”
 
   I heard Blake snort behind me, I tried hard not to laugh as I replied, “Hey, I'm plus one remember?  Just checking in to let you know we are on our way in.  See you in a few.”
 
   He growled back, “OK.  See you then.  You're such a pain you know that?”
 
   I snickered. “Love you, too.  Roberta Valentine out.”
 
   I looked back to a thoroughly amused Blake.  I couldn't help but smile.  “What?”
 
   She shook her head. “You are pretty religious about the check in thing aren't you?”
 
   I shrugged. “Safety is key when you are out alone.  This is something my uncle pounded into me as I grew up before I lost him.  The other thing was 'never climb alone', so one out of two ain't too bad.”
 
   She nodded. “Well, he'd certainly be proud.  I know I should do the same, but I have the bad habit of wandering around on mountains alone without telling anyone.”
 
   I fired up the snowmobile and handed her some goggles as I donned mine.  She wrapped her arms tightly around my waist and we were off, rocketing down the mountain.  With the fresh snow covering the ground, it was a good thing I knew this mountain like I knew my own home as the trails were totally obscured.
 
   As we were reaching the base of the mountain, the sun was peeking over the mountain tops and I slowed to a stop and looked back to her, “Where are you parked, Blake?”
 
   She leaned in, nudging her head toward the park entrance.  “Down at the main gates.”
 
   I nodded and started us moving again.  There was a Land Cruiser covered in snow in an otherwise empty lot so I brought us right up to it.  It had only snowed around three inches down here.
 
   We had ourselves a nice little snowball fight as we cleared her car of snow.  Laughing and ducking.  Then she got in and started it up and then got back out to lean against the car as it warmed up.  She locked her green eyes on my brown eyes. “So, thanks for the hospitality and the ride down, Ro.  I really had fun.  Sorry for all the drama and my... ummm... other shortcomings.”
 
   I tried hard not to grin at the nickname... I'd never heard that one before.  I think I like it.  “No worries.  I really enjoy talking with you.  It's easy.  Like we are old friends.”
 
   She nodded in agreement and handed me her cell. “Digits.”  Then she added a grin, “One day I'll convince you to turn to the dark side.  Until then I'll be bugging you for coffee and the like.”
 
   I took off a glove and keyed in my number as I laughed at her. “Never gonna happen.”  Then I handed her phone back.  “That will ring my cell and the satellite phone.”
 
   She squinted an eye and crinkled her nose comically at me as she pressed dial.  Moments later the satellite phone in my pack on the sled started ringing.  She hung up and laughed. “Just checking to make sure you weren’t giving me a fake number as a brush off to a competitor.”
 
   I laughed out loud at her twinkling eyes.  God they were entrancing... “Even if I did... I'm pretty sure you might know where I work.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow. “For now.” Then she wiggled her eyebrows.  We both laughed at her antics.
 
   Hmm, I better... I opened my mouth to tell her that I was Silent Bob before we became closer friends and it became more awkward.  But I chickened out.  I didn't want to cause a conflict now as we were parting ways.  I'll tell her later... on the phone.  Coward!
 
   “Well goodbye, Blake. It was a true pleasure meeting you.  I'm going to go home and get good and drunk and nurse my broken heart over Jerry.  You have a wonderful day.”
 
   She frowned, I'm sure it was from being reminded of Jerry.  She put on a brave smile. “It was great getting to know you too, Ro.  See ya later?”
 
   I nodded and we hugged quickly.  Then I watched as she got into her car and drove off in the snow, her Land Cruiser having no problems with it.
 
   I was in a good mood.  I hopped on the snowmobile and put on my goggles and made my way to my place of business the back way through the trees, singing to myself the whole way.  I approached the rustic lodge that was home to Silent Bob's Cascade Experience.  I love that place.  I've worked there since I was twelve and it's been home to me since I was fifteen, and now it is mine.
 
   Set into the mountainside, the heavy timbers of the log cabin construction and the giant raised porch that wrapped around the entire structure gave it the perfect look for an outdoor outfitters.  The lower level below the porch, facing front is the retail area.  The offices, great room and a little coffee shop are on the porch level and my living quarters are on the top level.  I had to smile when I saw it again, there are nothing but good memories here.
 
   Vernon Phearson, my big burly handyman, saw me coming and opened the bay door beside the retail space and I pulled right into the shop area with all of our other vehicles.  Vernon closed the door and just started unloading the sled without saying a word.
 
   I exchanged smiles with the furry looking mountain man who looks like he could snap a tree in half with his bare hands.  I took off my coat and gloves and retrieved my pack.  I'm sure Vernon is in his mid fifties but he looks as old as Remmy with his grizzled gray beard.
 
   I climbed the stairway in the shop to the second level and popped through to the main office back door.  I almost snorted at the look Remmy was giving me as he growled,  “Bout damn time you decided to grace us with your presence.  I'm going to go get some shuteye now.  You owe me a story about what the hell went on up in the mountain with that Reston girl.”
 
   He stood and grabbed his coat and started for the door.  Stopping to give me a quick hug, making sure Ramona, one of our sales people who was grabbing some gear catalogs from the shelves, didn't see.  I grinned at him, heaven forbid if anyone ever caught him being nice.  “Love you too, Remmy.”
 
   He just grunted in response as he left to go home... and by home I mean the little old worker's cabin off to the side of the property that he shares with Vernon.  He has lived there since the day he started working for my uncle.  Minimum wage plus room and board is all that man would ever accept from either of us.  My uncle and I both make sure he has full access to all the vehicles, gear and anything else he needs.  He's more family than a worker to me.
 
   Vernon took the second room in the little cabin last year, though he pays heavily discounted rent deducted from his paycheck.  And good golly if his Christmas bonus last year wasn't the exact same amount as his rent for the few months he had worked with us.  This year's Christmas bonus will be the same.  It is my own private conspiracy.
 
   I found him through Sandra, one of Jane's friends.  Well Jane treats her more like a little sister than a friend even though they are the same age.  Sandra is adept at finding hard workers who have fallen on hard times, she has to be one of the most genuinely nice people that I know.  Jane is extremely protective over her since Sandra is pretty naive and gullible, but has a heart of gold.
 
   Vernon is retired military who has a bad case of PTSD and was living on the streets in Seattle, even though his son keeps trying to get him to live with him.  He can fix anything and is a very hard worker who pitches in wherever it is needed.  He doesn't need to speak with anyone except the other workers here... he has a severe aversion to people that he does not know.
 
   I tried to give Vernon the same lodging deal as Remmy but he, “Won't take no charity, I can work!” I gave him his pride and we came to an accord.  Kimi tells me that Vernon's son, Tim, up in Snoqualmie is just as handy as he is.
 
   I glanced over to the tiny Ramona and gave her a quick smile when she looked over, her flawless chocolate skin and her graceful feminine curves always make me jealous.  She returned the smile and said, “Welcome home, boss.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Thanks, and for the twenty seven millionth time Ram, call me Bobbi.  I keep looking for Uncle Stu when you call me that.”
 
   She nodded innocently as she walked out the office door to go back down to the retail area below. “Sure thing, boss.  Whatever you say.”  I swear I heard the girl laugh at her own teasing.  I don't know what possessed me to hire that twenty year old girl, she's damn cute and can get me flustered with a smile and she knows it.  Oh... now I remember, she outsells both of my other salesmen two to one and is very close to rivaling my own sales.
 
   I'm sure I stunk to high heaven, being out two days on the mountain.  So I exited the office and walked behind the counter of the coffee shop and snagged a black coffee before walking up the rustic grand staircase to my living quarters.  I unlocked the door and walked into the huge apartment.
 
   I always feel a little odd having almost two thousand square feet all to myself.  The huge, with a capital H, main room with it's sunken rustic seating area around a huge freestanding stone fireplace. The two huge bedrooms with walk in closets and private bathrooms.  The guest bathroom.  Then the giant kitchen/dining room/breakfast nook multi-purpose room.  The huge veranda with its breathtaking views of the mountains and Issaquah below has always been my favorite thing about this level of the lodge.
 
   Once I finished my coffee, I made my way to my bathroom for a long hot bath in my jetted tub.  A girl has to spoil herself sometime.  I cried for a few minutes over my failed relationship with Jerry.  Just another to add to the long string of disappointments.  After a while my thoughts drifted to the time I spent with Blake.  I caught myself smiling.  So I grabbed my iPad off the ledge beside the tub and pulled up the Reston Outfitters web page.  Hmmm... she could use a lot of work on this.
 
   It looked like a templated eCommerce site with virtually no functionality beyond simple sales. There was no way to book guided experiences other than a lame 'contact us' form.  She probably paid some cut rate webmaster wannabee way too much for this.  I made a mental note to hook her up with the woman we use, she's a wizard online and funnier than hell.
 
   Once I was cleaned up and in some fresh clothes, I made my way down to the retail space.  It was pretty busy, well with Thanksgiving over with last week, it is the holiday season, time to pull out the sleighs.  Hardcore hunters and people shopping gifts for the outdoors people in their family, and the businesses and families that are wanting to book holiday Cascade experiences were everywhere in the store.
 
   It still shocks me the turnaround of the company after I became Uncle Stewart's silent partner all those years ago.  Just by adding a few legs on our stool by offering guided tours, dream mountain experiences and the like have transformed Silent Bob's into a destination.  At the rate we are growing, I'm entertaining on the possibility of a second location soon.
 
   I was originally thinking north to the Highway 2 corridor, but I think I quite like Blake being there now.  It is nice to have some intelligent competition.  So maybe just expanding the I90 corridor to the east slope.  Maybe the Roslyn or the Cle Elum area.  Cle Elum would have better access to the freeway and visible signage from the I90 without having to rent billboard space.
 
   I was knocked out of my thinking as I was about to help out a regular customer, Albert, when my cell started dancing in my back pocket.  I grabbed it and couldn't stop my grin when I saw Blake's name blazing away on it.  I excused myself from Albert for a moment and walked into the stockroom behind the ammo counter before answering.  “Your website sucks you know that?”
 
   This got a laugh out of her. “Well hello to you too Ro.”
 
   I laughed. “What, I'm serious.  Looks like some kid made it based off of an old eCommerce template.  I sure hope you didn't pay much for it.  There's no way to shop for basic tour packages nor a decent online quoting system.  I'd fire his ass and get a real webmaster.  I could hook you up with ours if you want.”
 
   She chuckled again.  “Well, since I did it myself WITH an old eCommerce template, I don't think I'm gonna fire me.  The prices some of these companies wanted to set up a custom site were ridiculous.  I mean, twenty five to forty k for a site like yours is insane. That's like my advertising budget for almost a year!  Another reason for me to get you away from that ass Bob, with him flaunting his money like that and such.”
 
   I snorted, I really had to tell her I was Silent Bob.  This really wouldn't be a good time since she has her mad on again.  I grinned to myself as I said, “Well we paid a fraction of that to a girl who Crystal James knew, Reese Qualls.  I could put a word in for you, I'm sure I could get you the same rate so long as you don't advertise your services on it for tours or guide services in the I90 corridor on the website.  A decent web presence increased our 'Cascade Experience' portion of our business three fold and our online retail sales eclipsed our traditional sales in the store last year.”
 
   She was quiet for a minute. “Isn't this type of thing going to get you in trouble with the old codger?”
 
   I shook my head.  “Not at all.  Besides healthy competition is great.  Silent Bob's is going to be expanding soon, we have more business than we can deal with right now.”
 
   She snorted. “Is that the warning shot across my bow?”
 
   This lady is funny!  “Not at all.  Since you have the Highway 2 corridor with Icicle Creek and Leavenworth, we'll be cresting the mountain and take the I90 east slope corridor.  We've even decided instead of turning down tours in your area like we normally do, we'll just refer them to you.  We've never had any decent people to refer them to until you arrived.  We'd appreciate the same in return.”
 
   She sounded a little more serious suddenly. “A bribe to keep me away from the I90 corridor?”
 
   I sighed, “Not at all.  We welcome anyone who thinks they can take business from us here.  Many have tried, and many have failed.  I only suggest that any help I personally give you is for your territory only.  It would be working against my own interests if my help was to have a direct negative impact to Silent Bob's.”
 
   She still sounded a little cautious. “OK.  We can talk about it later.  Then when I finally steal you away, I'll mine your brain for gold.”
 
   I chuckled.  “Fair enough, if you don't mind not getting mining rights until the end of time that is. So... anyway, hello Blakester, to what do I owe the pleasure of your call?”
 
   She snickered. “Sure Ro, just shut me down THEN say hi.  I feel so under appreciated.  I was just seeing if you had today off or if Bob was letting you out of the cage this afternoon to go to the Winter Sportsman Show in the Seattle at the Washington State Convention Center.”
 
   I nodded to myself. “I'm at work now, but I was already planning on attending.”
 
   She sounded happy. “Cool.  Want to go together?  Then at least I'll know one person there.  I hope to God Jerry doesn't show up.  I'm at my place in Seattle, playing hookey today, my staff can handle things.  I can pick you up at Silent Bob's at noon if you want, or we can just meet there.”
 
   Why was my heart racing.  I know it is just as friends, but I like being around her.  “Sure, come get me.  Maybe we can grab a bite to eat along the way.”
 
   She responded cutely. “Kay... see ya around noon Ro.”
 
   I smiled at that.  “OK, bye Blakester.”
 
   I went back out to Albert with a smile on my face.
 
   Ramona cornered me after Albert left.  “Spill boss.  You were all red eyed earlier then you get a phone call and you are nothing but smiles.  It's the kind of smile I wear when Derick is around.”
 
   I sighed, nothing gets past this girl.  I wound up spilling my guts about Jerry the snake.  She gave me a “told you so” look.  But refrained from prying into who was on the phone with me.  I'm sure she'll grill me later when we are closing up the shop tonight.  But there is nothing to tell, Blake is just a competitor and a friend.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4 – A Competitor and a Friend
 
   Right at noon, Blake came walking through the main door wearing dark sunglasses and holding a little crucifix in front of her dramatically.  Remmy had already returned to work by then and looked up at her and grunted, then went into the back room to grab some gear for the customer he was helping.
 
   She saw me and laughed then lowered the crucifix as she walked up to me, creaking and clacking.  She grinned toward the back room then down to the cross in her hand.  “What do you know.  It works!”
 
   I snorted and then looked off to the side to Ramona and nodded then pointed at the door, indicating I was leaving.  She shot back a little wave and a huge smile, showing her startlingly white teeth when she saw I was leaving with a girl.  Then I just looped my arm in Blake's and dragged her quickly outside. “I better get you out of here before you burst into flames.”
 
   She rolled her eyes in amusement, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth, then gestured toward her car.  “Your chariot, madame.”
 
   It was my turn to roll my eyes in fun. “It's a good thing I like you.  Otherwise I'd have you committed.  Nobody would blame me if they spent just five minutes with you.”
 
   She grinned and we mounted up into her car.  Then she got a little quiet and looked back toward the lodge then lowered her eyes a bit and said softly, “She's... really pretty.  You two... getting together now that Jerry is out of the picture?  I saw her give you the biggest smile just then.”
 
   I was confused for a second then couldn't stop myself from laughing long and hard.  I composed myself.  “Oh goodness no.  Ramona is like barely out of her teens.  I'm no cradle robber, no matter how tempting her chocolate skin is.  And her boyfriend is simply gorgeous!  No, I think she thought you and I have something going.  She hated Jerry from the beginning and wants me to start dating 'respectable' people.”
 
   This got a smile from her as she started the car and we were off to Seattle.  We made smalltalk for the short ride into the city, breaking into the comfortable cadence we had on the mountain.  The topics were fluid as we learned more about each other.  I could already feel our friendship solidifying.  I could talk with this woman forever.  Now if I could just find either a gay or a male version of her then I'd be set!
 
   We wound up at Pike Place Market for lunch and I introduced her to the culinary masterpieces at The Pike bakery.  The sandwiches were beyond amazing on their fresh baked bread.  We both reached for the check at the same time, her hand landing on top of mine.  I reveled in the warmth of the contact for an instant then pulled my hand quickly away with the check, avoiding her eyes.  Damn was it hot in there.
 
   I glanced over at her as I dropped some cash on the table with a generous tip.  She seemed to be studying me.  She looked a little angry... or hurt?  Damn, did I make it look like I didn't like being touched by her?  The exact opposite is true.
 
   I grinned as I stood. “My treat, you're the one driving us around.”
 
   Her smile returned as we left the bakery.  She looked over at me.  “So, walk or drive over to the convention center?”
 
   I thought for a second, we were only a few blocks away.  “Best walk it, parking will be next to impossible there.”
 
   She nodded and we went back into our banter mode, trading sarcastic barbs and enjoying each others company.  I had already tuned out the creaking and clacking of her brace.
 
   She wound up getting the information for our webmaster and I reminded her not to post tours in the I90 corridor to which I got a playful “Yes, mother!”
 
   Once we arrived and looked around, it wound up being much busier than last year.  We noticed a booth for Granite Ridge tents, which we avoided like the plague.
 
   When we got to the Negative Zero Climbing Gear booth, I pulled Blake over.  They were based in Switzerland and had just got distribution in the United States.  People were raving about them and I had just secured a contract with them last week.  I was wondering if Richard, the distribution rep for the Pacific Northwest was at the booth.  It would be nice to put a face to the name since all of our dealings were online via email.
 
   Sure enough, a fifty-ish looking man with dark frosted hair, appropriately dressed in mountain gear was one of the three people there showing off their new camelots and other climbing protection.  On his chest was a name tag proudly stating that he was Richard Vega, sales manager for the Pacific Northwest territory.
 
   He glanced over at us and saw I was approaching so he turned to greet us.  I put my hand out.  “Hi, Richard.  Roberta Valentine with Silent Bob's, and this here is Blake Reston from Reston Outfitters.”
 
   He looked a little shocked, probably because we were there together and not ripping each others faces off.  Then he smiled and shook both of our hands.  “It is a pleasure to finally meet both of you face to face.  Miss Valentine, your reputation makes you sound... ummm... bigger.”
 
   Blake snickered with a Cheshire cat grin. “Yeah, but the little runt carries a lot of clout.”  I rewarded her with a slap to her arm.  This did nothing to dim her frigging smile.  I bit the inside of my cheek to hold back a smile of my own.
 
   Blake then got a little serious. “Since we are here, I'm still waiting on the contract so I can start offering your wares in my shop.  We are waiting to place our first stock order.”
 
   He started looking a little nervous. “Not a problem, Miss Reston.  I haven't emailed it out yet.  There was just a problem at headquarters about overlapping territories.  We are getting it all straightened out.”
 
   She looked at him, squinting a little. “Overlapping?  Overlapping with who?”
 
   He glanced over at me then to her and proceeded cautiously. “Ummm... with Silent Bob's Cascade Experience.”
 
   She sucked in a breath and her face was red. “Goddammit!  That bastard!  He's just got to lock up everything!”
 
   I held up my hand between them and Blake started pacing. “Richard, I can personally attest that Silent Bob's and Reston Outfitters territory will not overlap for Negative Zero Climbing Gear.  Silent Bob's will not sell outside of the I90 corridor, except online.  The only possible overlap would be city-folk driving up to buy from us.  But that is true with any territory.  Blake here is in the Highway 2 corridor.  So this is a win win for your company.”
 
   He looked over at a fuming Blake who looked like she was chewing nails. “Is this true?”  She just looked at me then at him and grudgingly nodded her head, calming a little.  He smiled at this. “Then there is nothing to clear at headquarters, we'll have the contract to you by this afternoon.”  He was sending a text message on his phone as he said this, most likely telling his office.
 
   I could see her fighting a little smile creeping up at the corners of her lips.  “OK.  I look forward to it.  Standard fifty percent discount for US accounts as discussed, correct?”
 
   My breath caught as Richard paled, glancing at me.  Ah-ha!  That's why he was so nervous with the two of us being here together!  I glanced at Blake with a little smirk then back to Richard.  “Ummm... fifty percent?   But you are giving Silent Bob's sixty, Richard.  What's with this 'standard discount' crap?”  I quirked an eyebrow.
 
   He cleared his throat before Blake could snap at him in new-found fury.  “It is because of your demand in the Seattle area, you are the bigger presence.”
 
   Blake opened her mouth, I could see the anger in her eyes, I spoke before she could, “Richard, either you extend the same discount to Reston Outfitters that you are giving Silent Bob's or we pull your line.  That will effectively kill your sales in the Seattle area in both the I90 and Highway 2 corridors.  Seattle basically won't exist for you.  Is this really what you want?”
 
   Blake needed to say something, I could see that she wanted to explode but I was diffusing everything and creating a great opportunity for her benefit.  So she finally just comically added, “Yeah!  What she said!”
 
   Richard spoke quietly, looking around,  “You wouldn't.  That would cripple distribution in the Northwest, everyone knows that Silent Bob's is THE outdoor outfitter for the area.
 
   I shrugged.  He slumped his shoulders a little in defeat, I could see the anger swirling around in his eyes.  I knew that a bigger discount to Blake meant a smaller commission for him.  So I just smiled sweetly and innocently at him.
 
   He sighed.  “OK.  I'll have a modified contract sent today.  But!”  He looked directly at Blake. “If corporate sees any sales overlap, we pull your territory.”  He tried to save face with that ultimatum.
 
   She smiled a toothy smile... like an alligator.  “There won't be.  It has been a pleasure doing business with you, Richard.”
 
   He just shook his head and walked away from both of us without a goodbye to talk with anyone else he could find.  I held back my laugh and linked our arms and dragged her across the aisle to where we were out of earshot and we both started cracking up.
 
   I looked up at her.  “I hate it when they play those kind of damn games.”
 
   She got suddenly serious with a concerned look on her face as she looked down at me.  “You keep helping me out, Ro.  You were amazing.  Just the few things you have done have already helped my business.  Why?  I seriously don't want you getting in any trouble or overstepping your authority at Silent Bob's.  But at the same time, I'm also seeing you almost single-handedly creating two distinct territories between our companies now while making each one stronger in our own regions.”
 
   I smiled softly back.  “We're friends aren't we, Blakester?  That's what friends do, they help each other and prevent people from taking advantage.  Besides I have carte blanche when it comes to policy at Silent Bob's.”
 
   She shook her head. “The old codger won't get mad that you are helping the enemy?”
 
   I laughed, and shook my head back. “Believe me when I say, there will be no problems and nobody will say a thing.”
 
   She squinted her eyes, locking onto mine and trying to read something in me.  Finally she gave up and just smiled and gave me a hug that I quickly pulled out of.  OK Bobbi, breathe!  She really has to stop doing little things like that.  Dang I know it is just innocent to her, but now it's getting hot for me in here too.  Doesn't she know what all these innocent touches are doing to me?  I glanced up and she was looking away from me.
 
   I made a few more business contacts and we attended a couple talks about advancements in cold weather gear.  It was not boring as normal, Blake kept me entertained with her sarcastic barbs.
 
   Afterward, we exited into the dark in the late afternoon.  It certainly gets dark early in the winter I mused as we just walked around downtown for a while talking about anything but work.
 
   I found myself comparing how easy it is to speak with her to how it was with Jane... to my own shock, I actually found it easier with Blake.  I sighed in a little bit of a funk, too bad it is just a friendship.  But then I cheered myself up knowing that I can already tell that she is going to be a good friend to have.
 
   I looked at the time on my cell, it was almost six o’clock.  I turned to her. “As much fun as we are having, I'm afraid I have to pull it up short.  I gotta go lock up the shop Blakester.”
 
   She nodded, was that disappointment in her eyes too?  “OK.  Let's get saddled up.  Just tell the old codger it is my fault if you are late.  Then you won't get in any trouble, I didn't mean to keep you so long.  Then maybe I'll get my death-match with him!”  She grinned like a madwoman at that and I couldn't help but snort as I slapped her arm again.
 
   On the drive back tot he lodge, we joked around and again avoided any shop talk and just concentrated on learning more about each other.
 
   Then she pulled us up in front of Silent Bob's right by the door.  I really loved the look of the place in the winter, it looked like it was growing out of the snow.  I looked over at Blake's grinning face. Dang, the shadows cast by the parking lot lights on the angles of her face just make her look more exotic.
 
   I smiled back and said, “Thanks, Blakester, this was a fun day.  Call me and we can do coffee or lunch sometime, it is fun speaking with you.”
 
   She nodded as I opened the door.  “Definitely.  See ya later, Ro.”  I got out and shut the door and gave a little wave as she pulled off with a smile on her face.  I noticed Vernon on a ladder replacing a spotlight under the porch. 
 
   I turned and I looked up to the office window to see Remmy and Ramona looking down as I trudged along the nicely shoveled walkway.  They quickly moved away from the window.  I snickered as I walked into the retail space.  I mentally braced myself for the impending Spanish Inquisition from them tonight.
 
   I looked at the rustic clock over the ammo counter, closing time!  The staff efficiently started the cleanup, locking the doors and turning off the lights, leaving the overhead night lights running as they finished up.  I really love my workers.
 
   I grinned at the stairs.  Might as well get it over with.  I marched up to the office and Ramona was counting the tills and Remmy was in his seat in the corner, reading some hunting magazine.  They were both trying to act innocent and failing miserably.
 
   I shook my head in amusement and decided to have a little fun.  “OK, you two.  I'm beat.  I'm heading up to my room, I'm sure you are fine closing up without me.”
 
   I turned to walk out, trying to fight the smile on my face as Remmy grunted and Ramona chirped out, “Oh no you don't, boss.  Spill!”
 
   I turned back and grinned at the two who were looking at me expectantly.  I feigned innocence.  “I don't know what you mean.”
 
   Ramona sputtered. “Don't play all innocent with us, lady!  You finally dump asshat then you take off all day with that slightly crazy, cross carrying Miss Hottie McHot-Hot amazon.”  Remmy nodded once to reinforce Ramona's twittering.
 
   I snorted.  “Well, if you two really have to know.  That was Blake Reston of Reston Outfitters.  We just went to the Winter Sportsman Show together to scope out the new offerings this year.  We're becoming friends.”
 
   Ramona rolled her eyes. “Lies!  I saw the smile you were giving her, boss.”
 
   I shook my head a little sadly.  “No.  Unfortunately she's a bit homophobic.  I'm surprised she's even OK with talking with me.  But she's so damn easy to speak with.”
 
   Remmy squinted his eyes and Ramona shook her head. “Don't be too sure of that.  She had one of those goofy smiles on her face too.”
 
   Really?  No.  I wish Ram wouldn't toy with me like this.  “No, she definitely doesn't swing my way. And I'm not about to ruin the friendship we are building by speculating things like that.  Things are already too complex as they are.”
 
   This piqued their curiosity as I saw both their eyebrows raise.  The dark sales girl tilted her head and asked, “Complex?”
 
   I lowered my head, and spoke quietly, “Weeeeell, she really doesn't know I'm Silent Bob yet.  She kind of has a hate on for 'him' and I haven't found the right time to tell her yet.  Every time I'm about to, something pops up that makes her rant about Silent Bob again.  I don't want to ruin our developing friendship.”
 
   Remmy finally spoke up, his voice was like granite scraping on granite.  “Damn it, Bobbi!  You better tell her.  The longer you wait, the worse it will be.”
 
   I nodded. “I know.  I'm just a coward.  I really like her and I know she's going to blow up when I tell her.  I'm just waiting for the right moment, when she's not already fuming over 'him'.  I think she thinks you are Silent Bob Remmy.”
 
   I cringed as I got his rebuttal.  “And you're just letting me be the villain.  Tell her, Bobbi.”  Ramona nodded in agreement.
 
   I slumped my shoulders.  “I know, I know.  I'll tell her next time I see her, if there is a next time.  I should just fire the both of you then I wouldn't have to tell her.”
 
   They both looked amused.  Ramona stuck out her tongue then spoke up.  “Like you could get rid of us even if you did that.”
 
   I grinned at them.  “Well, poo.  I can't even threaten people in my own office.”  This got laughter from the two traitorous people.  We dropped it and went about closing up for the night.  I thought about the talk.  I really did need to tell her, what am I so afraid of?
 
   - - -
 
   Well, being the coward I am, I didn't tell her the next few times we did things with each other.  She just seems to have this perpetual hate on for 'Bob'.  Ramona and Remmy keep giving me the stink-eye.  I had even called Jane to fill her in the other day and I swear I could feel her giving me the stink-eye as well.  I will!  I will tell her!
 
   Over the next couple weeks, we saw each other almost every day after work and did some hiking on the weekends.  We progressed from coffee and lunches, to clothes shopping and watching videos at her place.  I have yet to invite her to my place... as soon as I tell her who I am then I will.
 
   The innocent touches and glances are killing me.  What is worse is that each night she either hugs me or kisses me goodbye on the cheek.  I pull away quickly each time.  How I long to just stay there and soak in the contact.  But our friendship has solidified, I won't ruin that by being stupid.
 
   We've become best friends like we have known each other forever and I can't remember a time she wasn't on the other end of the phone to chat with or vent to.  Sometimes it confuses me when she looks at me... like it is something more than friendship.  But just as quickly, the look disappears.  I know it is just wishful thinking.
 
   But the thing that possibly hurt the most, was the time I was alone with her on an exploratory jaunt into the mountain to search out new routes and optimize new experiences for our clients.  Being in that tent with her beside me, breathing her scent, was making me a madwoman.  But we were drawn closer than ever.  If I couldn't have her the way I dreamed of, then I could have her as my best friend.
 
   Her business was really taking off now that her website is modernized.  I have fed her contacts to people who could help her out or give her discounted supplies and services, as long as she stays away from the I90 corridor of course.
 
   I shared the idea of Silent Bob's expanding to Cle Elum, she believes it is a good move even if the business would be lighter on the east slope.  She is ideally situated with her major territory being the Leavenworth area over the crest, so she commands the entire Highway 2 corridor on both slopes.
 
   It was Friday night, we had just finished closing and I was back in my room, smiling and thinking about the last couple weeks when my phone started buzzing.  I picked it up from one of the side tables of the sunken seating area I was sitting in, reading on my iPad, and looked at the screen and smiled.
 
   I answered it.  “I found a great distributor for rain gear that can save both of us almost ten percent over our current discounts.  I'm sending the info now.”
 
   Blake snorted on the other end of the line.  “Can't you ever just say hello like a normal person?”
 
   I grinned.  “Where would the fun be in that?  I like to keep you off guard.”
 
   I could imagine her shaking her head with a smile as she said, “Well, Ro.  I thought about it.  You are right, we need to get ourselves back in circulation.  Lets go out dancing tonight.  Maybe we can find our dream guys tonight... ummm... or... you know, a girl if that's what you are looking for.  Where do you suggest?”
 
   My smile left my face, I'm glad she couldn't see me.  She apparently still has a problem with that part of my life.  I took a deep breath and tried to stay chipper.  “Well, Blakester, first, hello.  Second, my normal stomping ground would probably make you nervous.  So how about a good compromise. The Steam Plant Club is a pretty open place no matter your orientation.  Except that one hate crime against Mia Jacobs a few years back before she got famous for her art.  They always have awesome live cover bands.  We can see if we can't hook up with a couple nice guys there.”
 
   “Hate crime?”  She echoed.
 
   I took a deep breath at the memory.  “Yeah.  It seems that some bigots didn't like the fact that Miss Jacobs and one of her friends were lesbians.  She had done nothing to them except simply exist, yet they almost beat her to death in the parking lot as she tried to protect her friend.”
 
   The line was silent.  I spoke quickly, I'm an idiot, I should have just brushed off the question.  I don't want her to think I group her in with people like that.  “But that's all in the past.  Let's have some fun tonight, lady!  I'll get ready and I'll pick you up at your place in like an hour.”
 
   She spoke again.  “OK!  See ya in a few, Ro!”  I sighed in relief, she sounded chipper again.
 
   I rushed around and put on one of my club outfits.  A short sequined black dress with my black, low kitten heels.  I quickly did up my makeup and hair, then put on my long charcoal gray overcoat to try to stave off the cold.  I stuffed my cell and my wallet into a black sequined clutch and darted off down to the vehicle shop to get my Jeep Cherokee and I was off to Seattle to pick up my evil twin.  Well fine, she's taller, and hotter, and more angry than me, but she's still my evil twin!
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5 - What Just Happened?
 
   I pulled up to Blake's condo and she came rushing out to the car.  She jumped in quickly and looked at me with a grin.  “Brrr.”  At least the snow never stays more than a day or two in the city.
 
   I laughed at the memory.  “Yes, brrr.”  I looked over at her and my breath hitched.  Her hair was done up, exposing her long neck.  She had smokey clubbing makeup on that just accentuated her eyes and lips.  The rest of her was covered in a long overcoat like mine.
 
   I looked straight forward and pulled away from the curb.  She said, “You look awesome, Ro!”
 
   I blushed.  “You look fairly passable yourself, Blakester.”
 
   I was rewarded with a slap to my arm laughing. “Hey watch it lady!”
 
   I grinned.  “But seriously, you look smokin' tonight.  I pity the poor men tonight, they will be tripping over themselves to dance with you.”
 
   She was quiet.  I glanced over at her, she seemed deep in thought.  I didn't want to interrupt her so I reached for the radio.  She stopped me with a hand covering mine on the controls. “You... you don't think I'm like that... do you?”
 
   I tilted my head and squinted my eyes a little.  “Like what?”  I had an idea what she was going to say and I kicked myself mentally for ever saying it earlier.
 
   She took a quick breath.  “Like the people who beat that poor girl.  I read about it after you brought it up.  That was terrible.”
 
   I glanced over, she was still looking straight ahead.  I shook my head and was honest. “No.  Not at all.  Misguided and misinformed is different than directed hate and physical violence, though both do hurt in different ways.”
 
   She looked over at me with an unreadable expression and said, “I think about it every day I'm around you.  I'm changing.  You have taught me so much.  I'd say I was a product of my environment but that is a cop-out.  I take responsibility for the way I was, and I'm ashamed.  It just takes time to change the way you have looked at things for so long.  But please know that I would never have condoned nor participated in something as terrible as that.  You're pretty much my best friend now, Ro, and I'm proud of you just the way you are.”
 
   I was trying not to tear up.  “Well that's good seeing as how you've somehow become one of the best friends I have ever had in the short time we have known each other.”
 
   She laughed nervously. “Let's get off the heavy subjects before I turn on the waterworks and ruin my makeup.  I want to dance my ass off tonight.”
 
   I grinned.  “You're gonna need that thing for sitting and such.”  This got me another arm slap.  I turned on the radio and we sat in a comfortable silence before we pulled into the parking lot at the Plant and parked.  Then we were bundling up and making a run for the door to keep out of the cold. She was towering over me more than normal, she must have been wearing four inch heels.  Blake was making her way to the end of the line when I grabbed her arm and led her to the front of the line.
 
   The stereotypical six foot three, shaved head, musclebound bouncer at the door looked over at us and smiled hugely and scooped me up in a hug, my feet dangling off the ground.  “Hey lady!  Long time no see!”
 
   I laughed as he set me down and I could breath again.  “Hi, Joey.  Sorry, I haven't been in the clubbing mood the past few months.  This is my friend Blake. We're here to cut a rug tonight and look for prospects.”
 
   He offered one of his huge paws to Blake.  “Well any friend of Miss Valentine's is a friend of mine.” His hand positively engulfed her smaller hand as they shook.  I exhaled the breath I was holding, thank goodness he didn't call me Bobbi.  I fully intended on telling her tonight, but the car conversation got too heavy... maybe a little later.
 
   He grinned and said, “Go on in ladies.” The other people in line protested vocally when they heard him.  He turned a fierce gaze at them to quiet them before turning to wink at us.
 
   I grinned back. “Thanks Joey.  You're the best!”  Then we entered the loud club where the most welcomed heat was.
 
   Blake looked amused as we made our way to the bar.  I looked over at the bartender and held up two fingers.  He nodded and came down to us a minute later with two shots of jack and beer chasers.
 
   I yelled over the music to him, “Hi Axel.  Can you put our coats behind the bar?”  He nodded and I grinned as I took my jacket off and handed it to him and looked at Blake.  She quickly took hers off, and I handed it to him too.
 
   I'm damn sure my heart stopped.  She was in a midnight blue dress that ended just above her knees and had matching blue thigh high, heeled boots.  Every curve was on proud display.  I blinked a couple times then remembered something about breathing being an essential body function.  I hadn't even noticed she wasn't wearing her brace until now.  I had to look away telling myself, “She's just a friend... she's just a friend...”
 
   I shook my head to clear it.  Then Axel was gone, stowing our jackets as Blake chuckled.  I squinted at her and she said, “It seems that everyone knows you wherever we go.  Roberta Valentine is a force unto herself.”  She was looking me up and down, no doubt appraising my clubbing attire, I hoped I passed muster, it has been a long time since I'd been out.
 
   I giggled and shouted back, “You give me far too much credit.  Let's find a table!”  I knocked back the shot then took a tug on the beer.  She followed suit and we made our way over to the tables with our beers in hand.
 
   We only had to stand for about a minute before a couple against the wall left and we swooped in before another guy and his date could take it.  The fierce look he shot us was matched by the look Blake shot back at him.  I stifled a giggle.
 
   We took a moment to scan the dance floor and the people milling about on the fringes.  Then Blake put her hand over mine to get my attention, damn, the warmth was spreading from the contact.  I pulled my hand back quickly as I looked over at her.  She had that unreadable expression again.  Then she tilted her head to a handsome younger guy near the bar.  “What ya think?  He keeps eyeballing us.”
 
   Before I could answer he was making his way over to us.  He stopped at Blake's side and yelled over the music, “Wanna dance?”
 
   She grinned at him and shot a questioning look at me.  I shot her a smile I wasn't feeling.  So she stood and took his hand.  “Sure!”  Then they were off dancing to the cover of a retro pop number.  I watched for a few seconds as she swayed and bopped to the beat.  God she looked... damn I was jealous of the guy with her.
 
   Oh yeah!  I have alcohol.  I downed the last of my beer and signaled a server for another beer.  I had a gentle buzz going.  Oh wait damn it, I'll have to slow down since I'm driving.  This will have to be my last one until the end of the night.  I'll have to go with cola from here on out.  I looked anywhere but out at Blake on the dance floor.
 
   A guy who looked to be thirty or so walked up to the table with a smile and an overconfident swagger.  “Would you care to dance?”
 
   Good!  A distraction.  I grinned at him and replied, “I'd love to!”
 
   As he lead me to the dance floor as the song was ending.  “John,” he said.
 
   “Roberta,” I replied as Blake walked past back toward the table with the guy she was dancing with without looking at me.  Did I do something wrong?
 
   The next cover started, I had to stifle a giggle, it was Before There Was You by Satin Thunder.  We started dancing, I put my arms above my head and just swayed to the beat.  I glanced over at the table and Blake was alone, slamming back what appeared to be another shot and started gulping a beer.
 
   I kept glancing over as she just stared at the dance floor drinking.  John glanced over to see what I kept looking at and shouted over the music. “Umm... would you rather be over there?”
 
   I glanced up at him.  “No.  Sorry.  I just want to make sure she is having a good time.  She's my best friend.”  He smiled and nodded as we continued to dance, but I kept looking toward Blake.
 
   The next hour and a half went about the same, either one of us or both of us were out dancing with random guys, but nobody really striking our fancy.  She was like she was either seeking permission in my eyes each time someone asked her to dance or she was throwing a dare at me.  I didn't understand, she's so confusing at times!  Blake was drinking heavily in between each dance.  She seemed more and more annoyed as the night progressed.  I was seriously wondering if I really was doing something wrong.  She was well into the drunk stage now.  She was an angry drunk.  That anger I could see seething around inside her all the time.  It reminded me a lot of Kim.
 
   A girl I had seen around at the clubs a long time back made eye contact with me,  Lori I think her name was, she always struck me as kind of a skank, and the way she was skimpily dressed tonight underscored that as her barely there semi-translucent dress left nothing to the imagination.
 
   She quickly made her way over and smiled at us then looked at me. “Hey!  Long time no see!  Wanna dance?”  I really didn't want to dance with her, let alone be in the same room with her.  She struck me as a conniving, controlling bitch.
 
   Now a couple things happened at once.  I started to decline the offer and Blake was now standing in front of her with her 'mad face', yelling “Get lost!  Can't you see she's with me here you...”  She paused and glanced at me but dropped her eyes in embarrassment.
 
   Lori was right back in her face.  “You what?  Finish it!  I know your type.”
 
   I was standing up and moving to try to diffuse the situation... I really didn't want Blake to finish her sentence, the night has already been too rough on me.  Then Blake sneered, her voice slurring,  “OK, fine, I'll finish it!  You... SLUT!  There, are you happy now?”  The girl looked positively rabid as she raised a hand to slap Blake but backed down at my friend’s imposing stature and that barely contained rage in her eyes.  Lori just turned and stomped off in a huff instead.
 
   Blake just stood there looking embarrassed and deflated.  What just happened?  And was she really going to say slut, or something... else?  Why do I have to question her?  She is changing, I have seen it!  I CAN see it.
 
   I was broken out of my thoughts when Blake hoarsely said, “Dance with me Ro.”  She grabbed my hand and dragged me to the dance floor as a slow song started.
 
   I looked up at her as she placed her arms across my shoulders and I rested mine on her hips.  I was trying to read the conflict I saw in her watery eyes.  “What was that all about Blake?”
 
   She just danced for a minute taking deep calming breaths, something warring around in her eyes.  “I'm not gay Ro.”
 
   I nodded.  “I know that Blake.”
 
   She glanced down at me, locking our gaze and slurred a bit.  “But you are.”
 
   I nodded again and she continued.  “Why am I not good enough for you?  I mean.  Not that I want that.  But you seem repulsed by me.  Whenever I touch you you recoil.”
 
   I looked at her, I wanted to say a million things, but I didn't want to scare her off.  “Blake...”
 
   She stumbled a bit and interrupted me, slurring even more.  “I mean, I think I'd be a good catch.  I mean we're just friends you know.  But still I find it sad that you don't find me attractive.  I mean you're like my best friend ever.”
 
   I went to say something again but she covered my mouth with hers as the music was ending.   It was heaven, I could have lived in that moment forever, but she was drunk and didn't know what she was doing.  So I broke the kiss and she started immediately apologizing.  “I'm sorry Ro.  I'm not gay.  I swear I'm not.  I'm sorry.  I don't know why I did that.  I don't know why it is so important to me that you find me attractive.”
 
   I shook my head at her and lead her off the dance floor before the next cover started.  My emotions were all over the board.  If I were this confused, I wonder how confused my drunk friend was feeling at this moment.
 
   Her leg swayed to the side almost unnaturally and she stumbled and almost fell.  I caught her and hurried her to our table.  She was limping now.  She looked at me with tears in her eyes. “I think I'm drunk Ro.  I think I'm going to hurl.”  She looked quite green so I altered our course and rushed her to the restroom, with her limping the whole way.
 
   I had barely got her hair pulled behind her in a stall when she released her stomach contents into the white porcelain god she was kneeling at.  The smell alone almost got me to join her.  After her Exorcist moment was over and she passed the stage of dry heaves, I brought her to the sink to clean up as other girls in the restroom were looking at her in either disgust or pity.  “Stay here Blakester.  I'll be right back with our purses and coats.”  She just nodded in a daze as she splashed cold water on her face.
 
   I ran out and collected our things and got back to her in the restroom.  Her mascara was running, had she been crying?  She was silent as I cleaned her face.  Then I helped her get her coat on and lead her through the club and back out to the car.  And with a little effort and a little drama, finally got her into the passenger seat and I ran around to the driver's side and got in.
 
   I started the car and sat staring at the steering wheel for a minute, then finally turned to her.  She looked so small, so vulnerable suddenly.  She glanced at me then at her feet and her voice slurred,  “I didn't mean to ruin our friendship Ro.”
 
   I closed my eyes for a second and took a deep breath and said, “Why would you think our friendship is ruined Blake?  You're my best damn friend.  Don't ever discount that!  You understand?”
 
   She smiled at me then grabbed my right hand in hers.  Moments later she passed out.
 
   I took a second to organize my own feelings and thoughts.  Her actions are so damn confusing to me right now.  But one thing for sure, I'll have to moderate her drinking if we ever go out on the prowl again.
 
   I sat up straight then backed us out of our parking spot and slowly drove back to her place.  I whispered into the universe, admitting to it what I daren't admit to her. “I do find you more than just simply attractive Blake.  That's why it hurts so much.”
 
   I parked in the lot beside her building and shook her gently awake.  Even in this state, she was beyond beautiful to me.  I helped her to the main doors and after a couple tries she got the door unlocked and we made our way to her third floor condo.
 
   Once there, I dragged her to her bed and helped her lay down and I took her shoes off for her then pulled the blankets up, tucking her in.  She was out instantly.  I looked down at her now peaceful face and I couldn't stop a smile from curling up on my lips.
 
   I sat in the chair beside her bed and watched her breathe for a few minutes, just to make sure she was OK before I left.
 
   - - -
 
   I woke up to someone shaking my arm gently.  I glanced over from the chair I was still sitting in, to a squinting and obviously hungover Blake looking at me with a pained grin, an arm reached over to me. “Ow,” she stated.
 
   Which got a chuckle from me.  “Serves you right lush.”
 
   Then she propped herself up with her elbows behind her. “Hey Ro.  You gotta get to work soon.” She paused.  “You watched over me last night?”
 
   I grinned over dramatically.  “Of course.  You're my best friend, and a sloppy drunk.”  Then I wiggled my eyebrows. “And a so-so kisser.”
 
   She looked down. “Oh God.  Did I really do all that stuff last night?  I was hoping it was all a dream...”  But then she looked up quickly. “Hey!  What do you mean a so-so kisser?  I'll have you know, sonnets have been written about my kisses!”
 
   I was happy to see her humor was back.  “If you say so.  But to be fair, you did lay it on me just a minute before you barfed up your dinner and all the drinks you pounded back last night.  So it may have not been your best.”
 
   She smiled, but then that smile faded.  “Ro...”
 
   I held up a hand with another grin. “Nothing to say Blakester.  Last night never happened.  Though I'm sure your headache will beg to differ.  Aaaand, I think we'll have to moderate your drinking if we go clubbing again.”
 
   This got a little chuckle followed by a wince from her.  “Agreed.”
 
   I stood and started toward the door, speaking softly, “See you later lady, I gotta get to work.” Then I yelled, “BYE!”
 
   She grimaced and squinted her eyes in pain. “Ow... bitch!”
 
   I giggled and made my way out of her building and to my car, happy that things could go back to normal now.
 
   When I got back to the lodge, Ramona had forcibly pried information out of me about the night, about the kiss... well fine, she just looked at me cutely and smiled while batting her eyelashes at me... I caved.  I have a damn weakness for her flawless chocolate complexion and the girl knows it!  I explained that Blake was just drunk and thinking that her best friend thought she wasn't attractive.  Smartass Ramona and Remmy both only offered an “Uh-huh.” at that, shaking their heads in disbelief.  One day I'll fire them both, then who would have the last laugh?  Oh.  Probably them.
 
   I even spilled all my thoughts and feelings to my confidential venting contact, Jane.  She's always been there for me even after we broke up.  Crystal is just as good of a listener.  Jane kept repeating that I should tell all this to Blake, that she knew the dangers of miscommunication.  Pluh.  She was no help.
 
   I got some happy news the next day when Kim and Skylar called.  They were flying in for Christmas with little Samantha!
 
   I was so excited I automatically called up Blake to share the news.  We had just gotten into the habit of sharing almost everything with each other over these last few weeks.  She was excited and couldn't wait to see them, oh and “It has nothing to do with them being one of my all time favorite bands.”  Sure Blakester.
 
   Over the next few days I forced myself not to pull away from her innocent touches and hugs. Though she squinted her eyes as she observed me.  Probably noticing me warring with my own reactions. We had corroborated on the professional front too, solidifying our holds on our respective territories.
 
   To our mutual satisfaction, Jerry was indeed fired for his misconduct with his clients and Granite Ridge begged us to take their line back.  We had quite a lot of fun 'thinking' about it before we finally agreed... for an additional five percent discount in perpetuity of course.
 
   We were finally back in sync and I was extremely happy that things were back to normal again. Blake had to wear the leg brace everywhere now until her leg strengthened again, she almost messed herself up bad at the Plant when her knee gave out.
 
   There were times I just wanted to hold her.  Like when I found out that she had no family to speak of and how her asshat of a fiance bailed on her because her injury was too hard on HIM.  But all I could give her was a reassuring squeeze of her hand.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6 – The Bubble Bursts
 
   I can pinpoint exactly when the bubble burst... It was the following Friday night.  Blake and I decided to play it safe and stayed in at her place that night to watch videos and order in pizza.  The memories of the clubbing incident were still a bad taste in our mouths.
 
   I was just in the middle of mocking her for flinching as the alien burst out of the guy's chest in the movie when my phone buzzed.  I grabbed it off the coffee table and glanced at the screen and was quite surprised.  Now there was a name I hadn't seen in a very long time.  Maggie, the bartender from the Ballyhoo Club.
 
   The Ballyhoo is the hottest lesbian club in Seattle.  It caters almost exclusively to the lipstick lesbian flavor of the rainbow.  It was one of my constant haunts when I was in my twenties.  That's actually where I met Jane.
 
   I looked at Blake sheepishly.  “Sorry, I have to take this.”  She nodded at me and paused the movie and stuck out her tongue at me as she grabbed the last slice of pizza I had been eyeballing...  the wench!
 
   I hit accept on my cell while silently hoping that all the toppings slid off of Blake's pizza.  “Hi, Maggie!  Talk about a blast from the past.  How are you?  What?  Sandra?  Alone?  OK.  Jane isn't... oh.  Out of town until the morning?  Of course.  Keep an eye on her for me would you, Mags?  You protect her!  I'll be there in a few minutes.  OK... yeah.  Bye.”
 
   I hung up then looked over at Blake. “Ummm... sorry to ruin our movie night.  But I have to go help out a really good friend who is in a bad way right now.  Jane usually takes care of her but she is out of town.”
 
   She set her pizza slice down and stood up.  “No problem.  You are everyone's hero Ro.  Let's go.”
 
   I took a deep breath and spoke slowly, “Well it is probably best if I go alone.  She's at a place you might find just a little bit uncomfortable.”
 
   She squinted at me.  “I'm a big girl Ro, don't sugar coat it.”
 
   I nodded and sighed.  “Well, it's a lesbian club.”
 
   She tossed me my purse and grabbed our jackets.  She gave me a reassuring smile. “Lets go get your friend.”  I grabbed the pizza slice she had set down and munched on it on the way to the car denying her a bite with an evil grin on my face.
 
   She was quiet over in the passenger seat on the short drive to the Ballyhoo.  I glanced at what we were wearing, jeans and tank tops.  Her leg brace making her look tough and... hot.  Well, we weren't going there to be clubbing I reasoned.  And besides, Jane and Crystal really rocked this look there.
 
   As soon as I parked I started to get out but Blake didn't move.  I looked back at her and she looked down at her hands, she was wringing her fingers a bit as she quietly asked, “What do I do?  You know if one of them hits on me in there.”  Then she quickly added, “Oh God, that sounded terrible.  I mean a girl, not 'one of them'.  I really didn't mean it like that.”
 
   I looked at her and fought back a laugh.  “Ummm... what do you do when a guy hits on you and you aren't interested?  It is all the same.”
 
   I could see the embarrassment on her face.  She knew she was being 'that way' again and I could see she didn't like seeing it in herself.  It WAS all the same, there was no need to segregate it into separate circumstances.  People are people regardless of sex.  I was proud of her as I read all of this on her face before she just smiled and stated matter of factly with a sharp nod.  “I shut them down.”
 
   I grinned as she got out of the Jeep and we headed for the doors.  The line was half way around the block as normal.  Blake automatically followed as I bypassed it and walked right toward the door.
 
   I couldn't stop the smile on my face when I saw the heavyset woman on the stool manning the door. It was great to see that some things never change.  I skirted around so that I was behind her and reached out and covered her eyes.  I stopped suppressing my accent as I spoke. “Heya Minnie.”
 
   She was smiling hugely as she spun on her stool, already speaking. “Oh my God!  Bobbi!  It's been what?  Almost two years!?  This is really such a happy surprise!”  Then she stopped for a second when she saw Blake standing there.  Her eyes went wide.  “Wow!  Who's your plus one?”
 
   I giggled. “Yes it has been a while, Min.  I dropped out of the clubbing scene. I'm getting too old for this and wanted to settle down.  Just have to find that special someone to do that with.  This...”  I gestured to Blake with my hand.  “Is my best friend, Blake.  My very straight best friend Minnie so keep your eyes to yourself.  I'm here for Sandra.  I hear it is getting bad in there for her.”
 
   Minnie looked distressed, glancing into the club as she shook Blake's hand absently.  “Sandra?  You want I should come in to help Bobbi?  That sweet little girl lets people walk all over her.”
 
   I shook my head. “No.  But thanks Min.  I got all the backup I need.”  I thumbed over to Blake.
 
   Minnie grinned, then spoke to Blake,  “If you ever change your mind about the straight thing, just let me know.”
 
   To her credit, Blake just chuckled and said, “You'll be the first one to know Minnie.  And it was truly nice to meet you.”
 
   Minnie grinned big at her then squeezed my hand and motioned us inside with her head.  Then she swung her eyes to the line, daring anyone to complain as we walked in to the wall of sound.
 
   Blake looked back at the sign at the door then at me.  “There's really a twenty five dollar cover charge to get in here?”
 
   I shrugged.  “Dunno, I've never had to pay.  Minnie has a thing for Australians... and girls... and skirts... and well... I guess she likes lots of things.  But she is a really nice lady.  I've known her for almost ten years and she really looks out for the patrons here.”
 
   Blake smiled, glancing back toward the door.  “She struck me as a genuinely nice person.  Hey, your accent is gone again.  It was... wow.”
 
   I could feel the warmth of a blush as we pushed into the sea of women and loud music and made our way toward the bar.  I caught Maggie's eye as we approached and she offered a tiny wave then motioned toward the far end of the bar.
 
   I nodded and veered off to an extremely drunk platinum blonde girl sitting at a table next to the bar surrounded by three other girls who were circling like sharks around their prey.  I just pushed my way through to her and in front of a girl that was trying to convince her to drink some more.  How did these predators get in here?  This isn't that kind of place.
 
   With that thought, almost on cue, Minnie was beside me pointing at the three girls in turn. “You, you, and you!  Out, now!”  She escorted them away.  I smiled at the fact that Min had followed us anyway.  She had a protective streak of her own when it came to people she liked, like Sandra.
 
   The drunk blonde looked up at me with a giant smile and squealed.  “Bobbi!  Oh my God!”  She jumped up into my arms and gave me a huge hug and a sloppy kiss on the cheek.  Then motioned for us to sit.
 
   I grinned at the chipper drunk. “Hi Sandra.  Maggie called, said you've had a little too much to drink.”  I glanced over to Blake as we all sat.  “This is Blake.  Blake, this is a dear friend of mine, Sandra.”
 
   Sandra's eyes got big.  “Oh my gawd Bobbi.  She's gorgeous.  You did good.”  Then she started giggling.  If nothing else, Sandra was a happy drunk.  Then she said to Blake, “It is very nice to meet you.”
 
   Blake couldn't stop her smile at the infectiously cheery girl.  “I'm happy to meet you too Sandra.”
 
   Then the blonde swung her eyes back to me.  “I'm sorry Bobbi.  Maggie gets too worried.  I can take care of myself.   She kept threatening those girls that she was going to call Jane.  I don't know why... the girls were really nice.  They kept bringing me drinks... for free!”  Then she was off on a tangent, speaking to Blake.  Drunk or not, that was just Sandra.  “Jane protects me.  She's really pretty.  I wanted to marry her one day... but she found Crystal.  She's super pretty too!”  Then she smiled toward me fondly.  “Bobbi protects me too.  They are all so good to me, I don't know how I got such good friends.”
 
   She looked at the door and was off on another tangent.  “I should go thank those girls for being so nice to me.”
 
   Blake put a hand on her shoulder, shaking her head.  “No Sandra.  Those girls were nothing but predators.  They were getting you drunk so they could take advantage of you.  I see that kind of thing all the time at straight clubs.”  She paused with a thoughtful look on her face.  “I guess it really is all the same.”
 
   The cute blonde shook her head.  “No they were nice, they said they were my friends.”
 
   Then she looked at me.  “Bobbi.  I think I'm drunk.  Just a teeny weeny bit.”  She squinted and squished two fingers together to show how little, then proceeded to throw up all over my shoes.
 
   I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.  I glanced over to the bar.  A concerned looking Maggie was already sending someone over to clean up the mess.  I mouthed a thank you to her and I grabbed Sandra's shoulders and stood her up.
 
   I looked at Blake in apology.  “I'll get her cleaned up.  We'll be right back.”
 
   I got a sexy Romanian gypsy princess smile back from her that made me weak in my knees as I shuffled Sandra off to the restroom.  I swear, Blake is going to be the death of me yet if she keeps doing things like that.
 
   After cleaning Sandra up and splashing some cold water in her face, then cleaning my shoes, we made our way back out to Blake.  I saw a girl leaving the table as we approached.
 
   When we arrived, Blake looked quite smug and proud of herself.  I cocked an eyebrow at her in question.  She just grinned back.  “I explained to two girls that I was straight.  And the last girl didn't care and gave me her number.”  She held it up like a trophy.  “See Ro?  Gay girls DO find me attractive!”
 
   I rolled my eyes, though inside I was so proud of her that she didn't freak out when the girls hit on her.  She seemed genuinely flattered.  “Yeah, yeah, yeah, Blakester.  Don't let it give you a big head.  You still gotta fit it into my car.”
 
   She slapped my arm playfully as we guided a totally out of it Sandra to the bar.  I looked over as Maggie came running to us.  I smiled at her.  “Thanks Mags.  I'm going to get her home now.  Square things up for her on my account would ya?”
 
   Maggie smiled, “Sure thing Bobbi.  And don't be a stranger.  We really miss seeing you around here.”
 
   I nodded with a little wave as Blake and I took our little blonde package in tow out to the car. Stopping for a moment at the club doors for Sandra to give Minnie a big hug and sloppy kiss on the cheek.
 
   As soon as we were in the car I started it for the heater then turned to Blake and Sandra who were sitting in the back seat.  “Sandra.  What's going on.  Why were you here alone?  You know Jane's rules.  Too many people try to take advantage of you.  You are better than this.”
 
   She looked down at her feet like a small child.  “I'm sorry Bobbi.  There was a girl.  She said she loved me.  But it turns out she just wanted my trust money.  She got mad and left when I told her I couldn't give her any... cuz then I wouldn't have enough to help the people.  I... I just wanted to forget so I came here.”
 
   She was crying now.  Blake pulled her into a hug and let her cry, whispering to her,  “Shhh.  It's OK now.  She didn't deserve you hon.  Shhh.”
 
   I smiled at the scene.  “Let's get you home San.”  She nodded and just snuggled into Blake's hug and promptly passed out.
 
   I was watching Blake in the rear-view mirror as I drove.  She glanced up at me with a question in her eyes.  She's so perceptive and doesn't miss anything...  well almost anything.  I spoke quietly so I wouldn't wake Sandra, “Her family is kind of way beyond rich.  But she has a habit of being too trusting and letting people take advantage of her.  So her dad set up her money in a trust.  She can only access a hundred thousand a month.  Most of that she uses to help out the homeless people in Seattle and to bring therapy animals to the children in the burn wards and cancer wards throughout the city.”
 
   I smiled at Sandra in the mirror.  “Now she may be naive but she is possibly the kindest soul I know.  She'll tell you she's not smart... and maybe she isn't in the traditional sense.  But ask her how many beds are available at any given shelter on any given night.  Or how many rabbits or dogs she would need to bring to any of the local hospitals to ensure that each child has one to pet while she is there, or how many open beds there are in each ward...  and she will tell you in an instant.  If you need someone for a specific job or a permanent position no matter how obscure, she can tell you exactly where to find a homeless person with the exact skill-set you need and what their name is.  That's how we found our handyman, Vernon, at Silent Bob's.  If that isn't smart, I don't know what is.  I have seen her literally give the shirt off her back to a homeless woman without the woman losing any pride.”
 
   Blake smiled down on the sleeping blonde as she stroked her hair.  “She sounds like an amazing person.”
 
   I nodded.  “She is.”
 
   Blake giggled a little, I looked back in the mirror.  She looked embarrassed even though her eyes twinkled in mirth.  “I have to admit, I was a little... I don't know... jealous?  That someone was pulling my best friend away from our movie night.  God, I'm so possessive of you.  That's really the reason I came.  But now I'm really glad I did.  I've met some of the other people in your life and I've liked each and every one of them.”
 
   I couldn't stop the huge smile that was occupying my face as we continued on in a comfortable silence.
 
   We pulled up to the crumbling brick building in a seedy part of town where Sandra lived.  There was a homeless man sitting at the top of the concrete steps curled up in a blanket on some cardboard by the doors.
 
   I hopped out and went around to the passenger side and opened the back door.  Blake was looking at the area with a little concern on her face as she shook Sandra gently.  The blonde woke and looked at us with a smile then outside to see she was home.
 
   We helped her out of the vehicle and up the stairs.  She broke away from us as we reached the door and sat down next to the man on the cold concrete.  She glanced at him then stared toward the street, “Sup Leo?”
 
   He never looked at her as he stared at the street too. “Sup Dandelion.”
 
   Blake looked at me with concern and obvious confusion at my smile.  I nudged my head down toward Sandra with pride and Blake's eyes followed.
 
   Sandra pulled ten dollars out of her purse and held it out.  Leo still didn't look at her but reached for the bill.  Sandra pulled it back a little.  “What's the word Leo?  You know the deal, I pay for the info.”
 
   He finally looked at her and she made sure to make direct eye contact with him as he spoke, “Two new guys down by the pier.  Freshies... look scared to death.”
 
   Sandra let him grab the money but she didn't release it.  “Ten more if you get them to the Second Street shelter.  They have three spare cots for tonight and tomorrow, temperatures are going to plummet.  Let them know Anchorage Avenue shelter will have space after that.  They can use help on the soup lines too.  I found David a job.”
 
   He nodded as she released the money and he stood up grabbing his blanket and his cardboard.  “Solid, Dandelion.”
 
   She stood with a smile as she forked over another ten and said, “Solid.”  She called after him as he scurried down the steps,  “And, Leo, remember I need names and former occupations... and keep up the good work!”
 
   The man grunted as we all turned and made our way into the run down building.
 
   Blake tilted her head and looked at Sandra. “Dandelion?”
 
   She giggled and pointed at her head. “My hair.”
 
   We had to support a swaying Sandra up the stairs and into her little apartment.  We were immediately greeted by five excited puppies.  Blake looked around at all the rabbit cages as I instructed Sandra to go get cleaned up and ready for bed.  The blonde nodded and wandered off into her bedroom.
 
   Then with a look of concern Blake whispered, “I thought you said her family was beyond rich.”
 
   I nodded.  “They are.  But she wants her dad to be proud of her for her own merits, she wants to prove that she can take care of herself.  The man doesn't know just how special she is.  But at least he loves her.  She doesn't use a penny of the money from her trust for herself and works part time selling tickets for the duck boat rides downtown, and filling in at Silent Bob's in the coffee shop to support herself.”
 
   I tilted my head as I continued.  “She lives here because she can be closer to the homeless people she helps.  They respect her and love her with a fiery passion, she treats them all with respect.  I pity the person who ever tries to harm her around here.  These...”  I squatted to pick up a little white and tan puppy who so desperately wanted to lick our faces off.  “...are her therapy animals.  They are the ones she brings around to all the children's wards around town.  She thought of doing it all on her own.  There is a huge demand for her now.  She goes where she is most needed.  And unlike most people she will look directly at the suffering children and treat them like any other child.  She knows the importance of being accepted.”
 
   Blake looked truly stunned and a little smile made its way to her lips.  “She really is amazing.”
 
   I nodded with a grin, then Sandra wandered out in her pajamas.  “Thanks for getting me home ladies.  I'm so sorry.”
 
   I walked over to her and gave her a hug.  “Never apologize San.  I'm always here for you.   We better get going.  Call if you need me, even if just to talk.”
 
   Then she nodded and looked over at Blake who had joined us and gave her a big hug as well. “Thank you too Blake.  I see how happy you make our Silent Bob here.  I hope to see you around a lot more, I like to see her happy.”
 
   Shit.  Blake backed up a couple steps.  I couldn't read her expression, but the anger was evident in her voice as she pieced it all together.  “Roberta... Bobbi... Silent Bob,” She hissed.
 
   I took a step toward her and tried to explain.  “Blake... it isn't what...”
 
   She interrupted, tears were in her eyes.  “All this time?  You were lying to me all this time?  Everyone knew.  You made a fool of me... you were all having a good laugh over me weren't you?”
 
   I was desperate to calm her.  “No.  No, it wasn't like that at all.  Let me explain!”
 
   She just turned and stomped off and out of the apartment yelling back,  “No!  I won't be made a fool of any more!  I don't ever want to hear from you again!  I can't believe I ever trusted you!”
 
   And she was gone.  I was crying and Sandra was frantically hugging me.  “What's wrong?  What's going on?  Why is she so mad?  Was it something I said?  I'm so sorry Bobbi.  I'm so stupid!”
 
   I stopped crying for a second at that and gave her a fierce look.  “Don't EVER say you are stupid Sandra!  This is my fault not yours.  I was the one being stupid, because I couldn't tell the truth.”
 
   I wiped my tears and forced a smile on my face as I looked at her.  “Get to bed San... I'll talk to you later.  Love you lots.”
 
   She smiled back, but still looked scared and sad.  “Love you too Bobbi.  Goodnight.”
 
   I waved as I exited her apartment and got down to the street.  I looked around but Blake was nowhere to be seen and I couldn't hear her creaking or clacking.  She was long gone.
 
   I sat in my car for a few minutes and just sobbed.  I had really fucked things up.  Now I've even lost Blake as a friend.  When I finally composed myself I tried calling her.  Voice mail.  “Blake.  Please call me.  It wasn't like that.  Please believe me.  You are my best friend, I didn't mean to screw things up. I'm sorry.  Please, please call.”
 
   I started the car and slowly drove back to the lodge.  Why was I such a coward, why couldn't I have listened to everyone and just talked with her?
 
   Then a terrifying thought hit me.  What if... what if I couldn't fix this?  Oh God.  I couldn't imaging my life without Blake in it anymore, even if it were just as friends.  She had worked herself so deeply and completely into my life these past few weeks.  I didn't want to be alone again.  I was tired of being alone.  I didn't want to start over again.  Why the hell am I so damn stupid!?
 
   I parked at the lodge and I dragged myself up to my room and sat on my bed and stared at my cellphone.  I took a deep breath and tried calling her again.  Voice mail.  Then I did the only thing I could and left another message then cried myself to sleep.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7 – So This Is How It Ends
 
   I woke up Saturday morning to my alarm chiming.  It was time to open the shop.  I looked at my cellphone.  No messages.  I called Blake again.  Once again it rang through to voice mail.  “Blake.  Blakester.  Please.  I... I don't know what to do... what to say.  Please call me.”
 
   I didn't feel like opening the shop today, Remmy and Ramona could do it... I didn't feel like anything today.  I needed to think, I was suffocating inside, the walls were closing in.  I needed to get out to the mountains so I could think more clearly, where I could breathe, to come up with a plan.  That's the one place where everything makes sense, where everything is clear to me.  I started packing up my gear.
 
   I made my way quietly down to the shop.  I saw Vernon was already in there, replacing a runner on one of the sleighs.  Doesn't that man ever stop working?  He looked at me with what I'm sure were my red puffy eyes and he stood up.  I shook my head and lashed my gear to one of the snowmobiles.  With a look of understanding and without a word he walked over to the bay door and opened it and I went rocketing out of the shop into the snow on my snowmobile and headed up the mountain, its headlight illuminating the darkness.
 
   It was snowing lightly as I made my way through the trees and along a ridge, I didn't even know where I was going yet.  I'd know when I got there.  I didn't need to be thinking about anything but how to fix things with that woman that seems to have become the center of my life.  The one that I lost because of my own idiocy and insecurity.
 
   I looked to the mountains that I loved so much, the one consistent thing that would always be there no matter how badly I screwed up.  They were here long before me and would be here long after I was gone.  They were my only stability right now.  I felt so alone.  I hated being alone.  Is it possible to feel empty?  I'm starting to believe that I am all used up now.  Nothing left.
 
   I passed over the frozen Beggar's Creek as the sun started to poke up over the peaks, then I was there.  This must be where I was going.  I pulled out my radio and hesitated, then switched it on.  “Silent Bob to Homeplate.”
 
   Almost immediately that familiar gravely voice popped to life over the speaker, “Goddammit Bobbi.  Where the hell are you?  Vernon was worried sick when you took off into the forest like a bat out of hell!”
 
   I took a deep breath.  “I... need to think.  I'm at Beggar's Creek.  I need to get up high... I'll check in at the top.”
 
   “Get your ass back here and we can talk first, there's a goddamn storm and you know you shouldn’t be climbing in it.”  He gruffed back.
 
   No, I needed to think.  “Love you too Remmy.  I'll check in at the top.  Silent Bob out.”  I quickly shut the radio off before he could respond.
 
   I looked at the peaks, I had tons of choices, then I had it.  I grabbed my gear and my pack and tarped the snowmobile.  Then I started trudging through the snow into rougher terrain.  It was only about a mile away through the trees and rocks, I could be there in less than thirty minutes.
 
   I took long deep breaths of the bracing, clean mountain air.  It was invigorating!  Before I knew it I stepped into a clearing and looked at the imposing wall of rock stretching east and west for a half mile in each direction.  South Face Ridge, or “The Skin” as the local climbers referred to the sheer cliff face that stretched up above the trees over three hundred feet.
 
   I allowed myself a small smile.  The mountains never let me down, they are my true friends.  Never judging.  Always there for me.  I picked a difficult traditional route.  I wanted to think only about climbing right now so I wouldn't think about anything else.  I could do that at the top.
 
   The rock face was slick and the snow continued to fall.  The wind wasn't too bad yet, I could beat it to the top before it got too harsh.  I checked my gear and assaulted the route.  The first thirty feet were cake, with plenty of buckets to bump from.  It was a little slick, I'd have to slow down.  I did an arm bar in a crack when the climbing got tougher to take a moment to look at the route to assess my next move.
 
   Then I committed and pulled myself up around a buttress onto a wide long ledge about seventy feet above the deck, overlooking the tree tops.  I took a moment to look out over the valley as I sat on the snowy ledge with my legs dangling over the edge.  This is what calms me, gives me my center.
 
   I thought back to the first time Uncle Stu took me climbing.  I was terrified, but he made it fun for me.  The first time I stood at the top of a route and looked across the mountains from the top of the world, I was in love.  I would hit the mountains any chance I got.
 
   I don't know how many boys and girls I was dating back in school wound up dumping me because “You love those damn mountains more than me.”  But the peaks would console me and help mend the broken hearts that ensued.
 
   I knocked myself out of my reminiscing.  Visibility was diminishing quickly as the storm continued.  I'd better keep moving.  I drank some water and took a bite from one of the damn granola bars that Jane seems to always have and keeps giving me, then stood and proceeded up The Skin.
 
   It never ceases to amaze me that no matter how many times you climb the same rock face, it is different each time depending on the decisions you make along the route.  That's what makes the activity so enthralling.
 
   I was making good time, I progressed another forty or so feet.  And found myself in a tight spot so I had to traverse to the right a bit to continue.  I committed to a move and made it through and placed a semi-solid cam.  I tested it.  The placement looked solid on the slick rock face and I was feeling confident so I ran it out.  Unfortunately a hold broke and the cam ripped and I silently plummeted down the cliff.
 
   It's odd, but I felt completely calm, it was so quiet.  There was no panic as the ground was rushing up to greet me.  Two thoughts were going through my head as I fell to my certain death.  “So, this is how it ends.” and “I'm sorry Blake.”  Then the world went black.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8 – The Call
 
   “Blake?  Miss Reston?”  Lane broke me out of my thoughts.
 
   I looked at my customer service lead. “What is it Lane?”
 
   He tilted his head a little toward my desk. “I was just saying that your phone is ringing.”
 
   I nodded as he wandered off to the front counter to help a customer.  I picked up the phone.  Did she decide to try to call again?  She gave up.  Just three calls is all I was really worth to her.  She hadn't called since early yesterday morning.
 
   I idly looked at the screen, ready to refuse the call.  Hmmm... it isn't the dyke.  Oh God!  I can't say that anymore, I choke on the word just thinking it.  It just sounds so wrong and poisonous now.   I can't believe I used to be that way, used to think that way.  I've started to hate people who think that way.  Damn it.  Why the hell do I care for her?  She used me, lied to me, made me... feel things... I shouldn't. All to get more of a stranglehold for her business.  She... no,  I can't believe that.  God I'm so confused.
 
   I looked at the phone again, it was a number I didn't recognize.  I hit accept.  “Hello?”
 
   A voice that sounded familiar, like rocks grinding together came across the line.  “Hi, Blake?  Blake Reston?”
 
   This was the old codger from the radio on the mountain.  What does he want?  Want to rub it in? They haven't got enough laughs about it yet?  “What do you want?”  I hissed.
 
   I could almost feel the concern in his old voice when he asked, “Is Bobbi with you?”
 
   His tone made me nervous but I was still mad.  “No.  Why would she be?  I told her I never wanted to see her again.”
 
   He was quiet for a few long seconds, I actually started thinking that he had hung up when he almost whispered,  “Ah... that explains it.  She's on the mountain... she's missed three check-ins since yesterday morning.”
 
   My blood went cold, even I knew that she's religious about her check-ins.  Why did I even care? Damn it.  “When was the last one?”  I choked out in a strained voice.
 
   He responded from a million miles away.  “Eight AM yesterday, from Beggar's Creek.”   That's over twenty four hours I thought to myself as he continued.  “I'm calling the State Patrol.  We'll organize a search party at Silent Bob's right away.” His voice sounded strained.
 
   I found myself answering.  “I'll... I'll be right there.”  Damn it,  they are forty minutes away from Monroe, that's like a lifetime when someone is missing.
 
   I was running through the shop, I didn't stop to talk to any of my workers and momentarily I was in my Land Cruiser and driving the route I had come to know like the back of my hand since I met Ro.  No... she doesn't get a nickname from me.  Roberta... Bobbi, Silent Bob... whatever!  What am I doing?  I'm mad at her.  But... I hate myself for this, I need her in my life and I don't even know why.
 
   I started screaming in frustration and punching my steering wheel repeatedly.  This is how I used to be.  I was always angry all the time after my fall, before I met her on that damn mountain.  Angry at people, angry at the world, angry at myself!  I don't want to go back to that.  She made me smile again. She made me take a critical look at myself.  I didn't like what I saw.  She changed me for the better, made me WANT to be better.
 
   Fuck it!  I'm going to find her, I'm going to yell at her, I'm going to harbor a nice long 'mad' at her, and I'm going to forgive her even if I am just her private joke.  I want my calm back!  I don't want to be the old me.
 
   Her radio is probably just dead...  something stupid like batteries.  I was trying to convince myself as I dialed her number as I drove.  It will ring through to her satellite phone.  I knew rationally that the old coot had already tried this but that didn't stop me from trying.
 
   It went straight to voice mail.  “Roberta.  It's Blake.  Call me.”  It just needs a charge, that's the only logical explanation for not answering both it and the radio.  Right?  I have to get out of my own head. I'm ranting here.
 
   I reached over and turned on the radio and tried not to think at all.  That lasted all of ten seconds before I grabbed my cell and checked the weather for last night in the mountains.  Snow, wind, temps in the mid teens.  Nothing she can't handle.  If anyone can take care of themselves outdoors, it is Roberta.  I wouldn't let myself think any other way.
 
   I pulled up to what looked like a base camp in the parking lot of Silent Bob's.  State troopers were there and literally hundreds of other people with more arriving behind me.  I parked and started toward the group when I caught sight of the old codger and made my way over to him.  He looked downright frantic.  Then he saw me approaching and he quickly closed the gap.
 
   The man looked a thousand years old but tough as nails as he said, “Glad you could make it.  I'm Remmy by the way.”  He turned toward the state troopers and what looked like forest rangers.  He spoke as we walked toward them.  “They got two search and rescue birds in the air.  We are organizing search parties now.  But I keep telling them not to concentrate on Beggar’s Creek she'll be on foot.  I know that girl.  She wants to be up high!”
 
   I nodded, I understood that need.  That's where you can find clarity, looking out over the world. That gorgeous African American girl came running up to us, what was her name?  Ramona?  She grabbed my hand before I could react and started dragging me to the makeshift staging area.  “Thank God you're here Blake.  You think like her, maybe you can tell these guys where to look.  They are acting like she's never been in the wilderness before!”
 
   I looked at the desperation on her face, these people really seem to love Roberta.  I recognized Jane McKay and Crystal James or McKay, whatever, beside the man who looked to be giving orders.
 
   Jane was arguing with him.  “No, don't sweep lower toward the valley, she'd never have gone that way.  This is Silent Bob we're talking about here damn it, not some lost tourist!  She trained half the rangers here on the area.  She'd be somewhere above the creek.  That's where she would be.”  She ran her finger along the ridges east of the area marked off in search grids.
 
   The man shook his head.  “Once we have cleared the grids, we can expand the radius.  We have to do this systematically.  Nobody would be climbing in the weather we had yesterday.”
 
   Crystal snorted.  “Have you ever met the woman before?  My God man, listen to Jane!”
 
   He shook his head.  “You are welcome to leave any time you want.  But if you want to help, we do it by the book and you do what I say.  We don't need more people lost up there.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes as I looked at the map.  What Jane was saying made a ton of sense, knowing Ro like I do.  This guy was thinking about procedure and not about the person.  I glanced at Jane and caught her eye and tilted my head toward the shop.  She grabbed Crystal's hand and started dragging her along to meet me inside.  Remmy and Ramona followed.
 
   We passed Sandra who was bringing a tray of warm drinks out to the search parties.  She looked at me and almost burst into tears.  “I'm sorry Blake.  This is all my fault.  I got you mad at her Friday.  She was so sad when she left my place.”
 
   God, the girl looked broken.  I put a hand on her shoulder.  “Sandra, this is NOT your fault.  Not in any way.  Do you understand me?”
 
   She nodded and rushed off before she could start crying again.  I noticed Jane was watching this interaction intently.  I could tell by the steely look in her eyes that she'd take down anyone that hurt that sweet blonde in an instant, without a second thought.
 
   I glanced back when I heard a car door slam and a gorgeous tall woman with flowing black hair came running from a jeep toward us as other people were getting out of the vehicle.  I recognized her.  Kimi Solomon!  That's right, Ro had said they were coming for the holidays.
 
   She ran right up to Remmy with probably the most stoic expression I had ever seen on a person.  “Tell me you have news Rem.”
 
   He shook his head.  “Nothing yet.  And the stubborn fool down there wants to search the valley first.”
 
   Kimi's face may as well have been carved from stone, I had no clue what she was thinking. “Oh come on.  She's going to be heading up not down.  Did you tell him that?”
 
   Remmy nodded with a look of distaste on his old features.  “Yes but his little manual says they have to start the search from the damn creek and increase the search radius from there.  Concentrating down slope in case she tries to 'walk out'.”
 
   Kimi shook her head with that unreadable mask.  “The man is a fool then.”
 
   She lead the way into the building and up some stairs, me creaking and clacking the whole way.  It was completely obvious that she was intimately familiar with the place as she lead us into what looked like the main office area and to a map.
 
   Remmy and Jane were instantly beside her.  Remmy putting a pin in the map.  “This was the last contact with Homeplate, just past Beggar's Creek.”
 
   It was odd to see all of their heads automatically sweep to the ridges above the area as mine did.  These people know Ro.
 
   We paused as a stunning brunette woman with scars covered in bright tattoos down the right side of her face walked in, holding the hand of a little blonde girl with a curly pink shock of hair.  The little one couldn't have been older than five or six and had the most innocent looking smile I had ever seen, sparkling on her face.
 
   Then that stoic look on Kimi's face broke when she saw them, as a huge smile lit up her exotic features, her eyes twinkling.  Holy crap!  Now that was a look of love if I ever saw one!  “Sky, why don't you bring Sammie up to Bobbi's upstairs and see if you can't find her some paper to draw on?”  Ro lives here?
 
   The woman returned the smile with equal intensity, understanding the need to keep the little girl away from what could be a stressful situation.  “Of course Flower.  I'll be right upstairs if you need me.”  Holy British accents Batman!  That sounded almost as seductive as Ro's accent when she let her's go.  Wait... that was Skylar Roth!  Kimi's wife and bandmate in Satin Thunder!
 
   As soon as they were out of the room, Kimi's expression changed to stoic again like a switch was flipped and she was snapping orders at everyone.  It was plainly obvious that not only did she know what she was doing but everyone was quite comfortable with her taking charge.
 
   She looked at each of us in turn then the weather readouts scrolling on the video screen beside the map..  “Let those jokers out there go by their dumbass book.  Jane, you and Crystal get up in the air, swing a search arc north east and south east from Beggar's Creek.  Concentrate on the ridges and peaks.  Hurry, looks like high winds are coming.”
 
   They were already walking out as she finished.  Then she turned to the rest of us.  “We all go in pairs.  Ramona, you man Homeplate.  You are the communication hub, everything goes through you.”
 
   She turned her steely gaze to me, “You're Blake Reston, I remember you.  You got some good skills.  You are with me.  We'll start with a low sweep on the north ridge then go high if we have time before dark.”
 
   Before I could respond she was already talking to Remmy.  “Rem, you and Vernon take the south ridge low.   Go high if there's daylight left.”  A giant mountain man looking guy stepped beside the old man.  Where the hell did he come from?  I didn't even know he was in the room.  He kept looking over at me, it was unnerving.
 
   We made our way out a side door in the office onto a platform above a large garage area with all kinds of vehicles and down some stairs to the floor level.  Our group was loading up gear onto two snowmobiles attaching sleds checking radios.  I felt useless, they all knew where everything was, I didn't.  I donned the heavier coat and gloves I was handed.  It smelled familiar.  I liked it... it must have been one of Ro's.
 
   That Vernon guy kept looking at me.  I couldn't take it anymore. “What?” I snapped at him.
 
   He spoke softly looking down,  “You're the girl that makes Bobbi smile again.  You're good for her. Thank you.”  Then he shuffled off.  I just stared after him, letting his words seep in.
 
   Sandra had made her way in while we geared up and was handing out water bottles and we all put them under our coats.  I could tell she wanted to do more to help find Ro but didn't know what to do, so she was doing what she could.
 
   Then Ramona opened the big bay door and we went rocketing out on our snowmobiles.  I looked back to see the door closing and we shot past the staging area and into the woods toward Beggar's Creek.  I tightened my arms around Kimi's waist as we increased speed.  It was quite obvious that she knew these woods.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9 – She's My Hero
 
   We crossed Beggar's Creek and once we hit the area where we saw search parties making their way downrange.  Kimi slowed and shook her head as she looked down toward them, then cut up toward the peaks.  A minute later I saw something familiar and I tapped her shoulder but she was already slowing down and nodding, she had seen it too.  A nicely shaped snow mound where none had a reason to be.
 
   We stopped and jumped off and walked up to the mound and brushed the snow off the tarp.  We peeked under a corner at Roberta's snowmobile then looked around.  Both of our eyes swung to the peaks.  The snowmobile couldn't go much farther that way.  So we geared up and slung ropes over our shoulders as Remmy and Vernon arrived.  They dismounted and geared up as Kimi got on the radio while she played around with her satellite phone.  “Kim to Homeplate.”
 
   Ramona's smooth voice replied,  “We read you Kim.”
 
   Kimi looked back to the mountains.  “I just sent you the grids to her snowmobile.  Forward them to the circus outside and to the McKay's.  We are splitting up now to sweep the lower ridges.”
 
   Ramona responded.  “Copy that.”
 
   Kimi ended communications with a “Kim out.”  And we started to the northeast as Remmy and Vernon headed southeast.
 
   We picked our way through the trees, me creaking and clacking until we were far enough separated from the men to be out of earshot when Kimi stopped dead and spun toward me.  Her stoic expression was replaced with one of barely contained rage.  “OK Blake.  Now tell me... what did you do?!”  She was barely taller than me but it suddenly felt like she was looming over me like a specter.
 
   But if she thinks she's mad, she doesn't know me.  I live in anger, that's my domain.  I didn't back down.  I hissed back at her, “Me?  What did I do?  She's the one who was lying to me, using me!  They were all just having a good laugh over there as she pretended to help me out.  I may have overreacted when I told her I never wanted to see her again.  But this is not my fault!”  It feels like it IS my fault.
 
   That weird switch went off in her and that unreadable expression was instantly back and her voice was calm again.  “Pretending to help you?  You really don't know her at all then.  That woman will selflessly help anyone and everyone.  That marvelous person was raving about you and bragging about how great you are, when we called her the other day about our trip.  I've never heard her so excited about someone since Jane.  Bobbi is the definition of the word hero.  She's my hero.  I'd be dead or worse right now if she never came into my life.”
 
   She started walking toward the ridge again as she spoke in a faraway voice,  “Let me tell you a little story about Silent Bob.  My mother always saw me as a disappointment.  I was her shame...  born out of wedlock.  She made sure to remind me of that every occasion she could.  She'd beat me and humiliate me any chance she got.  I had a mad on for the whole ugly world.  There was this fury I had burning inside.  I was getting into trouble all the time.  Can you imagine being angry all the time?  What it can do to a person?  How it can eat at you?”
 
   That really hit home, as I can imagine exactly what it is like, as I was living it until I met Ro.  She continued.  “As a young teen, I was into stealing, drugs, you name it.  For the thrill, just to feel something, anything but the rage.  I was in and out of juvenile detention more times than I can count.  Constantly fighting.  I was starting to experiment with some heavier drugs to dull out the screaming in my head.  I'd do just about anything to make the voices stop, to score another hit.”
 
   She paused.  “When I was fourteen I figured out I was gay.  I tried to hide it at first, because, that's just not normal right?  Only deviants were gay right?  That's what we are taught as kids.  God I was so misguided.”
 
   She took a deep breath, I could tell this was all hard for her to share with a complete stranger.  “But I came to figure out that it wasn't bad, unnatural or anything else negative like the uneducated bigots want you to believe.  It was just what it was.  It didn't define me as a person, no more than being straight defines you as a person.  Who gives a crap which two people like each other?  No matter how you look at it, love is just that... love.”
 
   She started walking faster while scanning our surroundings for anything out of place.  “So, at fifteen I came out to my mom.  She kicked me out of the house then and there, right after she beat me half to death.  I stumbled off into the woods.  I have to say that at that point, I seriously just wanted to die, I was contemplating the different ways to do it.  The world was so cruel, why would anyone want to live in it?  I don't know how long I wandered through the woods.  I don't know what was worse, the pain from the beating or the shakes I was getting from going so long without a high.  I really needed a hit.”
 
   I glanced over to to see a little smile grow on her face as she continued.  “Then through the trees, I heard someone singing, the voice was so pretty, it was like a siren song beckoning to me.  I wanted to sing like that!  I vowed to myself that I would one day.  I followed the voice and came out into a clearing by a lodge with a sign that read Stuart's Outdoor Outfitters.  There was this woman there singing.  She had long black hair and was loading up some gear onto a four wheeler, she looked like she was twenty one or twenty two.  Hell, she was outright beautiful!  I was looking around for a place to hide so I could watch her.  Maybe I could steal something to score some drugs too.  But then the woman saw me.”
 
   Kim was speeding up through the trees again, her sharp eyes searching everywhere.  “She looked over at me and stopped singing... and smiled.  It wasn't like one of those polite smiles or those pity smiles.  It was one of those genuine ones that you can see dancing around in someone's eyes.  I froze up.  I didn't run, didn't hide.  I just looked at her and when she said, 'Hi, I'm Bobbi.  Who are you?' I just said hi right back and told her my name.”
 
   Her voice was hoarse now, I saw all kinds of emotion swirling around on her normally emotionless face now.  “She invited me in to clean up the blood on my face and actually listened when I told her my story.  She was so easy to talk to.  I asked her not to call the police or child protective services, that I'd rather run away or kill myself than go back to my mother or a foster home.  Then she shocked me.  Instead of arguing the point like any other adult, she just simply nodded and asked, 'Can you work?'.  I nodded back and she put me to work in the lodge cleaning stuff up.  Her uncle Stu tried to get her to call the authorities and she insisted to him that she would never go back on her word to me and that she accepted me as her responsibility.”
 
   Kim looked to be softly crying now as we continued our search.  She took a deep breath then continued.  “She showed me her room upstairs next to her uncle's and said we would share it.  When my withdrawal really kicked in I really wanted to die, she just cared for me as I laid in my bed.  For days I begged her for drugs, she denied me.  So I begged her to help me end it all, she denied me.  Instead she just hugged me and sang to me.  I didn't want anyone’s pity, she gave me none, instead she offered love.  She was my strength, my anchor.  Then when it was finally all over days later.  She put me back to work to 'earn my keep', and I got paid every two weeks for my work even though I didn't want the money from her.”
 
   Her voice caught and I found I was tearing up a bit myself.  We stopped for a second and both pulled out our water bottles and took a drink before she continued.  “I didn't want to disappoint this woman that the gods had sent to me to be my guardian angel.  I learned all I could about the business, about the outdoors.  She showed me the majesty of nature and took me out here every chance we got.”
 
   We started moving again, continuing our search.  “She caught me sketching one day and excitedly brought me to the MAC.  I was amazed at the works of art there.  I had never seen such beautiful things.  She got me an art set and art books for Christmas and encouraged me to draw.  I still have the little magnifying glass she gave me to look at frost and snowflakes so I could witness the artistry of nature itself.”  She held up her keys by a little leather pouch.
 
   She took a cleansing breath as we reached the bottom of the ridge-line and started picking our way along it, looking behind every rock and outcropping.  “She made me go back to school and basically raised me until I was old enough to get a place of my own.  You know... my mother never went looking for me.  Bobbie became my mother... my big sister.  She taught me that the world wasn't this hateful, spiteful place I had always believed it to be.  That it is full of beauty and wonder hiding where most people don't even think to look to find it.  That beauty is everywhere, you just have to open your eyes, let it in.  She brought peace into my mind to replace the all the rage.  I can only hope that some day she can be proud of me.  That is why she is my hero.  That's why I seem to have my strange fascination with heroes.  Because, if the others are like her, then this world truly is full of wonder.  A place I'm happy to raise my daughter in.”
 
   Then she glanced at me with a hint of sadness swirling in her eyes.  “She lost something of herself when Stu died.  He was to her, what she is to me.  She renamed the place Silent Bob's because the old name hurt too much and she was Stu's 'silent' partner.  She's dedicated her life to making everyone's dreams come true... except her own.  Bobbi has never been truly happy again unless she's out in the mountains where she says she can speak to Stu, or the other day on the phone when she was talking about you.”
 
   She whispered, “I haven't even told my own wife the entire story.”
 
   I was crying now, and the wind was really kicking up.  She looked away as we continued our search.  She added softly.  “I don't care what you think you know, or what you think she was doing.  But if you believe for one second that that woman was using you or laughing at you, then you truly know nothing about her.  I'm convinced that Bobbi is pretty much in love with you but scared your straight ass will leave her if she said it.”
 
   I don't think I was breathing anymore.  Her words were tumbling around in my head.  I'm such a fool.
 
   She stopped suddenly, listening intently, then her eyes scanned the sky.  I couldn't hear anything.  Then suddenly two small planes, no more than a half mile apart came over a ridge arcing through the sky, moving away from each other.  One with red wingtips, one with purple.  She pointed up with a huge grin. “Right on cue!  I give you heroes!  The McKays!”
 
   I couldn't stop my own smile at the awe on her face as she watched them.  My God.  It seems that every single person that Ro knows is amazing in some way!
 
   Kimi was quickly on the radio switching frequencies. “Kim to the McKays.  I have eyes on you, you are directly overhead.”
 
   It was Jane's voice that responded, “Happy to join the party.  It is getting rough up here.  The winds are knocking us around.  Those namby-pamby search and rescue choppers already returned to base. We have a good thirty minutes or so before we'll have to turn back too.”
 
   Kimi nodded to herself. “OK ladies, give us what you can.  Don't take any chances.  Let Homeplate know your twenty.  Kim out.”  She pocketed the radio and instructed me to keep mine tuned to Homeplate.
 
   She then gave me a determined nod after looking at the time on her satellite phone.  I nodded back.  We only had another hour before we needed to turn back ourselves to beat the darkness back to the lodge.  If we don't find her now, we'll have to hit the top of the ridges tomorrow.
 
   I sent out a silent prayer to the universe.  Ro, if you are out there... we're coming!
 
   We pushed past the hour a little then resigned ourselves to turning back.  None of the others had anything to report either.  Ramona had reported that the 'official' search parties had turned up nothing in the valley and were going to start expanding the search radius in the morning.
 
   I prepped Roberta's snowmobile when we arrived back where we started on foot.  Remmy and Vernon were already gone.  I followed Kimi back through the woods as it was starting to get dark, our headlights cutting swaths of illumination through the shadows.
 
   On the ride back to the lodge I couldn't stop thinking about what Kimi had said.  I could understand the siren's song that lured her into the open...  and Ro taking away her anger.  I think she saved me the same way too.
 
   That Vernon guy was standing outside and started opening the bay door as we drove past the base station that was vacated for the night.  We drove right into the shop and he quickly closed the door then seemed to disappear.  He had to be ex-military or something, that or a ghost.
 
   We joined everyone in the little cafe outside of the main office on the second floor.  It was eerie that Silent Bob's was closed like this on a Sunday.  From what I have heard, it had never been closed on a day that wasn't a holiday.
 
   I was trying to rein in my emotions as I thought of Ro out there alone.  I don't know what I was feeling, there were too many feelings, and emotions chaotically churning to sort out.  I accepted the hot coffee that Sandra handed me with a small smile and slight nod.  I don't know why I noticed, but she didn't seem to have dark roots, that platinum blonde was really her natural hair color.
 
   I sat at the tables they had pulled together for the group and I looked around.  The McKay's were back, then there was Remmy and Vernon, Kimi, Skylar, and their daughter.  Sandra, Ramona with a handsome Filipino looking guy she was holding hands with that I assumed was her boyfriend, myself, and some pretty, dark haired woman in combat boots that I didn't know.  She looked overly nervous.  Kimi, with that hero worship twinkling around in her eyes, was staring at the woman and drawing in a sketchbook.
 
   We sat there eating sandwiches and drinking coffee, everyone started taking turns sharing a personal story about Roberta.  I found out that the mystery woman was none other than Mia Jacobs!  She was funding all the expenses, gear and food for the volunteers herself.
 
   She stuttered a lot, kept rubbing a tiny white teddy bear between her fingers, and continually straightened thing up on the table with her finger.  She spoke of a magical Christmas experience in the mountains that Silent Bob had hosted for her and her wife, Valla, before a cruel disease took her wife from her.  But it was one of the most perfect memories they had shared together.  She owed Roberta so much for that perfect moment.
 
   Vernon looked flighty but spoke next about how how he was living on the streets, nobody would hire him after the war because of his erratic behavior due to his PTSD.  But “lil Dandelion” he pointed at Sandra, introduced him to Silent Bob.  Roberta took him in without hesitation to do handyman and groundskeeping work around the property and rented a room out to him in the worker's cabin.  She never questioned him nor even said anything about his unusual behavior.  She treats him like a man.  Though she doesn't think he knows that his Christmas bonus is his rent money she is giving back to him.  He'll let her keep her little conspiracy.
 
   All the stories went like that.  My amazement over Ro just kept building with each story.  Kimi was not exaggerating, Roberta really was everyone's hero.  Mine too... I got up and left before it got around to me.  I went through the office and down into the vehicle area, trying to sort out my own thoughts and feelings.  I can't be feeling what I think I am... what does that make me?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10 – Frustration
 
   I looked through the window on the bay door at the thermometer on the outer wall and watched as the temperature dropped into the teens in the darkness beyond.  She was out there somewhere.  I knew she was.  She had to be.  In this cold.  Alone.
 
   I felt helpless.  I just screamed and punched the wall beside me repeatedly, working out my frustration. I finally stopped and took a deep cleansing breath, looking at my bloody knuckles.  I almost jumped out of my skin at the voice behind me. “Yeah, I get pissed at that wall all the time myself.  It's always just sitting there, holding the roof up, mocking me.”
 
   I turned to see Jane sitting on the bottom step of the stairs.  She motioned to the empty spot on the step beside her with a concerned look on her face.  “Care to talk about it?”
 
   Did I?  I looked at her then at the stair.  I took a deep breath then made my decision and walked over to sit down next to her.  I stared straight ahead, trying to organize my thoughts, my feelings.
 
   She spoke with humor tinging her words,  “You know, the talking thing only works if your mouth is moving and words are falling out.”
 
   I shook my head and finally looked at her in challenge.  “You're all just talking up there like she is gone.  She's out there...” I motioned to the door, “...somewhere.  In the cold.  Waiting for us.  She's not gone!  It was starting to feel like a wake up there.”
 
   Her expression looked pained as she replied,  “No Blake, you're wrong.  We are sharing our love for the woman to keep ourselves strong so that we don't give up.  I have no doubt that she is on that mountain, alive.  There is nobody stronger, nor better suited to be out there than Bobbi.  My God woman, she's Silent Bob!  She's the closest thing to a legend we have here in the Cascades.  The woman is bigger than life, even Bigfoot doesn't believe she exists.”  Her lips quirked in a little smile.
 
   I had to smile a little at that as I ran my thumbs over my knuckles.
 
   Jane's voice took on a more serious tone.  “So.  Really.  What's on your mind?” She grabbed my hand and looked intently at my knuckles for a moment.  Then she gave my hand a little squeeze and released it.
 
   I sighed and slumped my shoulders a bit in resignation before I admitted,  “I don't know.  I'm just... frustrated.”  I looked at the ceiling, searching for the answers.  “Frustrated that Roberta is missing.  Frustrated that it is most likely my fault for going off on her the other night that chased her into the mountains.  Frustrated that I can't understand what I am feeling.  Frustrated that I want... more... but not understanding it.  Frustrated that I'm a bigot... but I so desperately want to change.  Mostly, frustrated that I am so angry that she lied to me... It makes me feel like a terrible person feeling like that when she's missing in the damn mountains!”
 
   She was just watching me as I spoke, taking in everything that I was venting.  Why isn't she saying anything?  Frustrating!  Well... I guess I haven't asked anything.  I realized that she is just letting me use her as a sounding board to work things out.  I have to get my mind off it.  “What about you?  I didn't hear your story Jane.  Ro speaks so fondly of you.”
 
   She smiled in memory for a moment then said softly,  “Bobbi was my 'almost'.  I was pretty heavy into the party scene a few years back.  I was all about the dancing, clubbing, one night hookups.  I was young, I didn't need attachments.  If I wasn't flying, I was at the bars.”
 
   She frowned a little before she continued, it was obvious to me that she was not happy with how her life used to be.  “I was at the Ballyhoo one night, out on the dance floor when I saw someone hassling Sandra.  You know, that girl has a way of bringing out the protective side of me.  Our families have been friends for a long time, and she moved to Seattle when I did.  She's more like my sister than anything.  She's one of the sweetest people I know.”
 
   She glanced up the stairs fondly, then back to me.  “Well there I was, getting my mad on, stalking through the crowd to knock some heads when this black haired girl a little older than me stepped in and diffused the situation with ease.  She got the troublemaker to leave and she sat down with Sandra.”
 
   The corner of her mouth twitched in a smile that reached her eyes, I could tell it was a treasured memory.  “Most people treat Sandra like she's stupid.  She's really not.  She's just a little naive and easy to take advantage of.  She has a different kind of smarts than other people.  Believe me, that blonde girl can surprise the hell out of you at times.  But when I arrived at the table, this dark haired girl was already into a deep conversation with Sandra.  She was treating her like anyone else.  Then let San know that she had to be more careful about who she hooked up with there.”
 
   Then Jane's smile bloomed across her face.  “Sandra saw me standing there and squealed and jumped up to hug me.  Then this other girl turned around to watch and it was like the air was sucked out of my lungs.  You ever have one of those moments when your heart stops beating and you think, 'My God this woman is beautiful!'?  That was mine.  It's only happened one other time in my life.”  She turned her head back and looked lovingly up the stairs.  I could see a blush spreading on her face.  There was no doubt in my mind after seeing that look, that she was one hundred percent head over heels in love with her wife upstairs.
 
   She turned back at me with a crooked grin on her face.  “That's when Sandra introduced Bobbi to me.  We seriously couldn't keep our eyes off of each other.  We talked all night, we closed the place down then went to my place and talked some more.  She was so easy to talk to, it was like I had known her my entire life.  I told her things I hadn't ever told my closest friends.  We were still talking when the sun was coming up.  She had to go.  Had to open up this little outdoor outfitters shop that she worked at.”
 
   Jane looked contemplative as she continued, staring at the bay door.  “She left and I couldn't help but marvel at the night's events and this wonderful person that actually listened to my inner thoughts.  That was the moment that I questioned everything about my own lifestyle.  I had just spent the night with a girl, not for a quick hookup or the thrill.  I had shared parts of me with a person that I had never dared to share with anyone else.  We didn't have sex or even a single kiss... yet to me, it was the most intimate night of my entire life.”
 
   She grinned and looked at me again.  “We were inseparable after that and dated for over a year.  If we weren't in the mountains, we were in the air, flying.  I loved her in a way I had never loved anyone before.  But I was a little younger, and stupid, and not realizing that I was IN love.  She started getting serious about our relationship and it... I don't know... scared me?  I was so close to marrying her...  I almost did.  But I thought I wasn't ready to settle down.  Part of me still wanted the freedom... to party.  So I ran.”
 
   She now had tears forming in her sad eyes.  “It wasn't until later.  After I matured a little that I realized what I had thrown away and what she had really meant to me.  And even though I had hurt her with my rejection, my outright stupidity, she still kept me around.  She says that our friendship shouldn't suffer just because our relationship didn't work out.  I owe that woman so much, she is my best friend besides Crystal.”
 
   Then she wiped her eyes and glanced at me and smiled.  “If it weren't for her maturing me and teaching me that it is actually OK to love, I would never have found the one person that I truly can't live without...  my Cryster.”
 
   She took a deep cleansing breath and calmed herself then locked her eyes on mine with startling intensity.  “So Blake. Tell me why Bobbi is causing you so much frustration.  What is it that has you so conflicted.  So... off?”
 
   I looked down at my boots then back over to her.  I thought about it for a minute, the answer was simple and obvious to me, and I decided to share.  It would only be fair after she had shared her deeply personal experiences.  I spoke softly, staring at my hands.  “She took away the rage.”
 
   I stopped there.  I didn't know how to continue.  Finally it all just started rushing out, like the floodgates were opened.  “She's become my best friend Jane.  M-more if I am to be truly honest with myself.  She brought back the balance I had before my life went to hell.  I had a good life.  I was living a true fairytale.  Everything was going great and I was always happy back then.  I had a good job as a climbing instructor, a great boyfriend, mountains to climb, trails to hike, what more could a girl ask for?  But... It took less than one second for all that to be taken away from me.  For the darkness to consume me, for the anger to take root.”
 
   I looked at my knuckles again as I continued.  “I was doing some free climbing with my fiance.  It was a spectacular day.  I was bumping up when the bidoigt gave way in the middle of my move.  I took a fall twenty five feet to the deck.  I can pinpoint that as the exact moment the darkness entered me.  I wasn't scared for some reason as I fell, I was angry, so angry.  I hit the ground hard and my leg twisted under me and my knee separated.”
 
   I looked at her through the tears gathering in my eyes.  “The anger never left, Jane.  I was mad at everything.  Physical therapy made me angry.  My doctors made me angry.  My recovery was slow and my fiance dumped me because it was all 'too hard' for him.  What the hell?  For him?  That made me angry.  I couldn't physically perform my job and they let me go before I could recover.  That made me furious.”
 
   I took a deep breath and continued as I looked at her, hoping she understood.  “Once I recovered...  well I still had to wear this damn thing...”  I slapped my brace then continued.  “...I decided I had to build a new life now that my old one was destroyed.  I had to hide the anger.  I used hiking as my outlet to burn off the negative energy.  That's when it hit me.  The outdoors.  I cashed in all my savings, insurance money, and 401k to set up a little outdoor outfitter shop in Snoqualmie Falls.  But that came crashing down around me when most of the suppliers wouldn't touch me.  There was this guy, Silent Bob, that apparently had a stranglehold on the area.  The anger seethed in me.  I could feel it there, boiling just below the surface.”
 
   I chuckled a humorless laugh.  “I actually welcomed that you know.  This Bob guy gave me an outlet for all the darkness.  I could direct all my rage at him.  I found he had the I90 corridor and most of Seattle in his pocket.  Everyone spoke about him like he was a God damn legend.  I took that as a challenge and moved my shop over to Monroe.  I'd carve out a space in the Highway 2 corridor on the fringe of his empire and push back.”
 
   I nodded to myself slyly then looked up at her with a grin.  “It worked.  I got a toe hold.  I had to fight tooth and nail to slowly expand.  I got distributors to sell to me.  I went into 'enemy territory' to scout out Silent Bob's shop and offerings.  The bastard certainly knew what he was doing.  He was not relying on gear sales alone, he was doing mountain guide work, and was ingenious with the creation of a 'mountain experience' and tour aspect of his business.  I took it as a challenge, if he could do it, so could I.”
 
   I grinned sheepishly.  “But everywhere I turned, there was like this Silent Bob blockade.  I tried contacting companies... like yours, to help me expand my offerings.  But just like you, everyone refused, stating that they'd only work for Bob.  God I hated that man!  I slowly succeeded to a small degree.  My business was profitable, but I knew I could do more.  I wouldn't let my nemesis win.”
 
   I absently looked over that the vehicles in the bay as I spoke.  “Each tiny victory gave me a cathartic release of the darkness inside me.  I attempted to lure his employees away.  But not a single one would budge, even with the offer of doubling their salary.  They were seriously that dedicated to this infuriating mystery man.  Kimi was the oddest interaction I think I have ever had.  She kept playing this damn 'hero' card on me.”
 
   Jane snorted at that, and I couldn't help a little smile of my own now that I know Kim.  “I was so angry at the man, but that gave me the fuel, the drive to build my business, an outlet for the rage.  Then one night while hiking and scoping out some of Silent Bob's territory for mountain tours, a blizzard hit ahead of the forecast.  I was mad at the weather and stomped through it, I was lazy and decided to hit a nearby emergency shelter instead of pitching camp.”
 
   I looked off into space at the memory.  “I couldn't find the thing.  The GPS was telling me it was right around there by the ridge.  I was mad at the GPS, mad at myself for not finding the shelter.  I was resigned to pitching camp when the wind carried a sweet voice, singing in the forest.  I was shocked.  Not only was I not the only person stupid enough to go stomping around a mountain in the middle of a blizzard.  But this person was happy and singing.”
 
   I smiled fondly at the memory.  “I made my way through the dark to a campsite.  Then this woman, this striking woman... happily took me in and shared her tent.  I made an ass out of myself telling her why I was on the mountain, bashing Silent Bob.  Imagine my shock when she said she was stocking the shelter I couldn't find FOR Silent Bob's.  God I felt sheepish.  But she smiled through the whole awkward encounter, putting me at ease.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at the next admission.  “Then I tried to hire her out from under Bob.”  Jane snorted.  I nodded at the irony, shaking my head.  “Yeah, not my finest moment in retrospect.  She politely told me Silent Bob's was her life.  I went on to rant about Bob and how nobody I contacted would work with me because of him.  And I... I...”  I looked at her then down at my hands in shame.  “I called you and Crystal dykes.”
 
   Jane actually laughed.  She didn't get angry.  I shot her a look of confusion, then she chuckled.  “You actually said that word around Bobbi?  Oh God.  Tell me she embarrassed the heck out of you.  Pleeeeeease?”
 
   I nodded with a sheepish grin.  “Yes she did.  And Jane, I am truly sorry I even thought the slur about you.  She made me look at myself and how I treated others.  She showed me how hurtful things like that are, and how misguide people can be when they are not educated on the matter.  I used to joke around like anyone else about gay people.  Not thinking anything of it, not even seeing how hateful it was.  I'd blame culture, but I was part of that culture without really being aware that I was.  I feel nothing but shame about it now.  She showed me myself and I didn't like who I saw.  I'm trying to change... it is just taking time.  It takes a while to identify this in yourself and go about setting things right.”
 
   I frowned at what came next.  “Then right after that... my bigotry and misinformed opinions slapped me in the face again when she revealed that she was gay as well.  I was scared she was going to like... make a move on me or something.  Then a couple things happened.  First, she laughed at me and made me really think about that opinion and assured me that she had absolutely no intention of 'making a move'.  Second, I was somehow feeling insecure and insulted that she said that.  Was I not pretty enough for her to find attractive?  Was it the damn brace?  Was it my inner ugliness?”
 
   I smiled fondly at the next memory.  “God, we became the best of friends after that.  I talked with her the way you described, I found it so easy to share my life with her.  I told her everything and wanted to learn everything about her.  I wanted to be around her all the time.  I hated that that damn Bob guy kept her so busy all the time.”
 
   I exhaled and looked straight at Jane.  “But there was always this... shadow over us.  Something she held from me.  She never invited me to her place, and she would always pull away and recoil any time I touched her or hugged her.  I remember that night every time it happens.  She's my best friend but she is repulsed by me.  It hurt.  Almost a physical pain.  I wanted her to find me attractive for some stupid damn reason.  Her opinion means everything to me!”
 
   I slumped my shoulders and started wringing my fingers.  “I felt so close to her, our friendship felt strong like it was forged out of steel, yet I repulsed her.  I started going out of my way to touch her innocently or hug her.  I wanted her to find me desirable.  I don't know why.  I'm straight Jane.  I don't understand why I did what I did.  It can't be anything more.  I love her but I'm not IN love with her... right?”
 
   Then I let my eyes unfocus as I continued.  “She helped with suppliers and contacts and ideas to make Reston Outfitters stronger.  To solidify two distinct territories between Silent Bob's and Reston Outfitters.  Making both companies a force to be reckoned with.  Hell, my business is up forty percent since I met her!  I was marveling at the happiness that had replaced all my rage since she came into my life.”
 
   My frustration returned with the tears.  “But then it all came crashing down when I found out it was all just pretend.  Sandra let it slip that Roberta was Silent Bob.  My life stopped in that instant, the rage returned, the darkness consumed me.  She had lied to me the whole time.  Used me to make her territory stronger.  I just knew that everyone over here was having a great laugh at my expense.  But... now... I'm thinking that I... was wrong.  And now she's missing because of me.”
 
   Jane looked at me with empathy, shaking her head slowly.  “You really fucked up, Blake.”  She squeezed my shoulder gently.  “I shouldn't be telling you this, it really isn't my place.  But Bobbi is so frigging in love with you that it physically hurts her.  But she knows you're straight and didn't want to lose your friendship by admitting it.  She feels that loving you as a friend is enough if it means you still being in her life.  She was scared to tell you that she was Silent Bob because you seemed to hate everything there was about the person, she kept trying, but she didn't want this exact reaction from you.  She would pull back from your touches because she craved them so much.  It hurt her to know they were nothing but innocent.  But I think you are both wrong.  Both fools.  I see it when you talk about her Blake.  You don't love her.  You are IN love with her too.”
 
   I was shaking my head in disbelief as I cried.  “No.  Jane.  I'm straight.  I can't love her that way.  I... I want to. She's... I'm.  Oh God Jane.  Oh God... what am I?  I do.  Shit.  I do.  I'm a fucking homophobic lesbian aren't I?  How can I love her that way?  I don't fit in either world.”
 
   Jane shook her head and held my hand to calm me.  “There's only one world hon.  You need to see that.  And love is love.  There is never anything wrong with love.”
 
   My tears were flowing freely now.  “I'm straight... but I love that woman.  God... I'm so in love with her.  That isn't possible is it.”
 
   We both turned to a sweet voice at the top of the stairs.  “It is completely possible Blake.  I'm straight and I married the woman I love.  Riley here, Jane, is the person that makes me whole.  Don't apply labels, it will make you crazy.  Just bask in the love and you'll be a happier person for it.”
 
   Crystal made her way down the stairs and leaned over Jane and gave her an upside down kiss.  I couldn't stop my smile.  Before I met Ro, that would have repulsed me, but now I saw it as a beautiful thing.  These two loved each other, there was no doubt in my mind.
 
   Then Crystal grinned at me like an idiot.  “From one straight 'dyke' to another, it is well worth taking on the world's hate when love is involved.”  How long had she been standing up there?
 
   I looked at them.  They were so cute together.  This is the first time I noticed Crystal's eyes they were two different colors, wow!  She grinned at us.  “Everyone is turning in.  Mia has to get back to her child but the rest of us are bunking up in Bobbi's place so we can get an early start.”  She locked eyes with me to show her sincerity.  “You are welcome to join us up there.  I'm sure you want an early start too.”
 
   I smiled and wiped my eyes and nodded.  We all made our way up to Ro's living quarters.  It felt odd that I was finally going to see where she lived and she wasn't here with me.
 
   An odd stray thought entered my mind as Jane showed me to Roberta's bedroom and squeezed my hand before she went out to the others.  Not a single one of these people had ever asked about my brace or shown pity over it.  I like that...  I like them.
 
   I sat on Ro's bed for a while, the warm happy sensation I now allowed myself to feel was warring around with the old Blake.  I'm happy to say that old me is no longer welcome in my thoughts.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11 – Contact!
 
   I woke to an itsy bitsy little blonde girl with a pink curl bouncing on my bed yelling in a cute British accent, “Auntie Blake!  Auntie Blake!  Good morning.  Time to get up!  Mum sent me to get you!  They're gonna do a fryup and make a right good effort to find Auntie Bobbi today.”
 
   I couldn't contain my smile.  “Thank you, Sammie.  I'll be out in a minute.”  The little girl put her arms out and jumped off the bed then flew off like an airplane into the great room while making engine sounds.  She certainly was all that Ro had said she was.  Quite possibly the most adorable little girl on the planet.
 
   I got out of the nightshirt I had swiped from Ro's dresser... It smelled divinely like her.  Then washed up in the impressive adjoined bathroom.  After dressing, I made my way out into the great room.  Skylar was walking around handing out coffee to us all from a tray, I could smell bacon cooking from the kitchen area.  I glanced around, this really was a truly spectacular space.
 
   I had to stop myself from staring at Skylar, not in shock but in awe.  She was wearing a night shirt and some shorts.  She had a prosthetic right foot and I saw more of those tattoo covered scars running down her right arm and leg.  They were flippin' beautiful!  She noticed my look and glanced down at herself then back to me and winked.  Then said with that sultry British accent of hers and a huge grin.  “I know, right?”
 
   I could feel the burn of a blush on my cheeks and neck as I smiled and turned to the group in the sunken seating area around the roaring fire.  I could hear Skylar's phenomenal low voice singing as she cooked.
 
   The group was all geared up like me but it seemed that Kimi was missing.  I found a place by Sammie and Remmy and we all sat in silence, preparing for the task at hand.
 
   Skylar was back, handing out plates of bacon and eggs to everyone.  We all turned to the main door when we heard yelling downstairs getting louder as it approached.  “Son of a bitch!  That bastard needs to shove his head up his...”  Kim trailed off as she swung the door open and saw all of us staring at her.  The anger on her face and fire in her eyes suddenly disappeared and that weird unreadable expression replaced it and she seemed suddenly calm.  I don't know if I can get used to that... isn't that like, bi-polar or something?
 
   She looked at us as a plate of food was shoved into her hands by Skylar who had a playfully disapproving look on her face for her spouse.  Sammie whispered to me with a giggle,  “Mummy said some bad words... again.”
 
   Kimi started shoveling the food into her mouth from the plate as she spoke to us calmly.  “That idiot down there has changed this from a search and rescue to a body recovery mission due to the extreme temperatures and windchill.  He says she couldn't survive this long according to 'the book' and would have 'succumbed' to exposure and hypothermia long ago.  He has no clue who Bobbi is and what she is capable of enduring.  He sent half the volunteers home.  Well, he tried to.  They all refused.  Most say they'll search independently with us if they have to.”
 
   I could feel my rage building as I was clenching my bruised fists and started grinding my teeth.  Jane stood nonchalantly as she was eating and stepped around to me and simply placed a hand on my shoulder and locked eyes with me.  “Use it out there.”  I exhaled and nodded and she returned to her place beside Crystal still eating like nothing had happened.
 
   We completed the meal and Jane checked the weather online.  “Shit,” she muttered under her breath as she checked a couple more resources.  She looked at all of us.  “High winds today and looks like a big snowstorm is on the way for the area over there.  The search and rescue pilots are grounded due to severe winds and approaching weather-front.  Bunch of pussies.  They are telling us to stand down.  To hell with that!  I'm going up there until Violet complains!”  She looked over at Skylar who was covering Sammie's ears.  Jane blushed and tried to backpedal.  “Sorry... umm... bunch of wimps?  To heck with that?”  We all chuckled a little.
 
   Crystal was now beside her, dragging her to the door as she spoke.  “WE are going up,”  she corrected.  Then she called over her shoulder as they were closing the door,  “We'll radio when we are in position.”
 
   I glanced at Kimi for clarification.  “Violet?”
 
   She grinned.  “Her plane.”  I nodded in understanding remembering the purple wingtips and swoosh on the plane.
 
   She had that familiar glazed look on her face as her eyes twinkled when she said, “There's nobody better in the air than that woman... except maybe Crystal.”
 
   I suddenly remembered a spectacular un-powered emergency landing that was on the news a year or two back.  That was Jane and that purple plane of hers!
 
   I made a quick phone call to my employees, seeing if any wanted to volunteer for the search parties. To my shock they ALL did.  I told them to shut down the shop and come on over and retrace the base of the ridges above Beggar's Creek in case we had missed something.
 
   Someone from downstairs then rang up to say a busload of homeless people had shown up from a Seattle shelter to join the search and needed their little “dandelion” to tell them what was needed.  Sandra bolted downstairs at that.
 
   We brought our plates back to the kitchen and stacked them in the sink where Skylar started singing and washing them with Samantha's help.  The little one joining in the song.
 
   Then without a word we were all moving down to the vehicle garage and gearing up the snowmobiles and sleds.  As we were finishing up, Sandra was back and frantically handing out water bottles to everyone... I could see on her face that she still wanted to do more.
 
   I walked up beside her and whispered.  “You are doing great San.  Just keep hot drinks and food going out to the base camp and volunteers out there, it is really important they keep their strength up.”  She nodded and scurried off with a look of determination on her face.  I glanced over to see Jane was watching our interaction intently again.  She turned slowly away to finish gearing up.
 
   Kimi announced,  “OK.  Same drill as yesterday, Blake and I will take the top of the south ridge Rem, you two take the north.”
 
   I mounted up behind Kimi and wrapped my arms around her waist.  She nodded and Ramona opened the bay door and our snowmobiles rocketed out into the snow and up into the mountains on a different route than before to get up above the ridges.  I yelled into Kimi's ear,  “Why are we switching ridges?”  She turned her head and yelled back, “South ridge is really tricky to approach from above.  I know that particular piece of terrain better than Remmy.”  I nodded.  This girl was a force unto herself.  I find that a strange dichotomy when I remind myself that she is an international rock star now.  She's so full of contradictions.  I'd probably be freaked out a little if I weren't so worried about Ro.
 
   That thought sent me spiraling into the abyss again.  Damn it.  I'm no good to her if I can't keep my emotions in check.  We WILL find her.  She WILL be OK.  Right?
 
   After about an hour and a half we were hooking back around and coming down an extremely tricky slope through the trees and rocks.  Kimi slowed us down and a minute later we had to dismount.  She looked at me.  “We're on foot from here.”  I nodded as we threw on our packs, checked our gear and slung ropes over our shoulders.
 
   I creak clacked beside her as we picked our way through the trees and rocks toward the ridge at a good pace.  Scanning everything around us for anything unnatural or out of the ordinary.
 
   I was lost inside my head again.  Thinking of every worst case scenario.  I felt like vomiting.  Kimi looked my way then squinted like she was studying me.  She looked away with a slow nod.  “Huh... So, it's like that is it?  Fun cosmic joke to play on a straight girl.”
 
   I was confused.  “It's like what?”
 
   She snorted and tilted her head at me.  “You are positively green.  Your eyes have more than concern dancing around in them.  You're in love with Bobbi.”  She shrugged like it was obvious and continued searching.
 
   How the hell could she see that!?  I almost defended myself.  Then I realized, I was doing it again, the homophobic thing.  There is no reason to defend against it.  I could admit it.  I took a deep breath.  “Immensely so.”  I almost laughed.  It really was a fitting karma bitch-slap wasn't it?
 
   She nodded and was silent as we increased our speed until we came out of the trees at the top of the ridge.  I whispered my fears to her like the universe was listening and would come crashing down on us if it heard me.  “What if... what if...”
 
   She glared at me, her stoic expression was gone, I saw my own rage in her face as she hissed,  “We WILL find her!   Alive!”  Then she was back to calm.
 
   I was wrong.  I can get used to her duality.  It is something just uniquely Kimi.  It was oddly... comforting?  I nodded in agreement.  I just have to stop thinking here.
 
   The wind was fierce and gusting, blowing around the snow, obscuring visibility.  We had to slow our pace to make sure we didn't miss anything.  I heard a radio crackling and looked over as Kimi started talking into it.  “Kim to Homeplate.”
 
   Ramona replied.  “We read you Kim.”
 
   Kim looked around.  “We are at the top of the south ridge, making our way west.  Visibility is low.  We're getting buffeted by wind here.  We'll check in hourly.  If the new snow starts we may have to pull back.”
 
   Ramona's smooth voice responded,  “Roger that Kim.  Remmy is having the same difficulty on the north ridge.”
 
   Kim took a deep breath.  “OK.  We'll be in touch.  Kim out.”  And she pocketed the radio.  I walked to the edge and looked down.  It had to be three hundred feet or more of vertical cliff face.   An odd thought hit me.  Man I'd love to climb this after we find Ro.
 
   I shook my head to clear these thoughts away and we started along the ridge scanning both the edge and the treeline.  We checked out a couple smooth snow drifts near the tree line.  Neither of us would voice the implied 'just in case'.  They were just some rocks.  We scanned for any signs of recent activity as we made our way west.
 
   Then Kim suddenly stopped again, a slight smile was tugging at her lips as she listened.  I looked to the sky even though I couldn't hear anything, I knew that look on her face.  There they are!  I saw two small planes flying along the ridge about a half mile apart.  Their altitude looked kind of erratic.
 
   Kim walked to the edge and stood on an outcropping of rock and waved her arms.  She pulled out the radio in one hand and kept waving with the other as she adjusted the frequency then spoke into it.  “Kim to the McKays.  We are on your nine, Jane.”
 
   A moment later Jane's voice came across the speaker.  “I see you Kim.  Get your crazy ass away from the edge.”  Kim laughed and backed away.
 
   Jane continued.  “We are really getting jostled around up here.  But I'll give you what I can.  Stay on the channel and I can direct you to anything promising.  Crystal has Remmy on the horn on the other side.”
 
   Kim nodded to herself.  “Copy that.  Good hunting.  Kim out.”  She pocketed the radio and we continued down range.
 
   An hour later the snow started and the wind was much worse.  We were running out of ridge and would have to turn back soon anyway to get back before dark.  We rested for a minute, drinking our water and munching on power bars.  The radio crackled to life.  Jane's voice came across.  “It is too rough up here now ladies and the snow is killing visibility.  I'll have to turn back soon.  I can only give you another couple...”  She went silent for a long interval, then my heart stopped as she shouted, “CONTACT!  I have contact!”  We looked back up range to where we saw her flying toward the ridge, waggling her wings I wasn't breathing.
 
   Her voice was elated.  “She's on a ledge about sixty or seventy feet above the deck on the south ridge!  I saw movement!  Sending grids now.”
 
   Kimi's voice was hoarse and I could see she was crying like I was as she responded.  “We copy, Jane.  Get the rescuers up here now and get yourselves safe!  We're on our way to her!”
 
   She was running up range I was following as fast as my creaking brace would allow me.  She looked back and slowed for me.  She was looking at the coordinates on her satellite phone as we went.  I was already unslinging the rope from my shoulder as she ran to the edge with the phone, looking at the screen then looking down.  We couldn't see anything.  She was digging out a bollard from the snow for the rope and we got everything prepped.  She was starting to harness up and I stopped her with a hand on her arm.
 
   I looked at her.  “This is what I do.  I just hope we won't have to multi pitch.”  She looked at me, then into my eyes.  I'm sure she saw the rage in there that matched her own.  I said, “She's my girl.” She exhaled then nodded as I started harnessing up.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12 – My Girls
 
   I can't do this anymore.  I'm sorry Blake.  I held on as long as I could on this God forsaken ledge.  I don't know why I didn't die when I fell.  At least I don't hurt any more.  The past two days have been excruciating with my shattered legs, broken arm, and ribs.  I couldn't twist, I may have broken my back... but I'm numb now.  The hypothermia is going to win... I'm so tired.
 
   I was just about to close my eyes and let it take me when I heard the engine again.  I had seen Jane and Crystal out there for two days circling around... looking for me.  But never in the right place.   If my radio hadn't been crushed in the fall or I could get into my pack to turn on the satellite phone I would be home already.  If I hadn't have been so stupid in the first place and gotten myself into this.  If I could have just told Blake that I...
 
   The engine sounded closer, the winds were relentless.  I saw the familiar purple plane coming toward me, almost directly overhead.  I started flapping the silver emergency Mylar thermal blanket I had managed to pull out of my pocket and wrap partially around myself the best I could with my one good arm on that first night.
 
   I exhaled as she was about to pass directly over.  She didn't see m... the plane suddenly veered right toward the valley and swung around and started flying directly at me.  She was waggling her wings at me!  She saw me!  I coughed up some blood as my heart rate increased.  Huh... that's something new.  My eyes felt heavy.  I had to fight it... there was a chance now.  I moved my left hand from my right armpit with my good hand and looked at the fingers blackened by frostbite and put the hand back in my armpit and pulled the thermal blanket against me.
 
   I had rationed the only bottle of water I could reach inside my jacket and the two God awful granola bars I got from Jane, the best I could.  I hadn't had water or food for over thirteen hours or so.  It was a bitch doing everything with my only good arm.  There was too much pain to twist so I could access my pack.  I'd survived this long solely because of the few things I could reach in my coat pockets.
 
   I watched the plane slowly disappear into the snow back down the mountain.  I don't know if I can hold on another night though.  I was about to give up just now...  Best case scenario, they can get to me by tomorrow morning.  Nobody is crazy enough to fly in this weather except Jane and it is already afternoon judging by the daylight.  They could get to the base of the ridge before dark but not make the climb up.
 
   I coughed up another bit of blood.  I'm no physician but I'm pretty sure that's not a good thing.  My lips were cracked from dehydration and exposure and the blood stung them a bit.  Oh hey, at least I can still feel something.
 
   I sat there for about another hour trying to stay awake, but I knew what was inevitable.  I felt at peace.  At least they can come get my body tomorrow so my girls won't have to fret anymore.  That's what I'll miss the most.  My girls.  But they found me... I'm so proud of each and every one of them.   I love them all.  I'll miss Blake the most.  I started to nod off.  I took a deep, painful breath to try to stay awake a little longer.  I heard something hit the ledge about twenty feet behind me.
 
   I was confused and couldn't make any sense of it.  There were some sort of rustling sounds.  I contemplated it for a few minutes but found thinking really hard before my eyes finally closed and the last thing I remember was hearing a creaking and clacking coming from somewhere far above me.   Why did that sound so familiar?
 
   - - -
 
   There's a whole lot of nothingness here.  I feel warm again, I'm lying down.  So I died.  No.  If I'm thinking all of this then I must not be dead yet.  There is a soothing steady pulsing tone here.  Beep, beep, beep.  I don't know why, but it is somehow reassuring.  I can hear someone.  I can't make out the words.  It reminds me of Blake's voice.  I think I like it.  I let the tone of that voice lull me to sleep.
 
   - - -
 
   How long have I been floating in this vacuum?  I can't hear that pulsing tone anymore since I have gotten so used to it, I'm just tuning it out.  I can sort of tell that each of my girls and boys have been talking over time, but the one that makes me smile internally is the voice that sounds like Blake's.  I wish I knew what they were saying.  I wish I had the courage to have told her that I was in love with her.  I've woken up to this nothingness dozens of times now.  I'll just listen to the voice a while...
 
   - - -
 
   Again?  I'm still here floating in this void?  That's it, I'm sick of this!  What the hell is going on!?  Now I'm pissed off!  This can't be all there is anymore!  This never-ending nothingness!  God damn it!  OPEN... YOUR... EYES... BOBBI!  I opened my eyes and the light was blinding.  I squinted and tried to focus.  Damn, those lights are bright.  Finally I could make out a white tile ceiling above me.  I felt really weak, I was on something soft, like I was in some sort of bed or something.  My hand felt warm.  I turned my head painfully to the right and saw Blake in a chair beside the bed holding my hand with her head laying on the mattress beside me.
 
   If I'm not alive then I'm in heaven.  Even sleeping like that she looked like an angel to me.  She was starting to stir so I just croaked in a terrible sounding crusty voice from my sore, dry throat,  “So I was thinking.  Instead of expanding Silent Bob's to the east slope.  Why don't we just form a partnership.  Silent Bob and Reston Outfitters Cascade Experience?”
 
   She was now in tears holding my hand and bawling into my shoulder.  Stroking my hair with her other hand.  She pulled up an looked at me with watery, sparkling eyes and laughing.  “Why can't you ever just say hello to me like a normal person Ro?”
 
   I chuckled as my eyes started watering up too.  I licked my dry, chapped lips with my dry tongue.  “Well I like to keep you guessing.  It's kind of how I roll...  Hello Blakester.  I missed my best friend so very much.”
 
   She laughed and kissed my forehead as she grabbed a button on a wire and pressed it.  “Hello to you too Ro. You don't have any idea how much you scared me.”
 
   I glanced down at myself and realized I was in traction, both legs in casts.  “I fucked up Blake.”
 
   She laughed through her tears.  “Yeah... you did.  But so did I.”  She wiped her face with her shirt sleeve.
 
   Some nurses and a doctor came into the room and asked Blake to please move aside.  She looked at me.  “I'll be right here.”  I nodded as she stood back behind the chair as the medical professionals started poking and prodding me and telling me to follow lights with my eyes and such.  They checked all the IVs and electrical leads that were all over me, and all the equipment they were hooked to.
 
   They were asking questions like, “Do you know where you are?  Do you know what happened? What is your name?  What is the date?  Who is the president?  Can you count to thirty by threes?”
 
   I noticed Blake on the room phone.  She said only two words, “She's back.”, like a prayer before she hung up.
 
   The doctor was explaining some of my injuries and the steps they had to take, and the countless surgeries to repair the internal damage that I had undergone.  I had suffered a stroke the first night I was in the hospital but they didn't know if there was any permanent damage because of my coma.  He said he'd come speak with me more in depth later once I had recovered some strength.
 
   I was looking around the room at the bajillion flowers, stuffed animals and cards stacked everywhere there was space.  Then something struck me.  There were hearts and cupids decorating the walls.  Valentines?  I looked across the room to where Blake was watching through happy tears.  “How long?”  I croaked out.
 
   She brought her hands together in front of her mouth and said,  “Fifty two days.” As she probed my eyes with hers.
 
   I looked at the ceiling in shock.  Then... “Ow!  Watch it!”  I snapped at the doctor who was stabbing my toes with something sharp.
 
   After a few minutes of enduring multiple forms of torture from the doctor, I suddenly snapped my eyes to my left hand above the cast on my left arm, vaguely remembering something from the ledge, it was important but I couldn't quite remember what.  My hand was wrapped in clean white gauze about ten layers thick.
 
   Blake was suddenly beside me grabbing my right hand as the doctor followed my gaze.  He took a breath then sighed and started unwrapping my hand as the nurses finished up their torture and left.  He paused at the last layer.  Then looked at me as he spoke.  “You suffered from extensive frostbite on your left hand and foot Miss Valentine.”
 
   He removed the gauze.  I looked at my hand.  My pinky was gone and the finger next to it was cut off at the second joint, my middle finger was missing it's tip.  It all looked mostly healed but red and puffy and there were still some stitches sealing the skin where I should have had a pinky.
 
   I didn't know how to react or how I was feeling as I just stared at what was left of my hand.  The doctor just kept talking.  “You lost your little toe and the tip of the fourth toe on your left foot as well.  Everything else seems to be healing nicely.  Your coma was the most worrying.  I'm going to schedule you for a head CT again, now that you are conscious.  But you still need your rest before we perform more tests.”  He was wrapping my hand again.  He took some notes and walked out the door calling back, “I'll send the nurse in with some ice chips for you.”
 
   I was still trying to process things.  Blake wasn't making it easy as she was stroking the back of my hand with her thumb.  Doesn't she know what that does to me?  I started to pull my hand back and she grabbed it with both hands.  Snapping at me, “No!  Not this time!  Talk to me Ro.  Really, why are you pulling away?”
 
   I closed my eyes as a tear rolled silently down my cheek.  I can't be a coward anymore.  That's what landed me here.  I took a deep breath, I still didn't want to lose her friendship but I couldn't keep lying to her.  I looked at the ceiling, avoiding her eyes and whispered, “Because if I don't, I'll never want you to stop.”
 
   She was stroking my hand with her thumb again as she asked, “Why?”
 
   I glanced quickly at her then away again.  “Because I don't want to lose you.”
 
   She grabbed my chin gently and turned my head so our eyes could meet.  I couldn't read her expression, it was almost like looking at Kim's stoic expression.  “Why?”  She asked again.
 
   I stopped whispering.  I'm sick of being a coward.  “Because I'm in love with you Blake.  That's why.”
 
   I looked at the ceiling trying to breathe.  And she started laughing.  Not a cruel laugh but a truly amused, heartfelt laugh.  I looked back at her and her own tears were falling as her eyes joined in on the laugh, sparkling in glee as she spoke.  “That's good.  Since this homophobic lesbian is completely in love with you too Ro.”
 
   Her smile was as huge as my shock.  The shock immediately dissipated into pleasure as she was now kissing me.  I was kissing back desperately.  Then I heard someone clear their throat beside us.  We were both giggling as the nurse with an amused smile on her face, handed Blake the cup of ice chips before turning and walking back out of the room.
 
   Blake was covering her mouth lightly with a hand.  Her eyes were glittering with mischief.  Then she laughed and said, “I hope you don't mind having a straight girlfriend.  Since I don't plan on going anywhere as long as you'll have me.  I guess I'm kind of out now huh?  I'm still confused about all of this except for the fact that I'm in love with you.”
 
   I grinned at her.  “Of course I'll have you.  I guess I'll have to teach you the secret handshake now huh?”
 
   She tilted her head.  “There's a secret handshake?”
 
   I rolled my eyes.  “Oh God.  You're so gullible?  I reeealy have to cure you of your misinformed ways Blakester.”  Every time I spoke, Blake was looking at me funny.
 
   She spooned some ice chips into my mouth to shut me up.  The melting ice felt divine, moistening my dry mouth, the resulting chilled water trickling down my throat.
 
   I took a second to look at her as she spooned more ice into my mouth, she looked like she hadn't slept or eaten in a very long time.  She looked slightly disheveled.  But I loved her 'morning hair'.  It reminded me of that night on the mountain with her.
 
   I went silent and looked over at my left hand again.  Can I still climb?  I was suddenly scared.
 
   Blake spoke soothingly,  “Don't obsess.  We'll take it one day at a time and see about getting you back on the mountain.”
 
   I sighed, shaking my head slowly.  “Am I that transparent?”
 
   She grinned at me with a playful look in her eyes.  “Well not totally... Silent Bob.”
 
   Oh God... did I just snort?!
 
   A familiar soprano voice chimed out, “Hey, did somebody in here just snort?”
 
   We both turned our heads to the door and Kim was standing in it with a huge smile on her face and her sketchbook in hand.  I could feel my own smile splitting my face as she hustled to my side with what seemed like an endless stream of people following her into the room.
 
   Kim stood with Blake at my side and looked down with that familiar stoic expression of hers. “Hi big sis.”
 
   I smiled back at her.  “Hi little sis.”  Kim squinted her eyes at me with a touch of confusion on her face when I spoke.
 
   I looked around the room.  Skylar and Samantha were there.  As were Jane, Crystal, Sandra, Ramona and her boyfriend Derick, Remmy, Vernon and Minnie.  My girls and my boys!
 
   A nurse had followed everyone in and started speaking.  “OK everyone.  Miss Valentine needs rest!  Family members only.”
 
   It was almost comedic, everyone looked around and Derick and Minnie lowered their heads and walked out of the room.  Everyone else stayed where they were.  I could see the nurse's mouth fighting the smile twitching around at the corners of it.  She tried again with a little humor in her voice.  “OK, let's try this another way.  Only one person at a time.”  Everyone started filing out of the room grumbling.  Then the nurse looked at Sandra. “And you can't have animals in the hospital!”
 
   Sandra smiled and put the tiny white and tan puppy under one arm as she fished some papers from her purse.  Which she thrust at the nurse with pride.  “Monster is a therapy dog!”  Then she ran around the nurse and plopped little Monster on my chest and kissed my forehead and ran out with the others as I held the little furball that was happily licking my fingers.
 
   Kim looked at Blake with a small smile of compassion breaking her mask of calm.  “And you.  Go down to the cafeteria and get something to eat woman before you wither away into nothing for goodness sake.  Let the rest of us have our turn.”
 
   Blake nodded like a chastised child then surprised me with a sneak attack kiss and ran out of the room before my happy daze left me.  Kim looked just as shocked and happy as me.
 
   She looked at me and her face was unreadable again.  Oh boy.  Here it comes.  Three, two, one... Her face snapped to a mask of rage as she hissed, “Don't you EVER do that to us again!  Good God woman!  What were you thinking!?”
 
   Aaaand, that's a wrap!  Her stoic expression was back along with her calm.  I couldn't stop  my smile.  This was just so uniquely Kim.  Ever dependable.  Kim started to smile at me as she spoke.  “I love you big sis.  I can't tell you how happy I am that you are back with us.  Especially for Blake.  She's been wasting away in here every day while you were taking your little nap.”
 
   I felt an extreme pang of guilt at that revelation.  Then I had a sudden thought.  “It is February, Kim.  What are you still doing here?  You should be on tour in Europe.”  She tilted her head and squinted at me again as I spoke.
 
   She shrugged like it was obvious.  “We postponed it and Christmas indefinitely, much to Sammie's frustration of course.  But with my big sister in a coma and her schizophrenic 'I'm gay... I'm straight... I'm gay' girlfriend barricaded in here with you, someone had to run both of your businesses.  Besides, nobody could pry me away from my hero when she needs me.”
 
   I was tearing up again.  Then Kim started playing with Monster a bit as she spoke into space.  “She was just a ghost of a person when you were missing you know sis.  Blake looked like me, just so full of rage.  When Jane announced she had found you, it was like a switch was flipped, the rage was replaced with a calm determination and happiness.  How weird is that to flip from one emotional extreme to another in the blink of an eye?”
 
   I fought back a snort, I'm not sure I succeeded.  Did KIM really just ask that?
 
   Se looked at me.  “That's when I knew it was all true.  She's in love with you sis.  She went down that cliff face like a woman possessed.  She was on the radio on a mission, when she saw you, she knew you couldn't survive another night there to wait for the 'official' rescue party.  She bundled you up and packed chemical heat packs all around you, force fed you some water.  Then she contacted her crew that was searching the area below and a large group that Sandra had organized.  She pulled up a cage from below as I made my way down to the ledge.”
 
   She grinned a little.  “She had you immobilized and strapped in before I could get there. In a group effort we got you lowered down to the ground.  Then Blake and I rappelled to the deck as the sun was getting low on the horizon.  We were able to get you to the sled and she was calling ahead for an ambulance as we made our way through the trees back to the shop.”
 
   Her smile got bigger.  “After watching her stare down the EMTs who weren't going to let her ride with you in the ambulance, I knew exactly what you saw in her.  Obviously they flinched first.  I've never seen someone so protective of you... here see?”
 
   She flipped her sketchbook open and showed a sketch of me in my hospital bed with a broken angel wing.  Blake was standing in front of me wearing armor and holding the shadows in the darkness all around us at bay.  This sent another tear down my cheek as she closed her sketchbook.  I closed my eyes and pulled myself together.  Taking a deep breath.
 
   “How is everyone?” I asked in earnest.  I truly missed everyone while floating in the void.  Monster was on his back now as I tickled his belly.
 
   She thought for a second.  “For the most part, happy, relived, and tired.  But you'll really need to talk to Sandra.  She took this almost as hard as Blake.  She's convinced it was her fault for getting Blake mad at you.”
 
   Then she nodded and she looked up with her eyes, recalling a memory.  “But my God was she a trooper during the search.  She was everywhere at once, whether it was handing out gear or hot drinks and food to volunteers, to pulling in fresh searchers from the shelters where homeless people were lining up to help their Dandelion, to cleaning up the base camp each night.”
 
   She smiled a little.  “And even after you were found she became a woman on a mission.  You can see that she thinks she has to make up for something.  She has been a slave driver with Sky and I.  Having us come sing at all the children burn and cancer wards.”  Her mouth quirked to a smile, I know how much Kim loves children.   I knew that she didn't mind it one bit.
 
   I nodded in understanding and responded emphatically.  “This was in no way her fault.  Her heart is too big.  I'll speak with her.  But don't think that will get you out of any hospital performances with her as long as you are stateside.  Even I don't have that much pull with her.”  This got me the big Kim smile that is so exceedingly rare but a true pleasure to see.
 
   Kim looked like she had just made a hesitant decision and asked quickly,  “Why are you doing that with your voice?”
 
   I squinted at her, what was she going on about now?  “Doing what?”
 
   She tilted her head and locked eyes with me.  “Letting your Aussie accent come through so heavily.”
 
   What is she talking about?  I looked at her like she was nuts or something.  “What do you mean?  I'm not.  If anything the last bits of it have finally faded away.”
 
   She stared at me silently for five long seconds with her patented stoic look before she looked back at the door.  “I better send the next person in before they send a search party out for ME.”  She winked and I fought back a snort, I lost.  She kissed me on the forehead and walked toward the door.  She stopped before she stepped out with her back still to me and said quietly, “I love you sis.”
 
   I whispered back, “I love you too.”
 
   One by one the people I most love in life came through the door.  With more stories of the amazing things the others did, and the fierceness in which Blake protects me.  My eyes had tears flowing down my cheeks more often than not.  A couple of the others asked about my accent...  what the hell are they talking about?
 
   When Skylar came in with her daughter, I couldn't believe how big Sammie was getting since the last time I saw her just this summer!  The little girl had an odd easiness and infectious happiness about her that boded well for the type of person she would grow into.
 
   Remmy chastised me sufficiently for my boneheaded maneuver and I thought his stone gears were going to grind to a halt when he whispered with an actual tear gathering in his eye, “I love you Bobbi.”  I almost bawled when I told him I loved him too.
 
   Little Monster was sleeping under my chin now.  He was far too cute.  I realized that I was starting to get sleepy too.
 
   The last person finally walked in, I think she was scared to talk to me which hurt me a little.  She'd normally be jockeying for the front of the line.
 
   Sandra walked in and did have a scared look in her eyes but was still smiling.  She pointed.  “You got a Monster on your neck.”  Then she laughed nervously.
 
   I smiled at her.  Her eyes were watering up.  I put my arm out to her and beckoned her to me.  “Oh come here sweetie.”
 
   She hesitated then came in for a hug.  She started crying heavily now. “I'm so sorry Bobbi!  This is all my fault.  I got Blake mad at you.  I'm so stupid.”
 
   I pulled her back a bit so I could look directly into her tear swollen eyes.  “Sandra.  I want you to listen to me very carefully...  are you listening?”  I tilted my head and stared into her eyes until she silently nodded.
 
   I gave her a small smile then firmly said.  “This is NOT your fault.  None of this is your fault.  I did this to myself.  I was the one lying to Blake.  I was the one who caused the drama.  I am the one who ran off to the mountains instead of handling things like an adult.  I am the one who tried climbing a damn cliff in a snowstorm.  Do you understand?”
 
   She nodded.  I shook my head at her.  “No.  I want to hear you say it.  Do you understand?”
 
   She sniffled and nodded in determination.  “I understand Bobbi.”
 
   I smiled at her, then frowned. “Now, just as important... I don't EVER want to hear you say you are stupid ever again!  It makes me so angry whenever you say that!  Book smarts are not the end all be all of intelligence.  You are one of the most caring and compassionate people I know.  What you do with the shelters and the childrens wards is so far beyond amazing I don't know how you can organize it all and keep everything straight in your head.  I've never seen you write any of the information down even once since I met you.  How do you do it all?  You are one of the most intelligent people I know.  Do you got it?”
 
   She nodded.  I tilted my head and stared at her expectantly.  She bit her lip and nodded again.  “I got it Bobbi.”
 
   I gently picked up the sleeping Monster, and handed him to her.  I motioned her to come closer with a crook of my finger.  She leaned in and I kissed her on her cheek.  “I love you bunches San.”
 
   She now had happy tear in her sparkling eyes.  “I love you too Bobbi.”
 
   There was a shuffling at the door and we both looked over to see Blake standing there with a gleeful smile on her face, looking between the two of us.  She looked at the blonde.  “You gonna listen this time Sandra?”
 
   Sandra nodded her head then gave me a quick kiss on my forehead and went quickly toward the door while carefully placing a sleeping Monster in her oversized bag.  Blake blocked her way at the door.
 
   When San looked up at her, Blake smiled and gave her a little hug then let her pass.
 
   She looked back at the blonde as she passed then to me as she walked up with a soft smile on her face.  She looked around the room then leaned in and shared a soft kiss on my lips.  Then she sat in the chair while holding my hand.  “They all love you so much Ro, you know that don't you?  Every single one of them is a hero.  I think Kim's head is going to explode with so may heroes around.”
 
   I giggled at the thought.  I could clearly picture it in my head.
 
   She looked at me like she wanted to ask something.  She finally spoke.  “Kim says you don't know about your voice.  Can you really not hear your accent?”
 
   I shrugged.  OK, at first I thought they were being silly.  But now I'm starting to get scared.  The doc did say I suffered a stroke.  Was I damaged?  I couldn't hear any difference in my voice.  What if there is... more?
 
   It looked like Blake was reading all of this in my eyes as she spoke quickly.  “It's OK.  We'll talk to the doctors.  Worst case scenario.  My... girlfriend... is stuck in sexy voice mode.  Not too much of a negative there.”
 
   I grinned.  She had a way of making things not seems so bad and relaxing me.  I released her hand for a second so I could slap her arm playfully before I grabbed her hand again.  It was mine and I wasn't going to let it go!
 
   It was getting so hard to keep my eyes open, I was so tired.  She must have sensed this and said, “We'll talk more later.  Right now, you need some sleep.  I'll be right here.  And Ro?”
 
   I looked at her, she smiled and whispered, “I love you.”
 
   I almost melted right there on the spot.  I whispered back, “I love you too Blakester.”  Then drifted off into a peaceful slumber.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13 – Recovery
 
   It was frustrating.  Just laying here, I needed to get outside, or back home.  I needed to move.  I was sick of this damn hospital!  Two months!  Day after day, doing physical therapy to strengthen the muscles that had atrophied during my coma.  At least the damn casts were finally off.
 
   It was determined that my stroke had damaged the speech center of my brain.  My core language was unaffected but the learned speech patterns I had developed during my years in the States were affected.  It was freaky, when I spoke, I couldn't hear the accent at all.  I insisted they were all exaggerating.  But when they recorded my voice and played it back to me... holy Aussie accent Batman!  This was the second scariest revelation from my injuries... knowing my brain is not quite right.  What else could be changed that I don't know about?
 
   The scariest thing is the nerve damage that was done when my spine had compressed in the fall. They had to fuse two vertebrae where a disc was totally destroyed.  They called it spondylodesis or some other nonsensical term like that.  A second disc was hyper compressed.  The covering over my nerves got damaged... they called it the myelin sheath.   But the result of the damage was that I didn't seem to have complete muscle control of my legs.  They said in some instances, the sheath will grow back, but it takes time.  Lots of time.
 
   There were some other motor control issues with my legs that they couldn't tell if it was because of the stroke or because of the nerve damage.  It was predominantly my right leg but because it crossed over to the left side a little they were leaning more toward the nerve damage than the stroke.
 
   They didn't know if this would improve over time.  But in the mean time, I had to learn to walk again.  Blake was there every day.  My rock, my strength.  I seriously don't think I could have gone through this without her support.  She's come so far on the acceptance of who she is front.  She doesn't try to hide her love for me anymore and has no problems showing public displays of affection in the hospital.  And proudly tells people I am her girlfriend.  God, that makes me swoon each time.
 
   She sits patiently through my tantrums during therapy.  She listens when I voice my fears.  She holds me when I break down.  Chastises me when I question myself.  I continually wonder how I was blessed with her in my life and am amazed that she chose me.
 
   I think about her own fall.  About how her fiance basically abandoned her when she was going through something similar.  She did this alone... she is so strong.  My heart breaks each time.  I wish I could have been there for her back then.  Nobody should have to go through something like this alone.
 
   Alone is the one thing I can say that I'm not.  My girls and guys visit each and every day with updates.  I guess Kim is an animal out there and took charge of managing not only Silent Bob's but Reston Outfitters too since Blake has dedicated all of her time to being here for me.  She basically gave Kim the keys to the castle.
 
   I'm just glad Blake is eating normally again now that I am awake, she's getting some meat back on her bones.
 
   Samantha is looking forward to me coming home this week.  Everyone says she hovers around the presents under the perpetual Christmas tree that is still in my rooms at home.  This makes me giggle each time.
 
   February fourteenth was amazing and frustrating.  Kim had somehow managed to smuggle in, or bribe the nurses to look the other way, a candlelight dinner.  She took no small measure of glee in asking five words that had double if not triple meaning,  “Roberta Valentine... be MY Valentine?” Many giggle fits and kisses later I enjoyed my first non-hospital food in a couple weeks.  That was almost two months ago.
 
   I'll never forget the first time I tried to walk again.  My arms were weak from lack of use.  They had these two parallel bars that I was supposed to pull myself up on.  I could barely do that and my legs just hung there, just dangling and slightly touching the ground.  I tried so hard to step.  I willed it with all of my being.  Instead my right leg spasmed more to the side than forward.  My knee ached from the effort.  I tried swinging my body to get my left leg to move forward.  I did a little better but the effort caused me to collapse.
 
   The physical therapist caught me and Blake was suddenly by my side.  She was hugging me to her as I started screaming and pounding on her chest repeatedly.  I had lost it.  How can I get back to my mountains if I can't even take a step?
 
   She didn't say a word she just took all of my blows.  She let me vent the venom in my words.  She took all the anger inside me and just reflected back love.  When I realized what I was doing I begged for forgiveness and hugged her tight, never wanting to let go.  She wordlessly held me then leaned down and kissed my lips.
 
   Then she whispered, “One step at a time Ro.  One day at a time.”
 
   Can you fall in love with someone more than once?  I think you can, as I did each day with her.  I just nodded.  And had them help me up to try again.  I WILL make her proud of me!  I could only try a few more times before I was exhausted.  But I did take a couple steps.  My right leg flinging out to the side.
 
   Every day I get better and better.  I looked like an spasming penguin on a sugar high with my legs flailing about, but I could walk with the special braces they put on me to keep my legs straight.  Righty, as I'm calling my right leg now... still has a tendency to swing wide.  I refuse the wheelchair the damn doctors keep trying to put me in every day.  If I used it, it would be like admitting to myself that I can't improve... that I can't get back to my climbing.  So instead I have half cuff forearm crutches to help out just in case Righty decides to go walkabout on her own as she has been known to do, the traitorous limb!
 
   I just know I'll get to the point where I can climb again.  I have to.  It is half my life.  The other half is smiling seductively at me right now.  It is doing some pleasant things to me.  “Ummm.. .what's up Blakester?”
 
   She grinned.  “Oh nothing.  I was just realizing that I get to bring you home soon.  Then I'll have you all to myself.”
 
   I could feel a blush burning on my cheeks and traveling down my neck.  She whispered,  “Do you realize that I haven't been able to do more than kiss the girlfriend I have had for a couple months?  It is driving me crazy.”
 
   I giggled and licked my lips.  “You sure you're straight Blakester?”
 
   She winked.  “No.  I'm so gay for you Ro that it isn't even funny.”
 
   I snorted.  I seem to be doing that a lot lately.  I felt like being playful for the first time in a long time.  “Would you even know what to do if you ever got me alone?”
 
   She looked around then whispered,  “I've been doing research.”  Then she wiggled her eyebrows.  I tiled my head in question.  Then she giggled.  “There's this thing called the internet out there.  It has all kinds of information about... ummm... lesbian intimacy.”
 
   My eyes went wide and I blurted out maybe a little too loudly,  “You're surfing lesbian porn Blake?!”
 
   She shushed me, looking around conspiratorially and whispered with a sly grin,  “I prefer the term instructional videos.”  I couldn't stop my giggling laugh for quite some time, it felt awesome.  And her intense blush was so adorable.
 
   I stopped suddenly.  “I love you Blake.”
 
   I enjoyed the long, warm hug she rewarded me with immensely.  I could live in her arms like this forever.
 
   I redoubled my efforts in therapy after that.  My muscles ached terribly, I could never do it for sustained periods of time.  Every time I asked if I would recover enough to climb.  The doctors would just start babbling about other aspects of my recovery.  So frustrating!  I started concentrating on my upper body more.  The stronger it was the more help my arms could give during the sessions.
 
   We both sat on my bed on my last day in that godforsaken sterile hospital room, penning handwritten replies to the hundreds of letters and cards I had received from friends, customers and well wishers.  It felt awesome to be in my street clothes after all this time.  The braces were strapped over my jeans.
 
   Then Blake and I started discussing the future for the first time.  She just handed over a thank you card for me to sign and she looked over at me like she was afraid of something.  I quirked an eyebrow and tilted my head, getting lost in her twinkling intelligent eyes. “What's on your mind Blakester?”
 
   She exhaled. “I... want to be THERE, for your recovery at home.  It is odd for me to admit, if you would have told me that a year ago, I would have said it was crazy.  I was such a terrible person before you.  I feel like a better person around you.  I've become quite addicted to being by your side.”
 
   I couldn't stop smiling as she continued.  “Would you... is it OK if... what I'm trying to ask is...”
 
   I stopped her with a kiss, it made me wonderfully tingly all over.  I nodded with a grin.  “I'd love it if you would stay with me.  I've become quite accustomed to having you around myself.  Plus, being the selfish person I am... that gives me more time to stare into your gorgeous green eyes.”
 
   She looked immensely relieved and appeared to be tearing up.  Why was she so relieved?  I'm the one who is the lucky one.  I've grown even closer to her here at the hospital than we were before.  How is that even possible?  Her strength and patience with me are unparallelled.  I keep waking up each morning knowing that she will be gone... but she is always right there, in that chair.  My anchor... feeding me strength to get through this.  So for her to want to stay with me is a huge weight off my heart.  I can't describe how relived I am.
 
   She smiled with a coy look on her face.  “OK, but don't read too much into this.  I'm not easy.  I expect to be wined and dined and properly dated and courted once you get your lazy ass out of here.”
 
   I gave her my best seductive smile and leaned in to where our lips were millimeters apart and just sat there smiling.  Our hot breath on each others lips.  She finally caved and closed the distance and kissed me.  I giggled.  “No... you ARE easy Blake.”  This got me a playful slap on my arm and another hot kiss on my lips.  Fair trade!
 
   Then she sighed and tilted her head as she asked, “Have you re-thought the elevator in the lodge?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes... actually I think it is a great idea for people with disabilities to get to the second level where the cafe is.  That lodge was built long before people thought seriously abut accessibility... stairs all over the place.  BUT, I'm not getting in the damn thing!  I'm no invalid.  The stairs will do fine.”
 
   She looked frustrated.  “You're impossible sometimes Ro!  What am I going to do with you?”
 
   I mocked thinking for a second and brightened like I had an idea. “Anything you want Blakester.”  This got me the smile I was looking for from her.
 
   We finished up our letters and cards and double-checked my belongings and waited for the damn doctor.  He was already twenty minutes late.  I stood up and slid my arms in my forearm crutches and started erratically pacing the room.
 
   Finally the doc showed up and a male nurse with a wheelchair.  What the hell is that contraption doing in here?  The doc had me sign the discharge papers then discussed some of the long term things again, like therapy and followup visits.  We had been through all of that a thousand times before.
 
   Then we spoke a little about my recovery and the possibility of me hiking and climbing again.  He started to get evasive and non-committal.  Damn it!  Not this time!  “Speak plainly Doc!  I need to know.  Will I be able to do my outdoor activities or not?”
 
   He sighed and then said probably the most heart rending thing anyone had ever said to me.  It hit me like a physical blow.  “No... I don't see you recovering enough to ever do strenuous outdoor activities.  It is nothing short of miraculous the amount of mobility you have been able to accomplish.  But your injuries were just too severe.  It isn't possible.  I'm sorry Miss Valentine.”
 
   Then he simply turned to leave the room.  Just like that.  He washed his hands of me after crushing my dreams.  I felt rage inside.  I don't like rage.  I'd rather be happy.  I felt frustration.  I felt...
 
   Blake was laughing, this caused the doctor to stop and I was looking at her like she had gone mad. She started talking to the doctor with genuine humor in her voice.  “Did you just now tell her something was impossible doc?”  She snickered. “That's what this person does.  She does the impossible for others every day.  Let me be the first to tell you that she'll make you eat those words.  Do you have any idea who she is?  This...”  She turned to me with nothing but love in her eyes.  “...is Silent Bob!”
 
   He shook his head and left the room.  Suddenly all the anger and frustration were gone.  This marvelous, stupendous, beautiful woman just gave my happiness back like it was nowt.  I smiled at her and we started toward the door.  Her creaking and clacking, and me calckity creak clanking.  We must make quite a sight.
 
   The nurse intercepted me.  “I have to wheel you out the main doors in this Miss Valentine.”
 
   I looked at him and almost hissed,  “I'm not leaving in a wheelchair.  I can move under my own power.”
 
   He looked at me apologetically.  “I'm sorry it is hospital policy.”
 
   I was about to argue but then heat bloomed on my arm, giving me butterflies in my stomach as Blake laid her hand gently on my arm.  “Ro...”  She tilted her head toward the chair.  I pleaded with her with my eyes and opened my mouth to protest.  She just kept looking all cute and Blake-like and interrupted.  “Ro...”  Fine pull the God damned cute-card woman!  You know I'll cave!
 
   “No fair.”  I pouted and hung my head to her snickering.  I sat in the damn chair and put my crutches across my lap as I was wheeled to the elevator.  Then after a quick ride down and then through the main lobby we got outside the main doors and I was standing up almost before he could stop the wheelchair.
 
   To his credit he had a huge grin on his face as he was turning to go back inside, saying, “Have a great day Miss Valentine.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14 – A Merry Little Christmas
 
   To Blake's laughing delight, I must have had my head hanging out the window on the entire ride home, breathing the cool fresh springtime air and almost panting like a dog.  Nirvana!  It has been so long!
 
   We arrived at a deserted lodge, it was late afternoon but not that late.  What the hell?  We're only closed on holidays!  I'm going to have to have a serious talk with Kim!
 
   We entered at ground level into the retail space and made our way to the stairs.  I glanced over beside them and saw a shiny new glass elevator.  They had done it behind my back before I OKed it. Sneaky girls!  But I'm still not using the damn thing!
 
   We made our way up to the deserted second floor.  Blake walking ahead then waiting for me at the top as I made my way up.  Tap tap creeeak clank... Tap tap creeeak clank...  She made a show of twiddling her thumbs.  I grinned at her.  The woman is incorrigible.
 
   Just as I got to the top she leaned in like she was going to kiss me then spun away at the last second giggling up the next flight of stairs to my place, leaving me aroused and frustrated.  I shook my head with a smile and called up, “Tease!”  She rewarded me with another giggle.
 
   Tap tap creeeak clank... Tap tap creeeak clank... Damn, this is hard.  I got to the top and paused for a moment to catch my breath.  I looked over to see Blake standing coyly by my door.  She'll be the death of me yet!
 
   As I reached the door she swung it open.  I stepped inside and was stunned as all of the people I love yelled, “Merry Christmas!”  The place was a Christmas wonderland!  The great room was decked out in lights, holly and decorations.  My little Christmas tree was replaced by a huge twinkling and sparkling tree with brightly wrapped gifts beneath.  I was crying and I still don't know why.
 
   I dropped my crutches and held my hands over my mouth.  I stiffly made my way toward everyone creaking and clanking, my right leg swinging a little wide.  Sammie rocketed over and grabbed my crutches and put them beside the sunken seating space and then grabbed my hand excitedly, dragging me to everyone.  “Aunty Bobbi!  Now that you are home we can have a right happy Christmas!”
 
   I giggled and hugged her then hugged everyone else in turn, exchanging greetings.  I hobbled down the steps into the sunken seating area and sat down in front of the low burning fire.
 
   I wiped away my tears.  “You know I love you all don't you?”  I got smiles, nods and mumbled “Love you too”s in return.
 
   We all spent the night feasting on a Christmas dinner, discussing everything from life to business to the future.  Have I mentioned how much I love these people?  Then... “finally” if you ask Sammie... moved on to the presents.
 
   I took the time to marvel at my wonderfully unorthodox family as we moved down to the sunken seating area.  I just looked around at them all, amazed at how each one is strong in a different way and how proud of each and every one of them I am.
 
   I was pleasantly surprised that Kim started us out by handing out my gifts to each of them.  Those brightly color packages had been sitting in my place for so long, just patiently awaiting my return to be given to my girls and guys.
 
   Samantha was thrilled to death with the art set I gave her, Kim misted up when she saw it, did I just crack her stoic armor?  It was identical to the one I had given her so many years ago, I only thought it was fitting.  I had to giggle at Sammie's squealing delight as she ran and jumped up into my lap for a super hug.  I held her on my lap as we watched the others open theirs.
 
   I tried to put as much thought in all of the other gifts.  From the reactions, I did OK.  Vernon loved his monogrammed tool belt and framed picture of his son, Tim's college graduation.  He looked at me crossways at the “bonus” check.  What was that look for?
 
   Ramona looked confused when she pulled out some bland olive drab coveralls.  I explained that if she wore them around the shop, she wouldn't be able to manipulate me by looking cute all the time.  She just winked.  “You're just easy boss.”  She squealed just like Sam when she unrolled them and a little box with a silver chain with a little locket inscribed with Ramona dropped to the floor.
 
   Jane cried when she opened hers.  A piece of art I had commissioned from Mia Jacobs.  It was a delicate airplane that looked to be made of wooden ribbons.  It was actually carved out of a single piece of wood.  It looked to be pulling a banner behind that had words that were comprised of tens of thousands of little pinholes burned through the ribbon.  “First Love ~ Forever Friend”
 
   Kim opened her's but closed it again quickly I could see her armor shattering as Skylar put a hand on hers and opened the box again.  Skylar took out a colorful winter scarf and looked questioningly at Kimi as a tear rolled down her face.  Skylar asked softly, “What is it Flower?”
 
   Kim finally smiled and looked up at her with another tear trickling down her cheek.  “It's the scarf Bobbi was wearing the day we met.  The day She saved me.  The day I discovered that the world is full of wonder and heroes.”
 
   Kimi walked over to me and smiled as she hugged me long and hard, whispering, “I love you big sis.”
 
   I smiled and whispered back, “I love you too little sis.”
 
   There were similar hugs and tears for all the rest.
 
   After Sandra opened hers, simple framed pictures of each of us with little hearts around the frames...  I also informed her that Silent Bob's had been collecting old clothing, coats, gloves, shoes and boots from our customers all year for her, and had a large truckload of clothing to be delivered to the shelters.  She squealed louder than Samantha had and hugged me with so much excited energy I thought she might phase out of our space/time continuum.  I knew she loved those people more than anything else.  Well... maybe not more than Jane.
 
   It came down to the gift in Blake's hand.  I was feeling nervous as she opened the box it had “I” on the lid of the box.  Inside was another smaller box “have”, then a smaller one “to”, then one last one, smaller yet “confess”.  She opened it and pulled out the little red paper heart with nothing but Silent Bob written on it.  She looked at it then at me.  I shrugged and spoke hoarsely,  “It was all I could think of to give you... my heart.”
 
   She looked back at it, I couldn't read her face, I may as well have been looking at Kim.  Then she whispered, “But... you did this before Christmas... before the fight... before the accident.”  I nodded.  She was tearing up. “You were going to confess?”
 
   I nodded and looked down, “Both to my lies and my feelings for you.  I was so terrified I'd lose you.”
 
   A soft finger was guiding my chin back up and our eyes met for a moment before her lips were on mine.  I'm pretty sure I was floating inches off the floor when she broke the kiss.  Then I was aware of people aaaaw-ing and Crystal comically chiming out.  “Ewwww!  Straight girl kissing a gay girl!  My eyes!  My eyes!”  Everyone laughed out loud at this.  Oh God, I just snorted again didn't I?
 
   Blake giggled at her.  “No straight girls here but Ramona.”
 
   Then all the other gifts were handed out.  We had a great time, laughing and joking.  Singing Christmas carols in April.  Kim handed me a magazine that came out last week with the headline of  “The Legend of Silent Bob”, and told me the news people were just eating my story up and it was causing a huge swell of business that she had had to slosh over to Reston Outfitters.
 
   With so many “aunts” and “uncles” Sammie certainly made out like a banshee.  A cute tiny giggling blonde banshee with an infectious smile.
 
   I was a little sad when it was all winding down.  The last gift had been opened.  But then suddenly there was a cute upside down Blake in my face as she leaned over the sunken seat from behind me and gave me a quick upside down peck on the lips.  Then she handed me a little box as she walked down the step to stand in front of me as everyone quieted down.
 
   I squinted an eye at her as she acted all sweet and innocent.  I opened the box and there was a simple gold band in it.  I wasn't sure I was seeing things right.  I looked over at her and she put her hands together in front of her lips like she was praying.  Her eyes were glistening.  She whispered, “Be MY Valentine, and no one else's.”
 
   I started sobbing and nodding at her.  I thought I was all cried out but apparently not.  She grabbed the ring from the box and whispered, “These past few months I have been filled with nothing but happiness.  You gave that to me Ro.  I used to be full of rage, but now there's nothing but love.  You made me want to be a better person.  Then you went and stole my heart.  I can't imagine living my life without your strength, without your smile.”  Then she slid it on my finger.
 
   She kissed me and time stopped.  If you could look at your entire life in a single instant and identify the moment you were the happiest... the moment you found your true soul mate.  This was my moment. I just basked in that moment until time started again.
 
   I gasped for air when we broke the kiss to everyone applauding.  I whispered, “Ditto.” There were chuckles from the peanut gallery.
 
   After everyone but Kimi's family had left.  Skylar excused them to the guest room.  Fine... to Kimi's room, she'll always have a room here.
 
   I turned to Blake, and the smoldering, hungry look she was giving me was melting me into a puddle.  With meaning beyond the words, she whispered, “Let's go to bed Ro.” 
 
   I whimpered happily as she slowly dragged me to my... no... to our room.
 
   - - -
 
   Oh my God what a beautiful day!!  My body was still tingling from last night.  Blake's “research” was certainly fruitful.  She had played me like a violin.  I gave as well as I got.  We took it slow, creating the most sensual experience of my life.
 
   If there was any doubt before, now there is no mistaking that she one hundred percent owns my heart.
 
   If it is possible, she looks even more beautiful sleeping here beside me with a spectacular glow radiating from her.  I couldn't resist, so I leaned over and gently kissed her neck by the red mark I left last night.  Hey, a girl has to mark her territory!
 
   She kept her eyes closed but she smiled with a look of satisfaction on her face as she stretched like a jungle cat.  Then she opened her twinkling eyes with a grin.
 
   I smiled back, and I felt I couldn't break tradition so I said, “So, after I open up shop today, I was thinking maybe we could discuss some sort of business plan since it seems Kim has almost merged our two businesses.”
 
   She started laughing and rolled her eyes. “And hello to you too baby.”
 
   I giggled. “Hello Blakester.”
 
   We got up and got ready for the day, with me calckity creak clanking to the shower.  I put the crutches and braces by the bathroom door and this wondrous Romanian gypsy princess joined me in the shower.  I don't know if it was the hot water or us that steamed up the mirror.
 
   I used the hair dryer to defog the mirror.  Then I took the time to really look at myself in it.  I hadn't really taken the time nor did I have the desires to see myself while I was in the hospital.  Holy cow has my hair gotten longer!  I'll have to do something about that later.  I looked thinner, I'll have to do something about that too.
 
   I had some scars on my torso from the surgeries to the internal damage the broken ribs had caused. I don't know why, but I kind of liked them.  They showed that I had survived.
 
   There was something about my eyes... I saw a fire there that I didn't like, was it anger?  But just as that thought crossed my mind the fire was extinguished as Blake was standing behind me with her hands laying gently on my hips.  She took the anger away.  She looked at me in understanding and whispered, “It will take some time.  One day at a time, one step at a time Ro.”
 
   Then we got dressed and went downstairs to open up.  She playfully skipped down each flight and leaned against the banister to wait for me to creak clank down.  That's another thing I love about her, she isn't trying to help me all the time.  She really isn't treating me any different than before I had more metal on my legs than her.
 
   Virtually on cue she chimed out from the bottom, “Come on slowpoke, the world isn't going to wait for you.”  I shook my head with a small smile on my face.
 
   As I reached the bottom, we both started cracking up when we looked over to see Ramona and Remmy riding down in the glass elevator from the office level, waving at us.
 
   It was nice to get back into the morning ritual I have done since I was twelve.  There was something reassuring about it.  Once everything was set up and the front doors were unlocked.  We leaned back against the wall to take it all in for a moment.
 
   Movement by the stairs caught my attention.  I gave a sad smile as I saw Kim, Skylar and Samantha heading our way, pulling their suitcases behind them.  My smile deepened when I saw Skylar was still dragging around that old clunky suitcase of hers that she originally had when she met Kim.  She can't seem to part with.  I was going to miss them.  I couldn't wait till summer when they would return.
 
   Sammie came running over with a super smile and gave me a sneak attack hug from below.  “We're going to go home now Auntie Bobbie and Auntie Blake.  I'm going to miss you!  I love you so much!”
 
   I grinned and place a hand on her cute little blonde head.  “I'm going to miss you too.  And I love you more than I can describe.”  This got a huge grin from her and she turned and gave Blake a matching sneak attack hug.
 
   Skylar walked up and kissed both of us on our cheeks.  She leaned in and whispered so nobody else could hear,  “It WILL get better.  The fire will fade.  I will just take time.”  God she was as perceptive as Blake.  But Skylar did have a unique perspective, and she wears her scars with pride now.  I felt my eyes watering a bit as I nodded.
 
   “Love you,” I whispered.
 
   She pulled back to look in my eyes and reinforce what she said,  “Love you too.  Both of you.”
 
   Kim hugged Blake then turned to me.  She stared at me with that stoic look.  She was at a loss for words just like I was.  I dropped my crutches and pulled her into a hug as they fell to the ground.  I whispered so only she could hear, “I am so very proud of you.  You are my hero, always know that.”
 
   She was in tears as she turned and they made their way out the door.  God I was going to miss them!
 
   I bent down and grabbed my forearm crutches and walked beside Blake as we made our way out the door as well.  I walked her to her car.  I grinned.  “You sure you gotta go?”
 
   She gave a cute laugh.  “Well I haven't been to my own shop in months.  I gotta see what Kim has done to me.  Did you know that business has almost doubled in the past couple months and Lane says employee moral is at its pinnacle.  Though I'm pretty sure he is scared to death of her.  I'm afraid she may have cloned Silent Bob's, I'll have to disinfect everything.  I'll see you tonight.”
 
   I gave a laugh right back as she got into her car and rolled down the window and leaned her head out.  I gave her a kiss and my eyes were drawn to the mountains.  I absently said, “Well, get back as soon as you can Blakester.  I always miss you when you are not beside me.”
 
   She followed my gaze to the mountains.  Her voice was firm and unwavering. “Don't worry Ro.  We WILL get you back there.  There isn't a force on this Earth that can keep you away.”  I glanced over to her sparkling eyes that held Kimi's hero worship in them as she continued,  “Don't you know who you are?  You're Silent Bob!”
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   The man at the registration table droned to me,  “Here are your numbers Mr. Vanderbilt, keep them pinned to your front and back and visible at all times during the competition.  Welcome to the Pacific Northwest Mountain Relay.”  I looked out across the clearing at the teams assembled there then across the impressive mountain range.  They aren't as impressive as the Swiss Alps, but the Cascades are quite surprising for such a small mountain range and don't disappoint.
 
   With this win, I'll take... I mean my team, Rhino will take first place overall internationally for the professional Mountain Relay circuit.  We beat the second best team in the Rocky Mountain classic last month by almost fourteen minutes.  Since this is a smaller venue, the only other ranked team here today is the Bernard brothers' Team Boulder, and they are ranked fifth overall, so they won't be of any consequence.
 
   “Hey Martin!” I heard Herman calling in his thick German accent.  I turned to the muscular man.  I chose Herman Heinz for my handpicked team when I started competing two years ago.  He was the best ranked cross country scrambler out there.  It was a small matter to dangle some of my father's money over his head to get him to join.  Our Russian trail leg sojourner, Peter Durov was just as easy. With my made to order team and me anchoring the climbing leg, it was almost unfair to the other teams.
 
   The Mountain Relay is a new sport that I hear actually originated here in the Cascades three years back.  It was so exciting it spread to other countries like wildfire.  First leg is generally a scramble through rough terrains, bisecting a mountain pass.  The second leg comprises a simple traverse of a valley or canyon depending on the location.  Then the final leg is a free climb up a cliff face.  Each of the first two legs generally take two hours.
 
   Wow!  This place was teeming with spectators, almost like some of the bigger venues.  That just makes the win that much sweeter.
 
   I looked to the imposing man.  “What's up, Herman?”
 
   He tilted his head toward the starting line at the edge of the forest where teams were congregating. “They just gave the ten minute warning.”
 
   I nodded and followed him over.  He would be doing the first leg.  Once they left I would drive Peter to the first checkpoint to wait for Herman to arrive so Peter could run the second leg.
 
   I shook my head in disdain as we walked through the groups.  There was absolutely no competition here.  This would be a cake walk... almost boring.
 
   There was a commotion as three people joined the group farther down the line.  I overheard some teams groaning.  “Oh man?  Really?  They're here again?  I guess we're all racing for second place now.  They have taken it every year!”
 
   Crap!  Did another ranked team show up?  I jockeyed past another team to see two cripples and a man that looked a million years old all with numbers pinned on them, walking up to greet the other teams.  Everyone was murmuring and shaking their hands.  The two cripples were good looking women, probably in their mid to late thirties. I wouldn't kick them out of bed.  One had just half a left hand and her legs were in braces, and she had one of those short crutch thingies that has a bracket for your arm.  Her right leg was twitching out to the side as she walked.  The other competitors were treating her like a rock star.  The other woman had a leg brace as well.  This is a joke right?  They are making a mockery of my sport.  They'll let anyone enter.
 
     I saw the old guy lining up on the starting line.  I shook my head.  He'll probably keel over from a heart attack at the starting gun.  I snorted at my own joke.  I dismissed them and we caught up with Peter.  Then I turned to Herman.
 
   I spoke with a hard edge.  “OK, we spent the past two weeks here scouting the pass, you know it intimately.  Get your ass through and to Peter as fast as possible.  Any lead you gain will get Peter into his sprint faster.  I want to be at the finish before the first person hits the wall below.  Got it guys?”  They nodded with looks of anger on their faces toward me.  Tough.  They don't have to like me, they just have to win.  I'm not paying them to slack off.
 
   Peter and I backed off the line and allowed Herman to line up.  I kept glancing over at the old man. I think he could feel it as he turned his squinting gaze over to me.  He stared hard at me for a second, unflinching then spit on the ground and turned back to the line as they counted down.  I hope he keels over.
 
   Five... four... three... two... one... the starter pistol went off and everyone darted into the trees and rocks.  The old guy just stood there for a few seconds and watched them all disappear.  Then he winked at the two girls who laughed.  He spit again then just walked off into the woods, forty five degrees up from where everyone else went.
 
   I shook my head.  And Peter and I made our way back to the car.  We didn't talk on the drive down range and hooking around to the other side of the pass.  A half hour later we were parking in the clearing near the opening to the sprawling valley.
 
   We kicked back at the checkpoint with the other teams.  Those two cripples were looking awfully chummy over there.  Wouldn't surprise me if they were homos too.
 
   Peter grabbed a banana and some water from the tables and hydrated.  It was getting a little hot, so that's not a bad idea.  I grabbed a water too.  I was sitting on a rock with my head back, just sunning a bit when I heard a commotion a bit later and the huge throng of spectators started to cheer.
 
   I grinned.  That would be Herman.  I checked my cell as I stood.  Ninety three minutes!?  That's fifteen minutes faster than his best practice time!  This was going to be even easier than I thought.
 
   I made my way over to the checkpoint to see that old goat of a man walking...  yes, walking, up to the checkpoint.  What the hell is going on?
 
   The two girls were there.  He tagged off to the tall one with the single leg brace.  She didn't take off.  Both the girls hugged the crusty old guy and handed him a water bottle.  Then the tall one leaned over and kissed the one with the crutch on the lips.  I knew it!
 
   She then turned and walked quickly into the valley below.  She wasn't even at jogging speed.  It looked like that swift power walk was her top speed with that brace clicking an clacking along.  They're not even taking this seriously... what the hell?  Well at that speed, at least Peter can overtake her in no time.  Now where the hell was Herman?
 
   I made my way to Peter at the checkpoint as the cripple and the old guy made their way back to the cars.  I looked at him.  “I don't know how that old geezer beat Herman or how he got here so fast.  But you better damn well pass that gimpy girl out there.”
 
   He had a hard look on his face then finally nodded.  He glanced back at the old man getting in the jeep with the other girl.  He smiled a little and had a slight look of awe on his face.  He was starting to piss me off.
 
   “What are you smiling about?  We have a race to win!”  
 
   Peter looked at me and spoke with his thick Russian accent.  “That was Remington Miller!  They say there is no man that knows these mountains like him.  He used to be a world class climber like fifty years or so ago.   I hear there isn't a mountain range he didn't climb in his youth.  If anyone can find a shortcut through that pass, it would be him.”
 
   Was he impressed?  I spat out, “Forget him.  Just focus!  You have a job to do.”
 
   I moved back and started pacing.  A few minutes later there was cheering from the spectators again. I looked over to see Herman scrambling over some rocks and sprinting to Peter who was off like a shot when they tagged off.
 
   Herman went over to the water and chugged a bottle down.  Gasping.  He was walking up to me proudly.  “How do you like that?  I shaved a minute off my best time!”
 
   I turned my back and started walking to the car.  He hustled to catch up.  He looked at me. “What's your problem?”
 
   I stopped before getting into the car and glared at him.  “You let that old fossil beat you by fourteen minutes.  That's what's wrong, I thought you were a professional.  Now Peter won't be able to give me the huge lead I wanted.”
 
   Herman smiled and nodded.  “The old man, huh?  Impressive.”
 
   Why is he smiling?  What the hell is wrong with my team, we are here to crush the other teams.  I hissed at him. “Get in the car.”
 
   It was just a short drive down to an impressive timber framed lodge that was converted into an outdoor gear shop, Valentine's Cascade Experience.  The waiting four wheelers ushered us through the woods and across a small creek then over a newly groomed trail through some rough area that had been recently cleared to the base of an imposing cliff face.  I hear they call it “The Skin”.
 
   There were already some spectators standing around and the cripple and the geezer were sitting on a rock talking as she was gearing up for the climb.  I snorted, she'd be useless on that cliff.  Doesn't she know this is for professionals?  She should just run off and join the Special Olympics.  I sneered.
 
   Herman followed my gaze then shook his head.  “You really aren't a very nice person you know that Martin?”
 
   I looked at him and spoke with venom in my voice.  “I don't pay you to like me, I pay you to win.”
 
   He shook his head.  “No.  I don't think so.  After today, I quit.”
 
   I was furious as he turned his back and wandered over to shake the hands of the makeshift team.  I yelled, “I'll make sure no other team will take you Herman!  You are through with the sport!  Are you listening?”
 
   He just ignored me.  How frustrating.  I'll use my father's influence to ruin the man.  But I have this race in the bag anyway.  I'm better than any of these jokers on a rock face.
 
   More and more teams and spectators were gathering... I checked my gear for the hundredth time when cheering erupted from the crowd.  I looked down range a little and Peter was charging toward me at the checkpoint like a freight train.  I smiled inwardly as he tagged off and I tackled the wall.  I had already picked my route, it would be the quickest way to the checkpoint at the treeline at the top.
 
   I was bumping up at about twenty feet or so off the deck when I heard cheering again.  Another man came over the rise sprinting for the checkpoint.  I noticed the cripple coming over the rise at the exact same speed she started behind him, as the second man hit the wall below me.  She's still that fast?
 
   No matter, I'd be up and over the three hundred foot ridge before anyone hit a hundred fifty feet.  I put in some extra effort in the next forty feet or so and pulled myself over a buttress onto a long, wide ledge.  There were some competition volunteers at the far ends of the ledge.
 
   I noticed some large angel wings with the letters R.V. Painted on the cliff face here before I glanced down.  The girl with all the hardware on her legs was already passing up the number two man.  She was taking the wall like a machine.  I saw two other teams starting the climb.  Enough sight seeing!  I started my climb again.
 
   After about another thirty feet I looked down and saw the girl already on the ledge below, kissing her hand and placing it against the angel wings.  I shook my head and continued.
 
   I was at the trickiest part of the climb, just above the half way point when I heard a sweet voice singing one of those Satin Thunder songs.  The girl was only a few feet down from me and about forty feet up range.  Crap!  She's acting all relaxed with a smile on her face!  This is a competition, you don't sing in a competition!  She noticed me looking over and yelled in the heaviest Australian accent I had ever heard, “Hello!  Wonderful day for a climb isn't it?”
 
   I ignored her and turned away and redoubled my effort.  As we climbed I was feeling muscle fatigue setting in.  I was picking the less risky moves as my strength faded.  The steady clackity creeeak and happy singing from beside me driving me on.  I paid good money to make sure I had the best team and couldn't lose!
 
   I committed to a move that could pull me ahead and made it through.  I glanced back over, the move didn't help.  The area she was in has less holds than anywhere else on the cliff.  I scouted this route, I know I chose the easiest way to the top.  I looked away and concentrated on my climb.
 
   She passed me with about fifty feet left in the climb.  She was still bumping and traversing like it was nothing, she was making tricky moves like she wasn't tired at all.  Where was she finding that kind of upper body strength?  I looked at her technique.  She was using mostly her upper body and her left leg, she just let her right leg hang there, dragging along.
 
   I couldn't believe it when she rounded the top fifteen feet before me.  I caught a glimpse of her back as she stood near the edge and pulled her crutch out of a holster on her back and disappear from view as I crested the ridge.
 
   Her right leg was flinging all over the place as she quickly made it to the checkpoint before me. What just happened?  There's no way we lost.  Not to some cripples and an old fart!  They had to have cheated.
 
   As I arrived at the checkpoint for my finish out of breath,  I looked back to see two others complete the climb and sprint toward us.
 
   As the officials at the finish were all shaking her hands.  One of the four officials got onto the radio.  “And the winner of this years Pacific Northwest Mountain Relay... for the third year running... Team Valentine!”
 
   I could hear roaring cheers come from below.  The two others had arrived and I saw more competitors coming up over the ridge.  The girl was heading back toward the ridge, giving high fives and encouraging the others as they ran past to the checkpoint.
 
   The man continued into the radio.  “Second place goes to Team Rhino with a valiant attempt at just plus one minute forty three seconds!”
 
   There was moderate cheering from below at this.  I was still stunned as he announced the other finishers as they came in.  Team Boulder was the other ranked team, they came in third at plus four minutes six seconds.
 
   I turned my head to the sound of a sweet voice shouting “Belay on?” loudly, just to see the cripple disappear over the ridge on a rope after yelling, “Climb ready!” as she rappelled down the cliff face.
 
   I was still stunned as Gunter from Team Boulder walked up beside me shooting a smile to where the girl just was.  I looked over at him, why the hell was he smiling?  “Why are you smiling?  Some crippled gay girl just beat us with a team of misfits.  That's impossible!”
 
   The man looked at me in disdain then said with no humor in his voice,  “You need to grow up and get over your bigotry, the whole world is passing you by.”  How dare him... doesn't he know who I am?
 
   Then he glanced back at where she had been with a smile.  “Never tell that woman or her wife that something is impossible.  We didn't stand a chance the moment Team Valentine arrived.  I was hoping they wouldn't show this year.  It wouldn't matter what lead you had when you hit the wall.  There's nobody better on a rock face than that spectacular lady.  Once she laid her hands on the cliff it was all over.  She chose the toughest route just to give the rest of us a sporting chance.  I'm proud to have come so close to their time.”
 
   I looked at him like he was crazy even though my loss proved his assertion.  He looked at me and appeared to be studying my confusion with amusement.  Suddenly he grinned hugely. “Don't you know who that was?  You lost before you began.  That... was Silent Bob!”
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Sample Chapter from the Valkyrie Chronicles: Bloodlines 
 
   (Coming in the fall of 2013)
 
   Chapter 1 – The Stand of Great Britain
 
   I shook my head as I cleaved two men in half with the carbon blades that I had hardened with my lattice while a steady barrage of bullets deflected off of my nano-lattice causing it to flare bright blue.  The bullet strikes hurt but weren’t getting through the compressed magnetic energy net on my skin.  I took no pleasure in killing humans, there was no honor in it.  I am a Valkyrie of Valhalla,  we women take no joy in the death of the weak, our rage should be spent against the Ragnarok race that is threatening this world.
 
   I can't believe that in ten short years Earth had become divided.  Those brave nations who stand against the Ragnarok have formed a United Earth Alliance.  Yet those who caved to the threats and superior strength of the Ragnarok fight for them, either from fear or for power.
 
   Once the Ragnarok's main offensive on Valhalla failed, they turned their attention to the humans of Earth in their quest for conquest.  They knew the Asgard would not launch offensives against them, the Ragnarok bombarded major cities with the few asteroids their ships in orbit still had in tow.  They eradicated millions of humans in their wake.  Paris was the first to fall to the kinetic strikes, followed by Washington DC.  We were able to get the president out just in time.
 
   Through a herculean effort, London was saved, though the tsunami that ensued from the deflection of the asteroid with a tactical nuke over the Atlantic caused thousands of deaths.  England has always amazed me how they can weather the oncoming storms and never waver.
 
   Iran had freely pledged their allegiance to the Ragnarok as well as some smaller nations. India fought long and hard but eventually surrendered to the enemy.
 
   The alien force is now supplying high tech weapons to the humans to fight both the Alliance and the Asgard.
 
   Their base is on a small coral atoll in the Pacific.  No missiles, air or surface attacks have been able to get through their defenses.  Only Asgard tech could accomplish it, but we refuse to go offensive as it is against everything we believe in and our moral nature. 
 
   The question is, how many Ragnarok were still on the ships and how long before another wave of generational ships arrive.  Best case scenario, five thousand years.  Worst case scenario, two hundred years as that is as far as the Asgard can see through 'the veil', the dimensional divide between our realms of Asgard and Midgard.
 
   I heard another explosion behind me and I looked back to see Big Ben crumbling into the River Thames.  Oh kroth that!  No more!  My blood boiled as I sprinted and dove ten feet over the oncoming line of humans, letting loose with my battle cry as I reached the tanks with their upgraded tech.  I sprang high into the air and was cocking my fist to strike as I fell when the familiar golden streak of armor of Geiravor landed on the tank with a blue club crackling with energy extending from her hand striking the seam between the turret and the tank, cleaving the gun from the vehicle.
 
   I landed on the tank and drove my fist, crackling with energy, through the armor and engine. Mother grinned at me and sprang off to one of the other two advancing tanks.  I shook my head with a slight smile, she's always stealing my thunder.  I pushed the thoughts from my head and dove on the other tank.
 
   I glanced over to see an armored personnel vehicle speeding toward the back of my mate, Kate.  I concentrated for a second and she 'heard' and dropped into a roll, avoiding the vehicle and dragging an Odin's spear, crackling with compressed magnetic energy extending from her hand, through the vehicle like a hot knife through butter.  She shot me a wink as she dove into the middle of the front line.
 
   I dismantled the tank then I looked to my right and shielded my eyes a bit from a bright aura as I saw Arina calmly walking through the battlefield, ignoring all enemy strikes to her, her nano-lattice crackling and flaring.  She of course didn't raise a finger to fight back.  She reached her objective, two humans badly injured but alive, she easily threw one over each shoulder and her impressive personal shield raised, encasing them all in its protective bubble as she wandered back off the battlefield toward a medical area.
 
   I smiled a little at Arina the Whispering Breeze, first of the Valkyriefrior, Valkyrie of Peace.  The enemy call her the Ghost of the Battlefield.  Never fighting back, only shielding others or assisting the wounded on the field, whether they be friend or foe.  The Ragnarok, and their allies, at first thought she would be easy prey but soon found that her particular ability with the shields she can create using her nano-lattice are beyond that of any normal Valkyrie or even evolved Valkyrie like Kate and myself.  She can roam the battlefields with complete impunity.
 
   I heard a tank firing from behind and spun to see... the Wildcards!  Jeffery had finally made it to the party!  His team's heavily modified M1A2 Abrams tank lumbered along dragging its signature copper grounding net along the battlefield behind it, absorbing energy weapon blasts and deflecting bullets with its armor.  I have never seen a more valiant group of five humans than the Wildcards.
 
   They have fought in every major engagement against the Ragnarok in the past ten years and have survived every one.  Jeffery Stevens was just a young lieutenant when we first met.  His group had persevered against all odds to take out an enemy artillery emplacement.  He has grown into quite a ruggedly handsome middle-aged man who has traded blows with countless Ragnarok and still lives to tell the tale.  He is now the most successful commander of the alliance.  He says that one day, when he is at his peak, he will join the Asgard as a true Einherjer.  But since Einherjer do not advance, he'll give Earth, his home, as many good years as he can in order to bring the battle to the enemy before becoming Asgard.
 
   Their tank immobilized the enemy command vehicle with ease then Jeffery was diving out of the tank with his energy weapons blazing in each hand.  He connected the copper netting that was draped over him like a rain coat, to the tank's netting on a tethered reel and started running at the disabled command vehicle.  I joined him.  He grinned at me, the deep scar across his face making him look that much more roguish, hardened and impressive as he shouted over the din of battle, “Well met, Valkyrie Kara!”
 
   I rolled my eyes, he loved saying that every chance he got.  So I playfully teased him. “Well met, Einherjer.  Why do you advance from your line?  Leave the advance to the Valkyrie!”
 
   He laughed heartily as he took out two men with his energy weapons that he had procured years ago from the bodies of some slain Ragnarok.  I tossed two of the attacking enemy back behind us to our advancing allies.  He yelled, “What?  And miss out on the the fun?” 
 
   He was suddenly struck by an energy weapon blast and got knocked to the ground, hard, the energy dissipating into the copper webbing and went to ground through his connection to the tank.  Quite an ingenious low tech solution to a high tech problem.  He jumped back to his feet as I was slashing at two other men.  He complained. “Ow!  That frigging stings every time!”
 
   I raised an eyebrow and replied, “Fun?”  I shook my head as I reached the command vehicle and tore the back door off of it.
 
   Immediately I was tackled by the Ragnarok commander inside as his second in command went after Jeffery.  Kroth!  I didn't have time for this, I just cupped my right hand and jammed my fingers into the Ragnarok's gut and unleashed the power of Thor.  Lightning lanced through his body and struck some advancing enemy.
 
   Did I just feel a fluctuation in the power Valhalla is feeding the nanites in my body?  Did it happen again?  That is now three times in two months. 
 
   I turned to see Jeffery trading blows with the small Ragnarok woman.  He deflected and dodged a grouping of rapid strikes.  He purposefully took a strike to the abdomen to trap her arm between them and struck her three times in in the temple in rapid succession with the handle of an energy weapon. She went down and he went with her, gasping and trying to regain the wind she had knocked out of him with her superior strength.
 
   Again he looked at me with a grin. “Ow... again.  Even Rag women hit like they are packing sledge hammers.”
 
   I quirked an eyebrow at that comment as I saw Kate mowing down a group of men with the power of Thor.  Jeffery quickly backpedaled. “Not that women are weak or anything.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and helped him to his feet then ran off to Kate's side to push the enemy back.  I couldn't help but admire her form, she always made fighting look like a graceful dance.  Quite the counterpoint to my brute force approach.  This just made me want her even more.
 
   The tide had turned in this Stand of Great Britain.  Without the enemy commanders, it was now a matter of mop up.  Two hours later through sporadic fighting, the field was won.  We coordinated with the field commanders.  One thousand thirty two allied fighters dead and two thousand plus injured. Approximately seven thousand fifty enemy dead and thousands more injured.  Over half that number had fallen at the hands of us three Valkyrie that Valhalla had dispatched to the battle.  It was estimated that more than six hundred innocents had lost their lives in the city.  Kroth!
 
   There were only four Ragnarok commanding this force.  Was that because the horde's numbers were dwindling that much or were they concentrating forces somewhere else?  Whatever the reason, that left their entire attacking force here vulnerable to the might of the Valkyrie.  They were naught against our fury.
 
    I watched while my minor wounds repaired themselves as my nanites did their job.  Then a familiar, heavily modified wind rider landed near the command center and Arina called out on coms, “Mount up, Valkyrie!”
 
   “That girl...,” Kate said as she rolled her eyes and laughed while we three women of the house of Odin boarded.  Geiravor sat in the seats next to Kate and I as Arina grinned at us from the pilot's chair.
 
   After setting the auto pilot on 'Pegasus', as she called her wind rider, Arina joined us in the back for the hour long journey back to Valhalla.  How she is able to coax so much speed out of the vessel still confounds the engineers back home.  I have a nagging suspicion I know how she is doing it... or should I say my nanites have a nagging suspicion, since they are in constant communication with hers and Kate's.  The little molecular machines seem quite amused with her.  I'm sure father knows her little trick, as Odin is not only ruler of Asgard, but is still First Scientist after all.
 
   I could finally focus on Arina.  She has become quite a spectacular Valkyrie, her blinding aura almost as bright blue as Kate's but with barely a wisp of red trailing behind.  Arina is purest of all Asgard I have ever seen.  I felt the sonic boom as we went supersonic, it never felt like we were going over mach six to me.  I could see the strain on her face that she always tried to hide, from 'helping' the vehicle fly, which only confirmed my suspicions.
 
   She punched up the feeds on the main holo-display, and we saw information scroll by on the battle and the minor battle that Mist had handled up in Oslo, Norway with a small contingent of United Earth Alliance troops and a few Einherjergeir.  I snickered at the name she had assigned the battle, “Mist's Annoyance”.  She wouldn't be back for eight hours in her slower wind rider.
 
   Arina smiled at all of us. “Well met, Valkyrie.”
 
   Mother smiled back. “Well met, little one.”
 
   Kate laid the back of her hand on Arina's cheek. “Well met, Arina.  I wish you would stay off the battlefield.”
 
   Arina looked like a chastised child. “But... there were injured.”
 
   Kate nodded and sighed in resignation. “I know.  I know.  Just be careful.  I worry.”
 
   Arina puffed up.  Oh boy, here it comes.  The little one blurted out, “None can pierce the shield of Arina the Whispering Breeze, second to Kate the Raging Storm, First Valkyrie of Earth!  I am Valkyrie!”
 
   Kate was laughing and mother and I were trying hard not to laugh ourselves as Kate reprimanded, “Yes.  And you are MY responsibility.  Understand?  Learn your own limits.”  She crooked an eyebrow at the girl who looked sufficiently embarrassed.
 
   “Yes, Kat,” the girl replied looking down.
 
   Kate grinned in triumph then turned to me and kissed me gently on the lips before she asked, “Now, did anyone else notice the power fluctuation during the battle?”  We all nodded as I blushed, trying to get over her public display of affection, I don't know if I'll ever get used to how forward humans are.  Well, not that Kate is human anymore.
 
   Arina spoke up, “I'll get with Odin as soon as we land.”
 
   Geiravor countered, “No, there will be time for that tomorrow.  It will be late when we return and we all need sleep.”
 
   Arina started to argue. “But Geiravor, Spear of Odin, I can help him to...”
 
   Geiravor cut her off. “Arina!  How many times must I tell you to call me mother?  Being Kate's second makes you family as Mist is for being Kara's second.  I know you are fond of titles, but really little one.”  She looked at Kate and I in exasperation. “Kat.  Talk to your second.”
 
   Kate just grinned from ear to ear then tilted her head toward Arina expectantly.  The little one caved. “Yes... mother.  I apologize.”  Then she almost whispered like a petulant child, “And I'm not little... anymore.”
 
   This caused more laughter.  But true enough, she doesn't look like a perpetual thirteen year old girl anymore.  But the 'little one' nickname has stuck even though her Valkyrie nanites had aged her to full maturity.  To us Asgard, instead of her actual two thousand years old, she appears to be a couple hundred thousand years old now.  To the humans of Earth, instead of looking physically thirteen years old, she appears to be around twenty.  She also gained ten inches in height and is around five foot nine now and quite the knockout with her wavy chestnut toned hair.
 
   Arina has already grown to legendary status in this short time as the first non-violent Valkyrie, or Valkyriefrior.  She is also known as “The Innocent” as the whispers in the hall tell.  She gets offers to bed almost constantly now from the men and women of the citadel and quite a few visiting humans, she has yet to accept.  She had told Mist once that if Kat and I are not to bed her, then none shall.  She should have known my second would share this with me, and I to Kate.  Arina has better self restraint than me that is for sure, as us Asgard are extremely sexual people though we hate to show it in public.  It is very rare for Asgard to claim exclusivity as Kat and I have.
 
   An incoming message flashed and I gestured toward the display and Jeffery's face filled the holo-screen. “Thanks for waiting ladies.  Now I gotta take a slow cargo plane back with the Rattler and the Wildcards!”  Rattler was the nickname of his Abrams tank, it had been shot to hell so many times but never failed his team.  You would think it was called Rattler as in a snake that could strike fast, but it is actually because of a rattle they cant find inside the tank after their first battle.  No matter how many times they rebuilt her, the rattle stayed.
 
   I snorted and covered my mouth.  “I know you are desperate to get back to Mist and Tyr's bed, but this is payback for the woman comment in the battle.”
 
   He rolled his eyes and grinned. “Hey, I qualified my statement,” he said playfully.
 
   Kate, always the diplomat chimed in. “Oh don't be so whiny, 'Einherjer'.”  She teased him. “Besides, you get what you deserve if you made a comment about women.  Besides, you'll arrive only a couple hours after Mist so she may still be awake when you get back.  Not everyone has the convenience of Pegasus here.”
 
   This put a proud smile on Arina's face as Kate cut the transmission before Jeffery could respond. We all laughed heartily, giving us a cathartic release after the battle.  By the gods I needed some mead! Why do we not keep drink on this vessel?  We talked about anything but battle on the way back.
 
   Before I knew it, Arina was back at the controls taking manual control of our approach, we transitioned back down through the sonic barrier and I felt a familiar pressure from my nanites receding as we slowed to standard speeds.
 
   I was quite positive I knew how she was doing it... and it sure wasn't the vessel.  Such a clever, efficient girl.  She'll keep those engineers guessing for eons.  But in the mean time, they are working on at least supersonic or mach two transports.  Valhalla was never in need of fast transport before, since our city took up every corner of our pocket universe, so virtually no time was ever spent in developing wind riders beyond their current capabilities.
 
   She showboated by threading the needle in the portal of the dome at the gates of Valhalla, going well over a hundred miles per hour, bypassing the landing pads to proceed directly to the central spire.  I caught the sly smile she got when the Einherjer saw our approach and braced themselves for her flyover so they wouldn't stumble from the line they held at the portal gates.  She's such a bad one.  I grinned, and Kate's eyes were sparking with amusement too.
 
   As we were landing on Arina's private pad near the entrance to the central spire, Tyr was on coms comically complaining.  “Kroth, Arina!  I didn't need a krothing haircut today!”  Of course he'd be at the gates, the Captain of the Einherjer was always there when his mate Mist was away.  I still catch myself smiling at the fact that he and Mist had finally bonded after all these eons together.
 
   She just giggled into the coms like an imp, then ignored him as she shut down the systems.  She stood as the doors opened, she motioned to them.  “Ladies?”
 
   Almost instantly after we stepped off the pad and started toward the doors, engineers flooded the landing pad and Pegasus, trying to learn Arina's secrets.  I could see the sly grin on her face as we entered the central spire.  I slapped her forearm.  “You are terrible little one.  One day you'll need to tell them.”
 
   She feigned innocence.
 
   Mother said goodbye to us as we left her on the elevator, placing the back of her hand on each of our cheeks.  We walked up to the door of our quarters and Arina asked, “Will you need food and mead or will you be retiring?”  She was always such an efficient second, always ready to help Kate.
 
   Kate smiled at her and placed the back of her hand on Arina's cheek.  “No, I think we'll just relax and drink some mead then retire.  You go home Arina, we will see you in the morning.”  The little one nodded then said her good nights then continued on to her quarters next door.
 
   As soon as our doors closed, Kate was pushing me back into the couches in the seating area stating in her delightfully raspy voice,  “Now, it has been entirely too long since you last bedded me properly Kara.”
 
   Between kisses, I managed to gasp,  “It was last night.”
 
   She was clawing at my armor, pulling it off roughly as she giggled.  “As I said, entirely too long.”
 
   Kroth do I love this woman!
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